I believe in this country. [ love Leha-
non. Us Lebanese, we love to eat. We
love to drink. We have style. And | love
this culture,” he said.

Born and raised in Lebanon during
the civil war, Barza, like many Lebanese,
has plenty to say about how the war af-
fected his life and how difficult it was to
stay during the war.

But leaving Lebanon was not the only
change he made at the time. He would
have to decide what he wanted to do
with his life. After graduating from the
Hotel School of Arts in Lebanon in 1986,
Barza moved to South Africa, where
his friend had opened a restaurant, and
started working in the food industry,

It is clear from the way he talks about
it that Barza owes a lot of what he has
become to South Africa. He returned to
Lebanon in 1994, but if he hadn’t, Barza
claims he would still be living in South
Africa because of what he learned, and
the people he worked with there. “I
learned a way of living, a way of acting,
a way of cooking. It's me, T even have a
tattoo of a chef's head and the new flag
of South Africal”

From South Africa, Barza traveled
all over the world, where he cemented
his career as a chef. Although the deci-
sion to become one could be considered
hasty and due to a series of unfortunate
events, it turned out to be the best deci-
sion he could have made — at least for
the people who savor his food. During
his travels, he participated in a variety
of competitions, shows and trainings all

over the world, including a tuna cooking
competition in the 90s,

“Cutting tuna!” he exclaimed. “Imag-
ine me competing against people from
all over the world, some of whom eat,
sleep, breathe, worship the tuna fish! 1
didn't stand a chance.”

He was telling me of some of the most
bizarre competitions he participated in,
such as the tuna competition, in which
he ranked among the top contenders.
But it was by taking precisely these
types of risks that gave Barza his signa-
ture style.

As | skimmed through an album
of newspaper clippings, pictures and
awards that he compiled, Barza de-
scribed the many competitions he at-
tended. Traveling to participate in com-
petitions helped him realize the poten-
tial in Lebanese cuisine.

“When you compete by preparing a
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when you see what a special cuisine we

have," he says. _
He explained that taking the basic

ingredients from Lebanese cuisine and
“twisting” them to end up with a cre-
ative result adds more value to the prod-
uct, Of course, this comes from years of
experience and experimentation in the
kitchen.

Barza insists that he is very proud of
the Lebanese basics, and that through
his work, he is not trying to change our
identity, but rather strengthen and em-
power the Lebanese tastes in his dishes.

“No matter what it looks like, or the
different ingredients used, it still retains
its Lebanese essence.”

Here, we moved to the kitchen, where
I was able to see the chef at work. Barza
was definitely in his element moving
from one pot to another, joking around
with his staff members and adding his
touches here and there. He prepared
a plate of fresh tuna slices on a bed of
artichoke puree. I watched him peel
grenadine and sprinkle a few pieces on
the plate.

I recalled what he told me about tak-
ing basic ingredients and mixing them
in different ways to create new tastes,
Instead of dipping the artichoke in
lemon like we usually do, Barza works
with more of its qualities, and prepares
them in the form of a puree, Or the burg-
hol that we usually use only in the “tab-
bouleh” can replace the rice in “riz hi
haleeb.”

Barza is all about fusion, pushing the
boundaries and challenging himself. He
takes caution in saying that he considers
himself an artist, but Barza has indeed
worked hard to understand the Leha-
nese cuisine and perfect the art of conk-
ing Lebanese,

“I aimed to get here and to under-
stand the Lebanese cuisine. I will never
perfect pasta like the Italians; I can cook
pasta, but it's not my baby. I do have
something extraordinary to work with
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