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Preface

prefacio

I arrived on these shores twelve years ago as a young Spaniard who thought he knew it all. What I discovered was not the end of my journey, but the start of one. For the last decade and more, I’ve been searching inside myself for the meaning of Spanish cooking. Searching for the traditional cooking I grew up with, and adore, and live for. To me, it’s so much more than work or what pays my salary. It’s a way of life. I smell, I breathe, I think, I dream of cooking—and, more often than not, of Spanish cooking. As I’ve traveled across America, I’ve learned so much about this country’s cooking and so much more about my own country’s cooking. I’m absorbed by the search for what happened through the centuries—the different cultures, religions, and peoples that shaped Spanish cooking into what it is today. It was only by exploring the New World that I could see the real nature of the Old.

Every night at my tapas restaurants, we try to bring the culture and the flavors of Spain to America. Yet for me, something else happened while I was re-creating the best of my country: by bringing Spanish cooking to America, I discovered how to combine traditional Spanish dishes with the amazing ingredients and bounty of this extraordinary country. I don’t import fish from Spain for all our dishes (sometimes it even comes from the Pacific Ocean). But that doesn’t mean that my Spanish cooking is any less traditional or less authentic in America. On the contrary: it becomes richer by adapting its spirit to the flesh of the local ingredients. I could spend days telling you how great things are in Spain: the fish, the meat, the soul of the country. But after spending half my adult life in the United States, I have grown into a unique hybrid, combining the best traditions I learned at home with the open-minded approach that lies at the heart of America.

My first contact with the United States was as a young sailor in the Spanish navy, visiting Pensacola, Norfolk, and New York. I thought at the time that I had accomplished my childhood dream of visiting the United States. But somewhere on that trip, something inside me told me I’d be coming back. A few months later, after returning to Spain, I finished my military service and flew back to New York—this time as a cocinero, or cook. All I had was a small bag on my back, a couple of chef’s coats, a little money, and a big dream of conquering America with Spanish cooking. I was also lucky enough to have a job at two restaurants: El Dorado Petit and Paradis Barcelona. El Dorado Petit was one of the best restaurants in Spain, and it was trying to sell New York its version of Catalan cooking. Unfortunately, neither restaurant made it.

Even though they lost a lot of money, those restaurants did an amazing job of trying to refresh what Spanish restaurants should be (and showed me, as a young chef, some critical mistakes). During my time in New York, one person who influenced me more than anyone else was Clemente Bocos, at El Cid in lower Manhattan, an amazing little tapas place. Clemente became like a father to me, with a ready phrase to guide me and a deep interest in my future. One very cold night, while we were sharing the most wonderful garlic soup and I was venting my frustrations about the restaurants, Clemente gave me a very wise piece of advice: “José,” he said, “no matter what you do, don’t try to reinvent Spanish cooking in America. Don’t try to guess what Americans would like to eat. Cook what you remember from Spain. Don’t listen to people who say, ‘They won’t like this or that.’ If you stick to the basics, and execute them well, people will like your cooking, and they will like Spanish food.”

That was just before I was contacted by my current partners and friends, Roberto Álvarez and Rob Wilder, who told me they wanted to open a tapas place in Washington, D.C., and needed a Spanish chef. They gave me the restaurants, and I gave them my expertise, my ideas, and my spirit. The lessons I’d learned in New York proved invaluable in creating Jaleo—a catchy name for a Spanish restaurant, named after the John Singer Sargent painting of a flamenco party. Eleven years later, the woman at the heart of this classic painting now dances on the walls of three Jaleos, each serving 5,000 people a week.

I can’t tell you how many of our friends and customers at Jaleo started coming to the restaurant as children and have brought their first dates to Jaleo. It makes me smile inside to know that, at least in Washington, a younger generation has grown up knowing and understanding the cooking of my land. It’s been hard work, and we still have a long way to go, but Spanish food is more widely available than ever, and Spanish wines are better known than ever. And I think the best is still to come.

