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			As a child I learned the language of the clouds

			Of the wind, the forest, the trees, the lakes.

			The glaciers on the Andes.

			Without my knowing it,

			This landscape stole inside of me

			Never leaving

			One day I remembered it all

			and, kneeling on the ground,

			I picked up these memories

			They were my tools

			Forged in the still-glowing embers of my childhood’s hearth

			Together we found my way to cook

			Fire, always fire.

			Francis Mallmann

			La Isla, Patagonia
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			Introduction: Back to the Garden

			When I was sixteen, I lived alone in a small house that I rented in Bariloche, the mountain town where I grew up. I chose a special corner behind the cabin for a garden. I readied the ground and put up a low fence to protect my crops from greedy rabbits. I installed a powerful light so that when I rose at five in the morning, I could tend the garden before heading out to my day job at a rental car agency. As gardens go, mine was quite simple: just carrots, parsley, and a few other herbs, but I protected them as if they were a treasure.

			Now, nearly fifty years later, and with a lifetime behind the stove, I recall that teenage boy and what I was searching for in my garden: I wanted to understand how things are born and grow, age, and die. Although I didn’t truly comprehend it in my youth, that vegetable garden was the beginning of a lifelong quest to unravel the mysteries of life. 

			For those of you who know my cooking, it may come as a surprise that after so many years of unconditional love for meat that I now ask you to come along with me, back to the garden, and to cook through a book where vegetarian and vegan recipes are the stars. Does this mean that I have given up on charred rib eyes, creamy sweetbreads, and long-roasted lambs on the cross? It does not. But as with many of you, a growing awareness of our era’s perils to Nature herself has caused me to consider my cuisine in a new light. 

			To be sure, as a son of Patagonia, an immense land of panthers and condors, of gauchos tending vast herds of cattle and of Indigenous people who hunted llama-like guanacos and choikes (our native ostriches), I don’t think I will ever be a full-on vegetarian. Still, if we are to survive on our small blue planet, we have to find a way to a new language of cooking, one that doesn’t require us to destroy the rain forest to grow feed for cattle or to imprison animals on factory farms that condemn them to short and brutal lives. Nothing could be more estranged from the environment where these creatures have evolved to thrive and, in so doing, sustain us. I am saddened when I see this, and it has deepened my appreciation for the code of many of my friends who follow a diet of fruits and vegetables, grains and nuts. Although you may find it hard to believe, my favorite meal—judging by how often I eat it—just might be a plate of basmati rice and a red cabbage salad. 

			Of course, like any chef, I have always served vegetables, but it’s also fair to say they have frequently been more of a sideshow than a main attraction. In this book, they play the leading role in an ongoing journey of rediscovery. My goal is to create meals for vegetarians and vegans that are as sumptuous and satisfying as a succulent T-bone steak or a plump brook trout plucked from a mountain stream. I am as entranced by the crackling crust of a thick slice of potato in clarified butter done on the plancha; the ineffable creaminess of an eggplant roasted in the embers of a campfire; the sprightly sweetness of an overripe tomato, ever so slowly confited in olive oil. The transformations wrought by flames, coals, and smoke on fruits and vegetables are nothing short of alchemy. 
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			In this book, as it has always been for me, my recipes are born in dreams, following no logic other than desire. And just as in dreams, my memories of meals, of family and friends, of mentors, and of lovers take center stage for a moment, and if I am truly listening, they guide me and take shape in the encounter of fire, iron, and food. As time passes, each new arrival in my family of recipes gives birth to a houseful of children and grandchildren . . . and so on. The possibilities border on the infinite. These dreams have blazed a path for me, the path of green fire. 

			This return to the garden is not so much a change of direction for me as it is a profound deepening of a lifelong affection for fire. I hope you draw inspiration from these recipes, but don’t, by any means, shy away from taking them down your own path. Use them as a beacon, not a commandment. I have always believed that in order to be a true cook you must surely master technique but, at the same time, stay attuned to your own unique spirit of rebelliousness and irreverence. If you pay attention, this spirit is a fire that burns within all of us.

	
			The Faces of Fire

			Things taste better when cooked out-of-doors. “Why?” you ask. I believe that the pleasure of cooking and eating is much more than a matter of ingredients meeting taste buds. In the outdoors, so many other elements come into play: the wind, the scent of pine trees and grass and flowers, the sunset painting the hills. In the presence of fire, these things make us feel more alive and in the moment.

			How can one fully describe the primeval attraction of staring at dancing flames? Equally seductive, the aromas of cooking borne aloft by woodsmoke; it is bred within us. It quickens the pulse and soothes the spirit. Even if you don’t find yourself in a remote valley in the Andes but in your own backyard, or at a street festival in the city, the union of food and fire somehow summons up all of these feelings in the way that a song evokes the memories of an embrace though years may have passed. 

			There are many fine chefs who can make gorgeous, complicated recipes, usually with the assistance of a brigade of helpers ready to follow the chef’s every command. But even more elegant and pure, to my way of thinking, is the lone cook who can do a simple thing to perfection. Cooking with fire is a loving tutor if you give yourself over to it.

