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CALLING ALL SPICE

CADETS
A village in Sri Lanka’s highlands is one of the
best places to sample the country’s cuisine –
and learn how to cook it, writes Lina Goldberg

S

ri Lankan cuisine
features scorching
chillies, spicy curries,
crisp breakfast hoppers
(a bowl-shaped
pancake made from rice flour
and coconut milk) and tangy
pickles, and although you can
taste influences from
neighbouring India and the
Dutch and Portuguese colonists,
Sri Lanka’s food is uniquely its
own. And Ella, a sleepy village
nestled in the hill country, is one
of the best places to sample it.
“Ella is famous for its
cooking,” says Chandika
Madusanka, who runs one of the
town’s most popular cookery
classes. The cooler weather in
the mountains is good for
growing not only the tea that Sri
Lanka is famous for, but also the
pandan and curry leaves that
show up in local dishes.
“In Ella we use more spices
and less chilli powder,”
Madusanka says, explaining that
when chilli isn’t overwhelming
the nuances of the curries
become more apparent. “Here,
you can enjoy the real flavour of
the cuisine without any trouble.”
Sri Lanka doesn’t have much
of a restaurant culture, so the
best way to sample the local
specialties is to dine in homes
and family-run guest houses.
Although dinners are
deceptively referred to as simply
“rice and curry”, they are
actually elaborate meals made
up of multiple dishes.
Vegetarians are easily
accommodated, as most meals
do not contain fish or meat.
Ella is not only a great place
to enjoy the food, it offers many
options for learning to cook like
a Sri Lankan, too. Women spend
hours preparing the family
dinner, and those who run guest
houses are often happy to allow
their guests to watch and learn.
For those looking for more
formal instruction, here are a
few options. Be sure to book at
least a day in advance.
Ella Spice Garden
If you’re looking for a traditional
cookery course, consider

Madusanka’s popular class at
Ella Spice Garden (2,000 rupees
[HK$124] per person, including
dinner). The 24-year-old started
by offering guided tours of his
garden, which is filled with
peppers, cloves, turmeric and
chilli plants, but after frequent
inquiries about how to best use
the spices, and after he badgered
his mother for her recipes, he
commandeered the family
kitchen and the cookery class
was born.
Madusanka’s intimate
classes are a family affair – his
younger sister acts as a sous chef
and his mother hovers around to
make sure he’s doing it right –
and offer a window into what
really goes on in local kitchens.
He gives detailed explanations
about each of the spices used
to make a couple of curries,
spiced rice, dal and
poppadoms. He also
demonstrates how to make
the Sri Lankan speciality
coconut sambal, a perfect
compliment to curry that is
served as a side dish at
nearly every meal.
Ella Spice Garden,
Wellawaya Rd, Ella.
Tel: +94 (0) 75 236 3636

You’ll need to order around
lunchtime, as they cook and
prepare only as much as will be
needed each night.
After being inundated with
requests from diners wanting to
know how to replicate dishes
they had savoured at dinner,
Rawana’s owners decided to
open the kitchen to guests and
provide them with the recipes
for their favourite dishes. If you
ask nicely the chef will let you
hang around the kitchen and
watch him prepare the evening’s
meals as well as provide you
with his recipes.
His speciality is a deliciously
creamy curry, made from
dozens of cloves of garlic, which
must be tasted to be believed.
Watching him cook is better
than anything you’ll see on the
Food Network. He and a few
assistants juggle half-a-dozen
dishes at a time, from cucumber

and mint salad to zesty sweet
and sour aubergine curry. By the
time he’s finished preparing the
enormous spread, you’ll be
more than ready to sit down and
enjoy it.
Rawana Holiday Resort, Wellawaya
Rd, Ella. Tel: +94 (0) 57 222 8794
Nescoffee
If you’d be more comfortable
cooking in a professional kitchen
rather than in a family home, the
chefs at Nescoffee, one of Ella’s
few bona fide restaurants, will
teach you how to make eight
types of curry, including okra,
aubergine, potato and lentil, as
well as coconut sambal. It’s the
only daytime class in town –
cooking kicks off at 9.30am and
culminates in a delicious lunch.
“People who come to Ella are
interested in Sri Lankan food,”
explains Nescoffee’s owner Dash
Rathnayka. “We started our
cooking classes because often,
after people eat, they ask if we
can teach them how to cook.
We have an open
kitchen, so we
can show people
how to make Sri
Lankan curries.”
Nescoffee, Wellawaya
Rd, Ella. Tel: +94 (0)
771 804 020
life@scmp.com

A spread of curries at
Rawana Holiday
Resort (left); removing
coconut flesh at Ella
Spice Garden (below).
Photos: Lina Goldberg

Rawana Holiday Resort
At Rawana Holiday
Resort (a simple,
albeit grandiosely
named, guest
house) dinner
consists of more
than a dozen curries,
vegetables, sambals and rice
for 450 rupees.