This book is a celebration of the two countries that are closest to my heart; of the best that Spain and America have given me; of my love for the food, the ingredients, and the people that make it happen. I hope you’ll find your own reason to keep exploring Spanish food, and to keep making it happen in America.
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Introduction

how to use tapas

What are tapas? Tapas are a way of eating, and a way of living. When you visit Spain, you realize this right away. Over the last twenty or thirty years, a tradition that started in southern Spain has spread across every region of the country, and ultimately around the world. Today it’s one of the most original ways of eating, a shared experience that is more sociable and more affordable than any fancy, sit-down restaurant. More often than not, people in Spain eat their tapas standing in bars and chatting with their friends.

You may have heard stories about how tapas started out as something to cover a glass of wine in taverns. The word tapa means lid, and the idea is that the food (perhaps a slice of ham) was used to protect a drink from flies or other foreign objects. Yet there are no historical accounts or records of any such thing. Many people think this story is just a myth, even if it’s been widely repeated over time. What we do know is that tapas are a part of Mediterranean culture, not so different from Greek and Turkish mezze or the multiple dishes at a Moroccan feast.

Initially tapas were just a few olives, anchovies, or mussels on a small plate. But they’ve ended up being almost anything served in small portions. In the Basque country, they’re called pinchos, after the toothpick that holds them together. The most famous is called Gilda, after the Rita Hayworth movie of the 1940s: an olive, a guindilla sweet pepper in vinegar, and a marinated anchovy, all held together by a toothpick. More commonly, pinchos rest on a small round slice of bread. When you walk into a bar like Bergara in a town like San Sebastián, you’ll find platters of pinchos—of foie gras with mango, and mushrooms in seafood sauce—sitting on the countertops, waiting for you to help yourself.

For me, tapas are something to share and mix. There are no rigid rules about separating meat and chicken, fish and vegetables. There are no appetizers and entrees. You can build a whole meal around a series of dishes that you like. You’ll find egg dishes that are perfect for brunch, salads that are great for a summer lunch, and meats that are perfect for dinner. Or you could just as easily eat the salads for brunch, the meats at lunch, and the eggs for dinner. Try mixing dishes according to your taste. With tapas, the eating and sharing are just as important as the food you’re serving. And if you like the tapa and don’t want to make other small dishes, you can easily double the quantities in these recipes to make an entree for four people.

To help select your tapas, this book is organized by ingredient, like cheese, eggs, onions, potatoes. They’re all foods you can find at your local supermarket. Some ingredients are particular to Spanish cooking, like the sweet, smoky paprika called pimentón, which gives our chorizo sausages such a wonderfully intense flavor. For these few Spanish specialties, there’s a list of suppliers at the back of the book.

Since I arrived in the United States, Spanish food has become more widely distributed than ever. You can find real Manchego cheese in Safeway and real wood-roasted piquillo peppers in Whole Foods or Wegmans. Jamón serrano, our dry-cured ham, is one of the best in the world and worth seeking out from a specialist. Spanish meat producers have perfected the curing technique better than anyone else, and even our more affordable hams are superior to their international rivals. As for Spanish olive oil, it’s the essence of Spanish cooking. Just as Spanish wine reflects the authentic flavor of the land and climate of Spain, our olive oil is rooted in Spanish tradition and is at the heart of many of the tapas you’ll find here.

Spanish wines are themselves becoming more and more widely available. With each tapa, I’ve recommended a wine, including its area of origin in Spain and the grape variety. From the classic red Tempranillo grape (used in Rioja and Ribera del Duero) to the Alvariño white grape, Spanish wines have an incredible range and versatility, which are great to explore alongside the recipes in this book. And don’t forget the exquisite sherry wines, which remain underappreciated by the wider world.

There was a time when many Italian foods were hard to find and Moroccan couscous was an exotic rarity. Now you can find them everywhere, and I believe that many Spanish ingredients will soon find their rightful place on the shelves of American supermarkets across the country. In the meantime, my first suggestion is to buy plenty of extra-virgin olive oil (a Spanish one, of course). You’ll be using a lot of it in these dishes.

