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October 24, 2008

Ettore's magic peacock



The peahen is more tender than her mate. Between May and July she may be roasted. But in a brisk October by the shores of Lake Como she must be cooked at cooler temperatures more slowly.

Her legs need twenty four hours at 55 degrees though her breast needs rather more heat for rather less a time. When she is done to Ettore Bocchia's satisfaction, she becomes ravioli or ragout and tastes of chestnuts and apricots.

Mr Bocchia is a famed chef who prides himself on kitchen science. He knows the molecular weights of his pastas. His Mistral restaurant at the Hotel Villa Serbelloni is the Fat Duck of Italy - to those who follow such distinctions - and last night he was back in Bellagio after a few days looking after Nobel Prize celebrants and atomic physicists in Geneva.

But to a classicist like your holidaying blogger, a man who has consumed far more food than he has ever understood , Mr Bocchia is much more an ancient magician.

His peahens taste like nuts. His birds become fruit. Of course, they do. When ice cream emerges each night from his bowl of liquid nitrogen, the swirling white gas is like the cloud which conceals the stage-conjurer's art.
Molecular science may make the vanilla smoother. But the formulae of science mean less to the eater than the magic sense that a peahen's egg might at any time appear from the waiter's ear. 

Magic has long been the core of cooking here - a place where those with money and leisure for their food have always liked to eat.  




 HYPERLINK "http://www.ristorante-mistral.com/eng/cucina_molecolare.htm" \t "new" 
Mr Bocchia
 says that his ancient hero - still some way behind Heston Blumenthal of Bray by the Thames - is the ancient gourmet, Apicius, source of assorted recipes for peacock and dormouse and fish sauce and other staples of our classical imagination.

Although there may never have been a man called Apicius (in the Roman empire chefs stayed further in the shadows than they do today) his has become the trademark name for imperial cuisine, for its illusions of pigs made from cake, anchovy casseroles without anchovy, dinner parties where every dish was dyed green.

By the time that the name of Apicius was attached to stuffings and peppers and peahens in the fourth or fifth century AD, the diners did not care whether he had lived or not.
But in the Mistral of Bellagio, under the watchful eyes of Dario, the maitre-with-the-menu, and Giuseppe Spinelli, master manager of it all, the guests care very much for the existence of Ettore Bocchia, his arts and his sciences.

They whisper his name with mystic respect as they leave into the lakeside night. 
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