
Sunday, May 9, 2021

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 12
L i f e s t y l e

This photographs taken on April 21, 2021 show staff members preparing plant-based food samples during the launch of ADM’s plant-based innovation lab in Singapore. — AFP photos

From faux-chicken satay to imitation
beef rendang, a high-tech
Singapore laboratory is replicating

popular Asian dishes with plant-based
meat alternatives to feed the region’s
growing appetite for sustainable food.
Flavor specialists and food scientists in
white coats work with plant extracts at the
newly opened facility to create vegetarian
versions of traditionally meaty dishes that
taste like the real thing.

Demand for sustainable foods in Asia,
while small compared to the West, is ris-
ing in tandem with greater awareness
about healthy eating and concerns about
the environmental impact of meat con-
sumption. Plant-based burgers and chick-
en nuggets have already found their way
to the region, but US food processing
giant ADM is focusing its efforts on dishes
with more local appeal.

“We work with local chefs, work with

local customers to really develop and tai-
lor the taste to what’s needed here in
Asia,” said Dirk Oyen, the company’s
Southeast Asia vice president and gener-
al manager for human nutrition. “That’s
really the key - so we can create the local
taste.”

The ADM lab has cooked veggie ver-

sions of satay (grilled meat skewers
served with a peanut sauce) and rendang
(a beef curry slow-cooked in coconut milk
and spices). It hopes to perfect the base
ingredients for such delicacies and mar-
ket them to consumer firms and super-
markets.

The scientists use cutting-edge tech-
nology to fuse nutrition, texture, aroma
and flavor to create protein-rich, vegetari-
an meat alternatives, mainly using soy
and pea beans. Their products mimic
beef, chicken and seafood and can be
used in a wide variety of finished dishes.
They also recreate processed meat prod-
ucts, such as faux ham and sausages. 

Asia is already home to some plant-
based staples, such as tofu and tempeh,
but ADM hopes to offer consumers a
broader, and more sophisticated choice.
Worries about the environmental impact
of eating meat center on the amount of

methane, a potent greenhouse gas, pro-
duced by cattle, as well as the logging of
forests to make way for pastures.

While demand for meat alternatives is
growing in Asia, companies like ADM still
face challenges, ranging from persuading
consumers to change age-old eating

habits to stiff competition. Singapore is
already home to a host of local start-ups
creating sustainable foods ranging from
“lab-grown” seafood to dumplings made
with tropical fruit instead of meat. — AFP 

A staff member displays a sample of coconut-
flavored syrup. Gluten-free brownies are displayed. Palm sugar-flavored chocolate cubes are dis-

played. 

Panel beater Pedro Manso poses in front of a
Chevrolet BelAir 55 car rebuilt by him in his
workshop in the town of Placetas, Villa Clara
province, central Cuba, April 24, 2021. 

Manso helps apprentice Lemaydi Madrigal in
his workshop. —  AFP photos

Ancient Roman
‘domus’ with
mosaic floors
under modern flats

It doesn’t look like much from the out-
side, but a building in central Rome
holds a hidden treasure in the base-

ment: The remains of a Roman era home,
including elaborate mosaics. At the
entrance of the 1950s building at the foot
of Rome’s Aventine Hill, all appears nor-
mal, with a resident loaded with shopping
bags kindly holding the door. 

But venture a bit further, and down a
short flight of stairs one arrives at the
prize, hiding behind an ordinary grey met-
al door. It is there where mosaics from a
Roman “domus”, or home, dating from
between the first century BC to the sec-
ond century AD, are visible.

Ensuing generations of Romans
imposed six different levels of floors over
the ages until in 2014, the remains were
revealed by excavations to transform the
former headquarters of the National Bank
of Labour into an apartment building after
its purchase by French bank BNP
Paribas. “We are here inside an ‘archaeo-
logical box’... an architectural structure
having two functions: to protect the
mosaics and to allow the public to have
access to it,” Roberto Narducci, an
archaeologist from Rome’s Directorate of
Cultural Assets, told AFP.

The mosaics depict sinewy vines
creeping from pots, black and white geo-
metric patterns, and even a bright green
parrot perched atop a branch. Doors
opened to the public on Friday after four
years of technologically complex excava-
tion work that was completed in 2018.
“Here we’re inside a private building... just
where they were planning to build eight

garages,” Narducci said, smiling.  

Goodbye garages 
The garage plan was shelved after an

agreement with BNP Paribas, which
financed work on the excavations, he
said. A multimedia visit greets the public,
using plays of light and a soundtrack
punctuated with bird songs to transform
the atmosphere once again into the
Roman “domus” of a wealthy family. The
light show imposes brightly colored paint-
ings reminiscent of those of Pompeian vil-
las on the walls, while missing portions of
mosaics are replaced as if by magic.

Undoubtedly, the former home better
evokes more of its original splendor -
even after the passing of more than 2,000
years - through the chosen format rather
than transforming all elements to a muse-
um. “We had the opportunity to study sev-
eral layers of mosaics that were superim-
posed on each other over the centuries,
six in total: from a scientific point of view,
this happens very rarely,” said Narducci. 

During the study of an area of over
2,000 sq m, archaeologists unearthed
even more finds, some dating back as far
as the eighth century BC, including the
remains of a military construction that
may have been a watchtower. Its founda-
tions are still visible. 