This book is aimed at the home cook, not the professional, because tapas are for eating at home or with friends. It doesn’t demand special expertise, even if there are techniques that might seem a little new. And it doesn’t require any expensive equipment, although you might consider investing in good candy and meat thermometers, as well as a mortar and pestle (if you don’t already have them). I hope you enjoy exploring Spanish food, and enjoy the life of tapas. Buen provecho!
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Chapter 1/capitulo 1


Recipes

Allioli a la Catalana

Traditional garlic and oil sauce

Wine tip: Barbara Fores Blanc from the Terra Alta region (Garnacha Blanca/Viognier grapes)

Allioli a la moderna

Modern garlic and oil sauce

Wine tip: Fino “La Ina” from the Jerez region (Palomino grape)

Aceitunas aliñadas al aceite de oliva, naranja y tomillo

Olives marinated in orange and thyme-infused olive oil

Wine tip: Palacio de Menade from the Rueda region (Sauvignon Blanc grape)

Setas salvajes marinadas

Confit of wild mushrooms

Wine tip: Jean Leon from the Penedes region (Chardonnay grape)

Aceitunas verdes rellenas de pimiento y anchoa

Green olives filled with piquillo peppers and anchovy

Wine tip: Manzanilla “La Gitana” from the Jerez region (Palomino grape)

Ostras con aceitunas y alcaparras al limón

Oysters with olives, capers, and lemon

Wine tip: 1+1=3 Cava Brut from the Cava region (Xarelo/Macabeo/Parellada grapes)

Pan con chocolate, aceite y sal

Rustic bread with dark chocolate, olive oil, and salt

Wine tip: Oloroso Dulce “Matusalem” from the Jerez region (Pedro Ximénez grape)

Pulpo a Feira “Lincoln copper penny”

Octopus with olive oil, pimentón, potato, and a copper penny

Wine tip: Luna Beberide Bierzo from the Bierzo region (Mencia grape)



aceitunas y aceite de oliva

As you drive through the Spanish countryside in November and December, you can see men shaking long sticks into the trees. They scoop up their haul in big plastic sheets on the ground and empty them carefully into deep crates that are stacked at the side of the road. It’s an unglamorous start to one of the most essential ingredients in Spanish cooking: olive oil. The olive harvest is a magical time, when hard black and green olives are transformed into liquid gold. You only have to walk into a pressing room to experience the alchemy of it: the warm wet space is like a steam bath of olive oil that infuses the air, your face, and the entire room.

You might think that what emerges is the same across Spain and southern Europe. It’s not. Spanish olive oil is much like a fine wine. Its uniqueness comes from the different olive varieties, and the different soils and climates they grow in. For far too long, olive oil has been used as a one-dimensional ingredient with labels telling you only which country it’s from. This doesn’t tell the whole story. For instance, the Catalan region in the north produces fruitier oils that are perfect for salad dressings, while the southern regions produce a more robust oil that is slightly bitter and is better suited for gazpacho. Then there are the different olives, such as Arbequina (which is slightly fruity and is great drizzled over bread that’s been rubbed with tomato) and Picual (which tends to be more woody and is great for frying).

Since the Phoenicians first planted olive trees on the lberian peninsula, olive oil has been the king of Spanish cooking. In fact olive oil is used so widely and so boldly in Spain that it’s no exaggeration to say that we have more olive oil-based recipes than any other country in the world. Olive oil can be used in very simple ways, such as drizzling it over cheese. Or you can use it to sear fish or shellfish a la plancha—on a flat griddle top—where the oil acts as a thin film between the food and the metal. It’s also the main ingredient in dressings, acting as an emulsifier in gazpacho or in mayonnaise. Then there’s the olive oil bath: you can submerge just about anything in very hot olive oil to deep-fry it, and you just have to taste a croqueta to know that Spain (and especially Andalucia) is the center of the frying world. Of course you can always pan-fry, and nothing is more comforting than an egg that has been pan-fried in olive oil. But you can also use oil as you use water: poaching a piece of fish or vegetable in oil at a very low temperature allows you to capture its inner moistness. Olive oil even entered the world of iced desserts when the Adrià brothers invented the olive oil sorbet.

In Spain we have several traditional olive oil dishes that deserve much more attention from the rest of the world. Among them is allioli, which is made by smashing a few cloves of garlic into a paste in a traditional mortar. Olive oil is then added very slowly, drop by drop, with a continuous circular movement of the pestle, until you have a very dense, thick sauce. I’ve learned many traditional sauces from many different parts of the world, but allioli in the Catalan style is one of the most amazing ones because it challenges the basic laws of physics, turning the liquid oil into a solid form with a little garlic and a lot of work.

