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Pufferfishis aJapanese delicacy with a deadly reputation —
Chef MASATO SAWAHARA dissects the culinary culture of fugu,
and ZARA ZHUANG lives to tell the tale

-

RARELY DOES ONE start an interview
worrying about not being able to
surviveit. While speakingtoJapanese
fugu chef Masato Sawahara through
an interpreter, platters of tessa, or
thinly sliced puffer fish sashimi, with
all the accoutrements, arrive on the
table. Already a little uneasy about
being served fish that, ill-prepared,
can land 30 to 50 people in hospital
every year and has claimed more
than a few lives in Japan, I'm not
comforted by 43-year-old Sawahara
playfully mock-retching on the side
just as the first bite is taken.

But Sawahara knows what he's
doing. The 24-year fugu master
helms Osaka Tora Fugu no Kai,
his network of five members-only
restaurants in Tokyo and Osaka,
which began operations out of
his Osaka residence in 2010. He
transplanted the upscale dining
experience to Singapore for a nine-
course private dinner for 100 guests
at the Forest Restaurant in Equarius
Hotel at Resorts World Sentosa
last year, for no reason other than
to share the culture of fugu with a
new audience. “To me, what I do is
one-half business and one-half a
hobby, a dream,” Sawahara says. ‘In
Japan it's business — [ have to earn

A

an income — but overseas, that's where I'd gladly
spend to introduce fugu to foreigners.”

Fuku Fine Fugu Kaiseki Restaurant at
Mohamed Sultan Road had attempted that in
2014 but didn't get far before folding, and now
Guenpin, the first franchise outside Japan for
the restaurant chain, is trying again, proving
local gourmands possess far more daring
than I for playing Russian roulette at dinner
and have developed an appetite for deliciously
dangerous delights.

But fugu is perfectly safe for consumption,
Sawahara emphasises. The fish aren't inherently
poisonous; they accumulate toxins from bacteria
in the algae and shellfish they feed on, hence
farmed fugu can be reared to contain minimal
poison. But since both farmed and wild-caught
puffer fish can contain potent tetrodotoxin in

the brains, eyes, liver, intestines
and ovaries, chefs may be required
to train for years to master the
skills for removing those organs
without error — one tora fugu (the
tiger puffer fish) holds enough
toxin to kill 20 by paralysis and
asphyxiation, and there’'s no
known antidote. “This technique
[of preparing fugul is 100-percent
certain, so the fish we prepare is
completely safe;” he says. Still, fugu
is banned in the European Union
and US outside New York City, and
the Japanese head of state had been
prohibited from eating fugu until
2007, according to Sawahara — but
if it's now deemed safe enough for
Emperor Akihito, it must be safe
enough for everybody else.

While the chewy fugu doesn't
boast much in the way of taste (it's
enhanced by generous amounts
of ponzu sauce, scallions, wasabi,
radish, and — Sawahara’s signature
— grapefruit, whose sweet and
sour notes complement the fish),
it’s likely the exhilaration of risking
death that heightens the dining
experience. Sawahara, who got
his start at a fugu restaurant after
graduating high school, has through
his career received requests from

thrill-seekers for fugu laced with
justenough poison to tingle the lips
and set hearts racing. Serving the
liver, however, is illegal because
of the high poison content, though
with its creamy texture and
banned status, it might as well be
considered the forbidden fruit of
the aquatic realm.

In 2016, the Osaka District
Court handed Sawahara an
18-month prison sentence and a
three-year suspension when his
restaurants were found to have
acquiesced to diners’ demands
for puffer fish liver, though he was
certain it contained no poison.
Calling the practice an open
secret, he believed he was made an
example because of the renown of
his restaurants, which altogether
serve more than 60,000 members.

Withresearchandrefined farming
methods, efforts by Japanese
fisheries and university laboratories
to breed non-toxic fugu appear to
have found enough success. Calls
for fugu liver consumption to be
made legal have therefore become
louder, though the movement faces
opposition from licensed fugu chefs
and the nation's fugu lobby.

‘Its risky to allow farmed
fugu liver to be served legally
Sawahara concedes, adding
that Japan's Ministry of Health,
Labour and Welfare should set
a benchmark for the amount of
poison permitted in the liver for
consumption, and the organ ought
to be tested before it's plated.

The practice of eating fugu
has survived periodic bans over
centuries, thanks to folks defying
them on the sly, bent on dancing
with death to savour the fish. “In
Japan, we were eating fugu 8,000
years ago, and many people died
because of the poison, Sawahara
says. ‘But we've continued to eat
it, because the Japanese people
savour the real taste of fugu” @
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