And how do the co-owners of the build-
ing react to this unusual presence under
their feet? Residents are “proud” of the
former Roman home below them, accord-
ing to Narducci, and they have preferen-
tial access when the site is open to the
public. A deal between Rome’s cultural
assets department and the condominium

provides for visits by the public on the first
and third Friday of each month, under the
supervision of a guide. “It’s true we’re
inside a residential building, but we are
also on an archaeological site where the
objects belong to the state,” Narducci
said. — AFP  

Cuba’s Chevy doctor
keeping classic 
cars on the road

In Cuba, where American cars older than
the average inhabitant are a common
sight on city streets, Pablo Manso

makes his living in a very particular niche:
Repairing Chevrolets from 1955, 1956
and 1957. The self-taught technician plies
his trade in a workshop he built 15 years
ago at his home in Placetas, a small city
in the rural center of the communist
island. 

He recreates Chevy parts with
machines he built himself in a country
where US sanctions have crippled
imports of cars, parts and tools of the
trade. “Modern cars do not interest me,”
the 53-year-old Manso told AFP with a
shrug. It took him years to teach himself
his craft, working day and night and learn-
ing through trial and error. “I was tearing
my hair out,” he laughs. 

His efforts have paid off, and today,
Chevrolet owners from all over Cuba -
even further afield - look to him to keep

their motors running. “People are commis-
sioning pieces from many countries,”
Manso said proudly - citing orders from
the United States, Canada, Italy and
Spain. In the first half of the 20th century,
Cubans imported tens of thousands of
American cars, then brand new. But eco-
nomic sanctions declared in 1962 against
the government of Fidel Castro stopped
the influx. “We need tractors, not
Cadillacs,” Castro responded at the time.

Pampered cars 
Today, it is estimated that some 60,000

American classic vehicles from the 1940s
and 1950s are in circulation in Cuba. The
cars are pampered by their owners, who
rely on them for daily transport but also to
convey tourists in a country where the
cars have themselves become a key
attraction. Manso himself owns a red and
white Chevrolet Bel Air from 1955, a shin-
ing museum piece with almost all its origi-
nal parts except for the engine, which is
from Toyota.

This has been the biggest adaptation
to most surviving Chevys in Cuba, with
the original engines not surviving the pas-
sage of time. Manso says Chevrolet
“made a leap towards modernity” in 1955,
and that year, 1956 and 1957 were the
“years of success” for the US automaker -
hence his chosen specialty. He recalls
getting a visit once from the head of a
Chevrolet workshop in Miami, accompa-
nied by the manager of an auto parts fac-
tory in Taiwan who got “goose bumps - he
could not believe these rustic machines
could produce such quality parts”.

Manso has taken on a 32-year-old
apprentice, Lemaydi Madrigal. Shaping a
piece of metal for a part, she told AFP she
knew “almost nothing about cars” at first.
“What I like most (to make) are the floors
of the luggage compartments: They are
big, they are complicated but I like them!”
she said. — AFP  

Racist and offensive Texas place
names are holdovers from a dark
past, but they are poised to finally

change as a reckoning on how white
America treats Black people washes over
the United States. Though state lawmakers
sought to officially rename a series of fea-
tures in 1991, that change was stymied,

and decades later places like “Negrohead
Lake” or “Negro Creek” still carry their
derogatory monikers. Yet the murder last
year of African American George Floyd
under a white police officer’s knee has
brought new impetus to confronting racism,
including place names or statues honoring
Confederate war generals. While Texas
fought on the side of the slavery-supporting
Confederacy during the nation’s civil war,
today it is a state where non-Hispanic white
people are in the minority.

A vote by a federal panel that is set for
next month could finally officially rebaptize
16 Texas places whose names include the
word “negro”, a once common description
that many now see as outdated and offen-

sive. “It’s a tremendous relief. It’s late, but
better late than never,” Harris County
Commissioner Rodney Ellis told AFP. In
1991, as a state senator, Ellis carried a bill
to have those names removed. But he
didn’t follow up, saying: “I thought passing a
law was enough.”  However the power to
officially change the titles of features like
lakes and rivers belongs to a federal panel
called the US Board on Geographic Names
that is due to revisit the matter on June 10.
The panel had voted against the changes in
1998, after waiting years to consider the
question. Their explanation?

‘Review and revise offensive names’ 
They cited “a concern that there had

been no consultation with local govern-
ments, nor did the (1991) legislation pro-
vide any biographical details” on the peo-
ple whose names would be given to the
features, board geographer Jennifer
Runyon told AFP. Under the rules, appli-
cants are supposed to show a link
between a place and any person for
whom it would be named.

But, Runyon said no follow up on
those questions was ever submitted to
the bureau after its rejection. That
changed in late 2020 when the panel got
a media query about the names, which
then led to Miller, the Harris County com-
missioner, pushing to get the changes
reconsidered. Runyon said the panel

agreed, in part, because the state has not
been using the old names for close to 30
years now, “along with the renewed inter-
est in the matter”.

Under the proposal, Negrohead Lake,
which is near Houston, would be rebap-
tized Lake Henry Doyle for the first
African American law student to attend a
public university in Texas. It is impossible
to say how the board will vote, but its
members will do so in a remarkably differ-
ent context than they did decades ago.
Runyon said they have “definitely seen
an increased interest in the matter”, pri-
marily via media queries into the process
of changing offensive names.—AFP

Manso reviews a car part made by him in a
metal molding machine he invented. 

Remains of a magnificent Roman villa, or domus, under the apartment building.

A view of the apartment building under which the remains of a Roman villa has been buried for
almost 2,000 years is seen at the foot of Rome’s Aventine Hill on May 6, 2021. — AFP photos


