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Yosuke Suga does not believe he is
a great chef-not yet anyway. The
statistics tell a different story. The

fresh-faced Japanese cook is at the very
top of La Liste, the most scientific of all
the world’s  cul inary rankings. Suga
shares the top spot with culinary gods
such as France’s Guy Savoy and Eric
Ripert of Le Bernardin in New York, the
best friend of the late legendary food
icon Anthony Bourdain.  

While both Savoy and Ripert have the
maximum three Michelin stars, Suga
doesn’t even have one yet for Sugalab, his
tiny 20-seat restaurant hidden away
behind a coffee house in Tokyo’s Azabudai
district. Which makes his rapid rise all the
more remarkable given that La Liste
aggregates reviews from the world’s top
guides, newspapers and websites.

But Suga, 43, insists he is not quite
there yet. “I don’t have a signature dish so
I am not yet a great chef,” he told AFP
without a hint of false modesty just before
he was honored at La Liste’s gala dinner
in Paris on Monday. Having been an assis-
tant to the late French superchef Joel
Robuchon-the most starred ever-the bar
has been set high. “One day I hope to be

one,” he added. But for now Suga is on a
quest. Shrugging off the financial hit,
every month he closes his restaurant for
three or four days so he can travel Japan
with his team looking for new ingredients
and producers. 

Robuchon’s ‘right arm’ 
He is after hyper-seasonality, to get the

very best ingredients and cook them at just
the right moment. “It is not like going to
the market. We try to understand why we
should use a product now and not in a
month’s time,” he said. Last month that
meant going to the Ishikawa peninsula in
the west of Japan for a particular type of
squid. While there they found a variety of
lotus root just coming into season. “We
made a stuffing from wild Japanese duck
stew reduced with Madeira wine and foie
gras and then fried it wrapped in the grat-
ed lotus root. Had we not gone and met the
farmer, we probably would never have
made this,” he said.

He never quite says it, but Sugalab’s
small size and fierce local focus seem also
to be something of a reaction to the 17
years Suga spent globetrotting as
Robuchon’s “right arm”-which included

being put in charge of the 100-strong team
of his two-star Tokyo restaurant at just 25.
“Age is very important in Japan and it is
not easy to give orders to people who are
older than me,” the chef admitted. But
Robuchon, a man of very few words, clear-
ly saw some of his own steel and passion in
his young protege.

‘I am quite demanding’ 
“He didn’t explain much, he would just

look at you, and it would pass like that,
unsaid,” Suga recalled. “He was my mas-
ter. He taught me so much,” he said, from
the cut and texture of a perfect steak
tartare to the clear beef and shellfish con-
sommes that took a devilish amount of
technique. But most of all, “I learned that
it was about working so the customers
come back”. Suga struck out on his own
in 2014 with a team of just five cooks,
which has since grown to 12. “I didn’t
know what I was going to do at Sugalab,”
he admitted. “I just wanted to make the
most simple, essential food-things I would
want to eat myself.”

That meant largely turning his back on
French haute cuisine and going on a voy-
age of discovery back to his roots, seek-

ing out the best of a country he had left at
18. “I love French food, but it just didn’t
feel natural without the same products
you would find in France.” There were
some things French, however, that he
could not bear to forgo-foie gras, wine
and truffles. “I learned so many things in
France,” said Suga, who comes from three
generations of chefs trained in the French
classical tradition.