That’s why we call it liquid gold. It might look like just another bottle of olive oil, but inside there’s a trove of new techniques, new dishes, and new flavors.
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Traditional Garlic and Oil Sauce

Traditional garlic and oil sauce

Allioli a la Catalana

Allioli is an incredibly popular and versatile sauce that is eaten all across Spain with fish, meat, and vegetables. This recipe is the real thing: allioli the old-fashioned way, made with a mortar and pestle. In the Catalan countryside, you can still find a few restaurants that go to the trouble of making allioli this way. It’s perfect on top of the grilled meats and sausages that are at the heart of Catalan cooking. But it’s not just the taste that makes this sauce so incredible–it’s the process. It’s hard to believe that olive oil and garlic can come together to create something so rich and buttery. It may take a bit of work, but a little goes a long way.

Makes about 1 cup


4 garlic cloves, peeled

1 pinch of salt

½ teaspoon fresh lemon juice (from about ¼ lemon)

1 ½ cups Spanish extra-virgin olive oil



Place the garlic in a mortar and add the pinch of salt. Using the pestle, smash the garlic cloves to make a smooth paste. (The salt stops the garlic from slipping at the bottom of the mortar as you pound it down.)

Add the lemon juice to the garlic. Then, drop by drop, add the olive oil as you continue to crush the paste with the pestle. Keep turning the pestle with a slow, continuous circular motion around the mortar as you drip the oil in slowly and steadily. Make sure the paste soaks up the olive oil as you go. Keep adding the oil drop by drop until the sauce has the consistency of a very thick mayonnaise. If your allioli gets too dense, add ½ teaspoon water to thin it out. This process takes time—around 20 minutes of slow motion around the mortar—to create a dense, rich sauce.

 


José’s tips

It’s hard to think, when you start crushing the garlic, that it will ever turn into something as dense and smooth as allioli. But don’t give up. It’s really worth the time and effort to see the oil and garlic come together. Just make sure you’re adding the olive oil slowly, drop by drop. Keep moving the pestle around the mortar in a circular motion. And keep dreaming of the thick, creamy sauce you’ll have at the end of it all.



[image: ]

Modern garlic and oil sauce

Allioli a la moderna

Not everyone has the time to make allioli the traditional way, by hand, even though it’s worth the effort. This is the modern version, made with a hand blender, in case you’re rushed.

Makes 1 cup


1 small egg

1 cup Spanish extra-virgin olive oil

1 garlic clove, peeled

1 teaspoon sherry vinegar or fresh lemon juice

Salt to taste



Break the egg into a small mixing bowl. Add 2 tablespoons of the olive oil, the garlic clove, and the vinegar or lemon juice.

Using a hand-held electric mixer, mix at high speed until the garlic is fully pureed into a loose paste. Then, little by little, add the remaining olive oil as you continue blending at high speed. If the mixture appears too thick when you begin adding the oil, add 1 teaspoon water to loosen the sauce. Continue adding the oil and blending until you have a rich, creamy allioli. The sauce will be a lovely yellow color. Add salt to taste.

 


José’s tips

What happens if the oil and egg separate? Don’t throw the sauce out. You can do two things: One is to whisk it and use it as a side sauce for fish or a vegetable. Or if you want to rescue the allioli, measure out 1 tablespoon lukewarm water and add it to the mix little by little. Blend it again until you have the creamy sauce you wanted.
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Olives Marinated in Orange and Thyme-Infused Olive Oil

Olives marinated in orange and thyme-infused olive oil

Aceitunas aliñadas al aceite de oliva, naranja y tomillo

In the markets and bars of Spain, you find olives everywhere. After all, Spain is the biggest producer of olives in the world. But what makes each olive really distinctive is the aliño, the mixture of spices and other flavorings that gives the olives their taste. In southern Spain some people buy their olives fresh and cure them for several days before marinating them in their favorite aliño. But you can buy your favorite cured olives and marinate them in your own aliño to create something richer and tastier than a storebought marinated version. This one has a bright citrus flavor that is offset by the subtle accent of the thyme.