Persi, of Sushi O, first visited Japan when he was 15. Photo: May Tse

HAIL TO THE CHEF

A Japanese story:
my life on a plate
................................................
Vicki Williams
life@scmp.com

TASTY TRIO
Here are three classics from
the Sri Lankan kitchen:
Kotthu
You can hear this dish being
prepared around dusk all over
the country. Roti, a slightly
chewy flatbread made on
heated iron sheets, is
chopped up using heavy
cleavers, making a tell-tale
clanging of metal that signals
the approach of a delicious
meal. Fried with ingredients
that include chicken,
vegetables, bacon, onions,
egg and even sometimes
cheese, kotthu roti is
inexpensive and filling.
While the dish is not
traditional – it’s of Tamil
origin and has only become
popular in the past 50 years –
it has quickly become a staple.
Garlic curry
Perhaps it’s not the best
choice for a date night, but
curry made from dozens of
cloves of garlic is a popular
dish. The garlic is fried with
fenugreek and turmeric, then
stewed – sometimes in a
pressure cooker – until it is
soft and creamy. Next,
coconut milk laced with
tamarind juice is added,
making a thick gravy for the
tender cloves. A pinch of
chilli powder adds a hint of
heat, but the focus is the
melt-in-the-mouth sweetness
of the cooked garlic.
Pol sambal
You’ll find this simple, spicy
relish on the table at just
about every meal on the
island. At breakfast it’s served
with egg hoppers and at
dinner it’s offered alongside
half a dozen different curries.
Fresh grated coconut, chilli,
onions and lime juice are
ground together until the dish
becomes a distinctive orange.
Sometimes dried Maldive fish
or tomatoes are included for
additional punch. The
coconut sambal’s tangy
flavour adds a delicious fresh
counterpoint to the creamy
curries that are central to
every Sri Lankan meal.

In Ella we use
more spices
and less chilli …
[so] you can enjoy
the real flavour
of the cuisine
CHANDIKA MADUSANKA, COOKERY TEACHER

It took a high school exchange
trip to Japan and some nudging
from his mother for the head
chef and co-owner of Sushi O to
pursue a culinary career. Ian
Persi – or just Persi, as he prefers
to be called (“only my mother
calls me Ian”) – has a passion for
his craft. He also has a palpable
sense of excitement about being
a co-owner and the prospect of a
second branch of the restaurant
opening within two years.
“Having my own place
means that I control my
environment, from the menu to
the music I play, to creating a
casual, fun ambience and taking
care of customers,” he says. “I
really enjoy giving guests the
accumulation of 20 years’
experience in Japanese cuisine
and showing diners who I am
through my food.”
The story of how Persi, 37,
came to accumulate that
experience – including time
spent working in Japan, where
learning the cuisine is still largely
closed to foreigners – began in
his hometown of Sydney. He
began studying Japanese in high
school, uncommon at that time,
because “it almost felt like a
higher power was influencing
me to study Japanese”.

I was fitting in
with them – not
the other way
around – and I
was prepared to
work hard
PERSI, CO-OWNER OF SUSHI O

At 15, he spent three months
in Nagoya, Japan, as an
exchange student. After
finishing high school, he
returned to Nagoya and spent a
year surfing, working in menial
restaurant jobs and perfecting
his Japanese.
When he returned to Sydney,
unsure of what he wanted to do,
he took a job on a commercial
fishing boat. It wasn’t long
before he had a chance to return
to Japan. After some travel, the
19-year-old settled in
Kamogawa, again securing a
commercial fishing job.
“I was a bit of a novelty
among the locals,” he says. “I
was the only non-Japanese living
in the city then, enthusiastic and
definitely cheeky, but I spoke the
language, and I was fitting in
with them – not the other way
around – and I was prepared to
work hard.”

Persi then spent about a
month pestering the head chef
of the Kamogawa Grand Hotel,
where he was staying (even
giving him gifts of fresh fish),
until he was offered a job as a
radish peeler and frozen goods
handler. He spent three years
in the hotel kitchen, slowly
working his way up.
Even when he returned to
Sydney, he hadn’t made up his
mind to pursue a career as a
Japanese cuisine chef. “I was
planning to study Japanese at
university with the intention
of becoming a translator or
teacher and returning to Japan,
but mum suggested that after
the Kamogawa experience I
should pursue cooking,” he says.
He took her advice and did a
four-year, part-time course in
commercial cookery while
working at the now defunct
Kamogawa restaurant in
Sydney. He stayed to help open
a noted sushi bar called Sushi e,
where he worked for 10 years,
most of that time as head chef.
It was there Persi came to
know diners Wayne and Andrea
Parfitt, the couple behind
Castelo Concepts restaurant
group, which includes Oolaa,
Wagyu and Jaspa’s. “I didn’t
know they were in the restaurant
business, though, until they
approached me about opening
Sushi O,” he says.
He came to Hong Kong last
year in March to explore the
idea. “I was at a point in my life
where I was looking for
something new, so I decided to
go for it. It just seemed like the
right thing at the right time,” he
says. The restaurant opened in
Sheung Wan last October.
The menu includes both a
traditional take on Japanese
cuisine and Persi’s modern spin.
He calls it Japonification.
“The dishes reflect my life
experiences on a plate,” he says,
and that includes travel.
One is his signature,
papaya salmon – thinly sliced
salmon with papaya and a
Balinese-inspired salsa featuring
flavours he associates with
surfing trips to Bali, such as
lemon grass, coriander and
mint. His Italian heritage
features in what he playfully
describes as the godfather of
sushi (“seared tuna belly with a
hint of mafioso”), his take on a
caprese salad.
The reflection of his personal
history in the dishes extends to
his dessert of tempura
strawberries with coconut ice
cream and cinnamon. “I came
up with the idea when I was 18,
but only now does it feel
appropriate to introduce it,” he
says. “It is my recipe, my
intellectual property, which you
have to protect. If I’d shared this
while working for someone else,
the recipe would no longer have
been mine.”