“It’s a happy marriage” of food cultures,
he added. Indeed he has tempted back a
former colleague, Ryo Nagashama, one of
many young Japanese chefs who have
made a name for themselves in France, to
head up a new restaurant he is opening in
Louis Vuitton’s new boutique in Osaka in
February. “He accepted because he is the
only person who can work with me,” Suga
said, only half joking. “I am quite demand-
ing, like my master, and I put a lot of pas-
sion and emotion into what I do.”— AFP 

Japanese chef Yosuke Suga poses dur-
ing a photo session in Paris. Japanese

chef Yosuke Suga’s is topping the La
Liste ranking for 2019 with his restau-

rant Sugalabo in Tokyo. — AFP 

This combination of file pictures shows US First Lady Melania Trump. Melania Trump has a White House suite of her own and uses her wardrobe to make statements, a new biography about the US
first lady says. — AFP

Battle of the biscuits;
Ferrero aims to take 
a bite out of Barilla

In the red corner is Italy’s reigning cook-
ie champion, Barilla’s Gocciola. Across
the ring in the blue corner is the chal-

lenger, Ferrero’s Nutella Biscuit. Fight!
After clashing over chocolate spreads,
Italy’s two biggest food companies, Barilla
and Ferrero, are now battling about bis-
cuits. Ferrero is the challenger this time,
launching the Nutella cookie in an attempt
to crack Barilla’s leadership of the biscuit
sector in Italy, where the latter has a 37%
market share with products including top-
seller Gocciola. The newcomer is made of
pastry and filled with Ferrero’s flagship
chocolate spread, which was invented by
the family-owned food company in 1964.

But Barilla is defending its corner, and
is itself preparing to launch a new cookie
in a similar vein to Nutella Biscuit:
Biscocrema, made of a cocoa cookie cov-
ered with Barilla’s own spread and topped
with a chocolate disk with a white star.
The showdown is the reverse of the state
of play in the spreads sector, where Barilla
introduced chocolate spread Crema di Pan
di Stelle in January to challenge the domi-
nance of Nutella, which has a market share
of more than 80% in Italy.

Ferrero’s fighting talk
“We want Nutella Biscuit to be the

best-selling cookie in Italy, reaching annu-
al sales of around 80 million euros,”
Ferrero Chief Executive for Italy
Alessandro d’Este said when he presented
the cookie last month. But Barilla, which is
known worldwide for its pasta, does not
want to talk about a battle among cookies.

“Biscocrema is more an indulgence
product than a biscuit for breakfast ...
that’s why we are looking at expanding the
overall cookie category with it more than
competing with others,” Barilla’s senior
marketing executive Julia Schwoerer said
at an event to present the new product on
Friday. For Italians, who normally eat bis-
cuits at breakfast, the two cookies offer a
sweet snack between meals and could
expand the overall biscuit market, which is
currently worth 1.2 billion euros ($1.32 bil-
lion) in annual sales.

Next up: World champ Oreo
The two new cookies could also

appeal to customers outside Italy, where
biscuits are more often eaten as snacks.
The global market for cookies, worth
$73.7 bil l ion according to market
research provider Euromonitor
International, is dominated by Mondelez
with its creme-filled Oreo. Ferrero’s
Nutella Biscuits went on sale in Italy last
month and the company has already
started to sell them in France and aims to
gradually spread them across Europe.
Bari l la, which wil l  start sel l ing
Biscocrema in Italy in January, does not
as yet have concrete plans for foreign
markets.— Reuters

Melania Trump has a White House suite
of her own, is less than chummy with
first daughter Ivanka, and uses her

wardrobe to make statements, a new biogra-
phy about the US first lady says. “Free,
Melania,” an unauthorized look at President
Donald Trump’s wife by CNN reporter Kate
Bennett, is set for release on Tuesday, but
official Washington is already buzzing about
its contents. At 49, and three years into her
husband’s administration, the Slovenia-born
ex-model remains genuinely private and
“mysterious” to much of the public, while
acutely aware of all that is said about her and
her husband, says Bennett.

But she is hardly the docile third wife of an
extremely powerful man accused of being a
serial womanizer, the author writes. Instead,
Melania is prepared to let her husband know
what she thinks - and to use her sharp elbows

when she feels slighted. The first lady is “way
more powerful and influential with her hus-
band” than the public knows, Bennett says.
The author confirms reports last year that
Melania was responsible for the firing of a
senior White House national security official,
Mira Ricardel, after the first lady felt slighted
during a October 2018 trip to Africa.