Serves 4


1 orange

1 lemon

4 garlic cloves, peeled

¼ cup Spanish extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons sherry vinegar

2 sprigs fresh thyme

½ teaspoon salt

½ pound olives (your own favorite variety or mixture)



Using a vegetable peeler, remove one quarter of the zest from the orange and lemon and set aside. Cut the orange in half and juice it. Split open the garlic cloves by placing them on a chopping board and pressing down hard on them with the base of your hand or with the flat side of a knife. In a large bowl, combine the orange and lemon zest with the orange juice, garlic, oil, vinegar, thyme, and salt. Add the olives and mix well. (An easy way to do this is to combine the olives and the dressing in a plastic container with a lid and simply shake.) Marinate for at least 12 hours, covered, and serve at room temperature.

 


José’s tips

For the fullest flavor, let the olives marinate at room temperature for a week before serving.
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Confit of Wild Mushrooms

Confit of wild mushrooms

Setas salvajes marinadas

In Spain we’ve been making conservas—what the French call confits—with olive oil for centuries, usually with meats and fish. You can also make them with all kinds of vegetables, and I love mushrooms the most. The texture and flavor of the mushrooms become more intense in the confit process. Today the best conservas in Spain, sold in cans and jars at high prices, are considered to be some of the country’s finest cuisine—a far cry from their original function as a way of preserving perishable food and staving off winter hunger.

Makes 1 ½ cups


10 pearl onions

3 ripe tomatoes

2 cups Spanish extra-virgin olive oil

1 pound mixed fresh wild mushrooms (chanterelles, morels, hedgehogs), cleaned

3 cloves

1 teaspoon black peppercorns

1 teaspoon salt

4 sprigs fresh thyme

2 tablespoons sherry vinegar



Place the onions in a bowl of hot water for 4 minutes to make them easier to peel. Using a paring knife, cut off a little of the round root end of each onion and carefully peel away the outer leathery skin. Set the onions aside. Cut each tomato in half lengthwise. Place a grater over a bowl and grate the open side of the tomato into the bowl. Strain the grated flesh through a sieve to produce 1 cup of tomato puree.

In a large saucepan, heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil over a medium flame. Add the onions and cook until they turn a light brown color, about 3 minutes. Add the tomato puree and cook until the mixture reduces to a thick, dark red sauce, about 10 minutes.

Add the rest of the oil and the mushrooms. Mix in the cloves, peppercorns, and salt. Stir the mushrooms a few times, being careful not to break them apart. Raise the heat to medium-high and continue cooking until the olive oil starts to bubble slightly, at around 160 degrees (measured with a candy thermometer). As soon as you see the first bubbles, remove the pan from the heat and pour the contents into a serving bowl. Place the thyme on top, pushing the sprigs into the oil to release the aroma.

Allow to cool to room temperature. Then stir in the vinegar, and serve immediately.

 


José’s tips

By allowing the mixture to cool at the end, you’re able to maintain the fresh flavor of the vinegar.

If you can’t find wild mushrooms, use shiitake or oyster mushrooms instead.
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Green Olives Filled with Piquillo Peppers and Anchovy

Green olives filled with piquillo peppers and anchovy

Aceitunas verdes rellenas de pimiento y anchoa

There’s no better tapa than a good stuffed olive. But the ones you usually find in the supermarket are filled with poor-quality pepper and even poorer anchovy. One of the best appetizers for a lunch or dinner is to take a good olive and stuff it with the real thing. Simple ingredients prepared in a simple way—that’s the best way to take your everyday cooking to a higher level.

Serves 4


8 extra-large green olives, unpitted (see tips)

4 anchovy fillets (oil-packed)

2 piquillo peppers

(Spanish wood-roasted sweet peppers)

1 garlic clove, unpeeled

3 tablespoons Spanish extra-virgin olive oil

Grated zest of ½ orange

1 tablespoon sherry vinegar

Sea salt to taste



Using the flat side of a knife, press each olive until the pit pops out, being careful not to split the olive in half. Cut the anchovy fillets lengthwise to create 8 long slices, and cut the piquillo peppers into eight ½-inch-wide strips.

Place 1 anchovy slice and 1 pepper strip in each olive. You can be generous with the filling, allowing the anchovy and pepper to spill out of the olive.

Split open the garlic clove by placing it on a chopping board and pressing down hard with the base of your hand or with the flat side of a knife. In a small bowl, mix the garlic, olive oil, orange zest, and vinegar. Place the stuffed olives in the dressing and allow them to marinate for 30 minutes. Then sprinkle with a little sea salt and arrange them on a plate, with toothpicks for serving.