LYNAM UP
ROBIN LYNAM
life@scmp.com

It’s a bitter, sweet symphony
“If you’ve only tasted mass
market beer, I’m afraid you
haven’t actually tasted beer at
all,” says Garrett Oliver.
That’s unlikely to be the view
a number of large corporations
in the United States and Europe
want to hear, but it is one
gaining currency internationally.
Oliver is the brewmaster of
the Brooklyn Brewery company,
and an expert on what he calls
the “real beers” of the world.
He is also the author of The
Brewmaster’s Table, a guide to
pairing beer with food, and coauthor with Tom Colicchio of
The Oxford Companion to Beer.
He recently visited Hong
Kong to talk about the Brooklyn
Brewery and the joys of craft
beer, drawing a good crowd.
Interest in the subject is
growing in the city at a healthy
rate – at least if the response to
Beertopia, Hong Kong’s first

craft beer festival, held last year
in Central, is anything to go
by. About 1,700 people turned
up to sample more than 90
craft beers.
Beertopia is back tomorrow,
this time with more space on the
West Kowloon waterfront, and
with more than 200 different
beers. Festival founder Jonathan
So is hoping guests will be able
to enjoy the brews and food al
fresco, but if the weather doesn’t
co-operate, shelter will be
available in a 10,000 square
metre marquee.
“We’ve got beers from
Australia, New Zealand, Chile,
Norway, Denmark, a bunch of
places in Britain, and a lot of
American beers, of course.
Japan, Korea, Singapore – all
over the place,” he says.
So what exactly distinguishes
craft beers such as Oliver’s –
Brooklyn Lager and Brooklyn

East India Pale Ale will be
among those presented at
the show – from what he
calls “mass market American
yellow fizz”?
There is a technical definition
by the US Brewers Association
(brewersassociation.org) which
states that a craft brewery must
be “small, independent and
traditional”, and goes on to
define those terms. But it

Real beer can do
amazing things
with food. It goes
places where
wine cannot go
GARRETT OLIVER, BREWMASTER

Beertopia founder Jonathan So
(second from right) at a taste test.
Photo: Edward Wong
essentially means any beer
brewed to high quality
standards by an individualistic
producer.
The craft beer movement in
the US started as a rebellion
against the big industrial
brewers, whose products are
derided as lacking in character.
But larger brewers in Britain and
continental Europe – which in
some cases have been brewing
to “craft beer” standards for
centuries – tend to be favourites
with the same people who enjoy
US craft beers such as those
made by the Brooklyn and
Anchor Steam breweries.
“A lot of the larger breweries
are not designing beer so that it
is the best tasting,” says So.
“Their goal is to sell as much
beer as possible by making it as
widely appealing as possible,
and that’s different from a lot of
craft brewers who experiment

with recipes, use very high
quality ingredients, taste every
single batch and are obsessive
about what comes out – what
works and what doesn’t.
“For them taste is
paramount, and it’s a matter of
honour that they are not just
adding syrups and flavourings to
make a flavoured beer.”
Hong Kong is not exactly at
the forefront of craft beer
appreciation in Asia. But
according to So, there are more
than 200 microbreweries in
Japan, while Singapore has a

beer festival that
attracts about 32,000 people
annually. Beer connoisseurs
have an expanding range of
options here.
There are established craftbeer-focused pubs such as The
Globe, The Roundhouse and the
Hong Kong Brew House, and So
says better lists are cropping up
in restaurants, particularly in
SoHo and Wan Chai.
So and Oliver agree that an
important element of craft beer
appreciation is pairing it with
food. “Real beer can do amazing
things with food, and it goes
places wine cannot go,” says
Oliver.

“Real beer can do everything.
Mexican, Thai, Japanese, Indian,
Cajun and Middle Eastern food
and barbecue are far better with
real beer than with wine,” he
says. “Even with traditionally
wine-friendly food, beer often
shows superior versatility and
flavour compatibility.
“Beer has bitterness to slice
through fat, carbonation to
refresh the palate, caramelised
flavours to match those in your
food and sweetness to quench
the fire of chillies.”
Committed oenophiles
might raise an eyebrow at that,
but Beertopia will provide an
opportunity to put Oliver’s
opinion to the test, as the festival
will offer a range of Mexican,
Thai, German, British and
American food.
For more details, go to
beertopiahk.com