The book also confirms that the first lady
lives in a two-room suite on the third floor of
the White House - one floor up from the pres-
ident’s master bedroom. The suite offers
Melania extra space to do her hair and make-
up. She also has an exercise room with a
Pilates machine. In another revelation, Bennett
said the kidney treatment that led to Melania’s
25-day absence from public view last year
was much more serious and painful than pre-
viously revealed.

The language of fashion 
While she speaks little in public, Melania

finds her voice in her clothes, Bennett says.
That was clear when she donned an olive
green Zara coat in June 2018 with the words
“I REALLY DON’T CARE, DO U?” on the
back. Some thought it was an attack on
President Trump’s policies toward migrant
children, and by others as a brickbat for the
press.

But Bennett says it in fact was directed at
step-daughter Ivanka Trump, who Melania
sees as sometimes usurping the first lady’s
role. Their relationship is described in the
book as “cordial, not close.” Bennett also says
that when Melania wears pantsuits and other
menswear styles, it signals unhappiness with
her husband, “because Trump notoriously
likes to see women in tight, short, ubersexy
and feminine dresses.” “Each thing she does

has meaning to it, even the clothing she
wears,” writes Bennett.

The book does not have any direct input
from Melania, whose husband has declared
Bennett’s network an enemy of his administra-
tion. It labels the first lady’s “Be Best” cam-
paign against bullying a poorly executed flop,
but otherwise is generally positive. Bennett,
whose beat is first lady and the Trump family,
appears to be deeply sympathetic to Melania,
who is often painted as a prisoner of her hus-
band by his critics. That view spawned the
online meme “Free Melania” - and inspired
the book’s more cryptically punctuated title.
“She doesn’t need freeing of any kind,” says
Bennett. — AFP 

Talal Afifi has worked for years to revive
Sudanese cinema which has languished
through decades of authoritarian rule.

With the fall of longtime autocrat Omar Al-
Bashir, he sees new hope. Bashir’s Islamist-
backed rule of 30 years had seen cinemas
shuttered and US sanctions prevent imports
of vital equipment in a country once known
as a pioneer for film-making in Africa.

When Afifi attended a 2008 short film
festival in Munich, the winning film - an

Iraqi documentary shot on a handycam -
inspired him to return home and set up a
training centre and production house. “I
wanted to remind people that there is a
place cal led Sudan, which was once
renowned in the field of cinema, and that it
still has its heart beating for this art,” he
told AFP. The Sudan Film Factory, based in

a suburban Khartoum vi l la, has since
trained more than 300 young men and
women in various aspects of film-making.

Today, following Bashir’s ouster in April,
42-year-old Afifi and his colleagues are hop-
ing film-making will get a fresh boost in the
northeast African country. Sudanese cinema
dates back to the shooting of the first silent

film in 1898, a few years after the invention of
moving images, according to veteran director
Ibrahim Shaddad. By 1946, a fleet of mobile
cinemas were travelling across the country
showing films under the evening sky. “There
were no closed cinema halls at that time
because of extreme heat and lack of air con-
ditioners,” said Shaddad.

Legendary film-maker Jadallah Jubara,
who recorded such key moments as Sudan’s
1956 independence, later made his mark
across the continent. By the 1980s, Sudan
had more than 60 cinemas screening
Hollywood, Bollywood and Arabic movies.
But Bashir’s seizing of power on the back of
an Islamist-back coup in 1989 delivered the
industry a powerful blow. “There were five or
six different government agencies that had
the power to monitor us. That was nerve-
wracking,” said Afifi.—AFP

Sudanese director Mahira Selim looks on dur-
ing an interview in the capital Khartoum. 

— AFP photos

Ahmad Faysal, Logistics manager of the ‘Sudan
Film Factory’, adjusts a poster as he speaks to
AFP in the Sudanese capital Khartoum. 