 


José’s tips

Buy unpitted olives for this dish. It’s more work for you, but the olives are usually better quality and have meatier flesh.

Piquillo peppers come in 8-ounce (or larger) jars. They are available at specialty markets and on the Internet (see sources).
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Oysters with Olives, Capers, and Lemon

Oysters with olives, capers, and lemon

Ostras con aceitunas y alcaparras al limón

I’m the biggest oyster eater in the world. Every year, I can’t wait for Oyster Week at two of my favorite D.C. restaurants—The Old Ebbitt Grill and Kinkead’s. They have some of the best oysters I’ve ever eaten: the unique American tiny Olympias and the salty Kumamotos. (Don’t tell anyone, but I wait until mid-afternoon, when the Old Ebbitt serves its oysters at half-price. That way I get to eat twice as much.) Spaniards believe they have the best shellfish in the world, but North American oysters are something irresistible. This recipe is unbelievably popular at my restaurants, and one of my favorites for guests at home.

Serves 4


8 Malpeque oysters (or any other fresh oyster)

1 lemon

4 manzanilla olives, pitted and finely chopped

1 tablespoon small capers (packed in brine)

1 tablespoon finely chopped shallot (about 1 small shallot)

1 tablespoon Spanish extra-virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice (from about ½ lemon)

Grated zest of ¼ lemon

1 tablespoon finely chopped chives



Bring 1 quart of water to a boil in a large pot. Add the oysters and boil until you see them opening just a fraction, 15 to 20 seconds, depending on the size.

Drain the oysters and place them in a strainer set over a bowl. Open the oysters: Hold an oyster in a towel. Insert the blade of an oyster knife into the “hinge” at the back of the shell. Twist the blade until the hinge pops. Using a small sharp knife, cut upward to sever the muscle that opens and closes the shell. Now carefully insert the knife underneath the oyster to release it from the shell. Be careful not to break the oyster itself. Remove the membrane around the oyster and discard it. Make sure you do this over the bowl so you catch all the juices the oyster releases. Set aside the oysters and the juices.

Cut the ends off the lemon and sit it on a flat surface. Cutting vertically, trim away the skin and pith of half the lemon to expose the flesh. Then slice along the sides of 2 segments and pull out the flesh. Cut each segment into 4 small pieces. Set aside

In a small bowl, mix together the olives, capers, shallot, olive oil, lemon juice, and half the lemon zest. Add the oyster juices and mix together.

Make a bed of the olive mixture on a small plate and place the oysters on top. Place 1 small piece of lemon flesh on top of each oyster. Sprinkle with the chives and the remaining lemon zest. Serve immediately.

 


José’s tips

You can leave the oyster membrane, as it’s traditionally served, but I find the membrane has a bitter taste that diminishes the sweet and pristine flavor of the oyster. If you like oysters, I can only imagine how much you’ll love the taste of oysters prepared this way. They really taste like the pearls of the sea.
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Rustic Bread with Dark Chocolate, Olive Oil, and Salt

Rustic bread with dark chocolate, olive oil, and salt

Pan con chocolate, aceite y sal

I don’t want to be chauvinistic here, but Spaniards are the people who brought cocoa beans back to Europe. By the eighteenth century, the royalty and the aristocracy of Spain were drinking chocolate sweetened with sugar all day long. Chocolate bars as we know them today would come later from central Europe. Spaniards will always have a sweet tooth for chocolate, and this simple dessert is one of the best examples of that—a uniquely Spanish mix of olive oil and chocolate on bread.

Serves 4


4 ½-inch-thick slices rustic bread (see tips)

4 ounces dark chocolate

4 tablespoons Spanish extra-virgin olive oil

Sea salt to taste



Heat the oven to 200 degrees.

Toast the slices of bread in a toaster until brown. Using a knife, break the chocolate into small pieces. Scatter them over the toasted bread, and place in the oven until the chocolate melts, about 5 minutes.

Drizzle with the olive oil, sprinkle a little salt on top, and serve.

 


José’s tips

Make sure you use a good country bread with a thick crust and a light interior, full of holes—not a dense sourdough. The chocolate itself is a matter of taste: some prefer it bitter
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