			In Patagonia, we usually build a fire on the ground under a grate or plancha (griddle), then rake the coals to pile them up for more heat or to spread them out for less. Often, we will have a campfire on the side to replenish our coals for long-cooked recipes. For safety, I like to surround this fire with a ring of stones. This age-old method is exceedingly low-tech, but once you learn to listen to the language of fire you will find that you can adjust the heat of wood fire almost as effectively as turning a knob on your home oven. If you want more heat, then add more coals. For less heat, let the coals burn down or rake some aside. True, you can’t set a wood fire to be exactly 325°F (170°C)—but honestly, the ingredients won’t know the difference if the heat of your fire is a few degrees above or below. Cooking is not all that scientifically precise. Rather than adjusting heat by the marks on a dial, in fire cookery I think in terms of a sliding scale from high all the way down to very low. Thankfully, we are born with a built-in temperature gauge: our hands. If you hold your palm at a safe distance from the fire or cooking surface, you can feel the difference between intense, moderate, and gentle heat. No dials, gauges, or thermometers required. No special equipment needed. In short, less is more.

			You will quickly get a sense of how hot a fire is. Start by holding your hand about 4 inches (10 cm) above the cooking surface and counting. When it is too hot after two full seconds, that is high heat. Using the same “now it feels too hot” method, the chart below is a good guideline for gauging heat from a fire. Bear in mind that all of us have different sensitivity to heat.

			2 seconds: high heat

			3 to 4 seconds: medium-high heat

			5 to 6 seconds: medium heat

			7 to 8 seconds: medium-low heat

			8 to 12 seconds: very low heat

			Don’t rush your count. You want full seconds. We Argentines count “un matador, dos matador,” etc. In English, go with “one Mississippi, two Mississippi.”
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			My Green Fire

			I suppose that the first grillers at the dawn of time cooked their food by impaling it on a stick and holding it over a flame. Although this is a fine method for roasting marshmallows or a hot dog, humanity has perfected better ways to get the most satisfaction from the encounter of food and fire. From direct radiant heat over coals to warmth diffused through iron, to heat trapped within the walls of an oven or transferred to a cauldron.

			When cooking with wood, be sure to use hardwoods such as oak, maple, cherry, apple, or hickory. They don’t burn down to ashes as quickly as softer woods. Pine, fir, and eucalyptus all impart unpleasant flavors. You can also use charcoal, but, whenever possible, I like the experience of lighting a fire, staring into the flames, losing myself in daydreams and anticipation. Then, when the coals are ready, so am I.

			If it’s not practical to cook over a wood fire, I prefer lump charcoal. Part of the romance of cooking with fire is the jumbled-up appearance of the embers and coals. But if charcoal briquets are all that you can find, they will work, too.

			For safety, always have a bucket of water, a shovel, some dirt or sand, and a fire extinguisher handy, just in case.

			Plancha
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			My plancha looks like a cast-iron coffee table. I cook on it more frequently than I cook by any other method. (For many of these recipes, a griddle or skillet placed on top of a grill grate will work well.) The advantage of a large cooking area means you can heat different parts of it to different temperatures—in a way, if you manage your fire well, a plancha can serve the same purpose as multiple burners on a stove. You can sear things over high heat such as Charred Tomatoes with Garlic and Thyme, or slowly cook a thick slice of breaded eggplant until you create a crackling crust and a creamy inside (Eggplant Milanesa). You can adjust the heat by adding more wood and coals under one part of the plancha while letting coals burn down to glowing embers or ashes under another part. Once you have your fire going and the plancha warmed, you can quickly increase the temperature by throwing some kindling on the coals and allowing the flames to lick the bottom of the plancha.

			One of the virtues of cast iron is that it heats evenly and retains the heat. This is because of its thickness as well as the nature of iron. Whether you cook indoors or out, give your cast iron up to ten minutes to preheat. 

			Although a cast-iron griddle or large skillet (such as those made by Lodge and Weber) will serve in place of a plancha over the grate of a Weber kettle, I prefer the plancha’s larger surface so that I can have access to a range of cooking temperatures. I even like an area with no heat under it where I can move things if I want to slow down or stop the cooking.

			If there is someone in your area who makes wrought-iron doors, gates, or fences, you could have them make you a plancha about 30 by 30 inches (76 cm) on four legs, 12 to 15 inches (30 to 38 cm) tall.

			Caldero
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			The literal translation of the Spanish caldero is “cauldron”—a fine word, but for most English speakers, this conjures up images of witches stirring a bubbling pot of toadstools, frogs, and snakes. A more familiar term might be “Dutch oven”: a high-sided unenameled cast-iron pot (with a lid) that I use for boiling, deep-frying, braising, and baking. You can set it on a grate over coals that range from high heat to gentle warming. To prevent the hot oil from igniting, the bed of coals under the caldero should be slightly smaller in area than the caldero itself. You can also put the caldero off to one side of your fire to keep things warm. For soups and beans, a caldero is a must.

			Always use extreme caution when deep-frying—this is just as critical when frying outdoors in a caldero. Flying sparks or embers can ignite the oil, resulting in a dangerous fire.

			Keep in mind that any recipe that calls for a caldero can be cooked indoors in a Dutch oven.

			Parrilla 

			A parrilla is the most common fire-cooking grill in Argentina. At its simplest, it’s a grill grate placed over coals. You can cook directly on the parrilla or set a skillet or Dutch oven on top of the grate.

			You can easily construct an Argentine-style parrilla with a few cinder blocks and a grate. Or you can have one like mine made, 36 by 30 inches (91 by 76 cm) and about 9 inches (23 cm) high. I like the generosity of space of this size parrilla. It allows a good amount of room for whatever you are cooking. If you crowd vegetables, they will steam and soften rather than crisp and char. Whether you use wood or charcoal, I find that the optimum time to grill on the parrilla is when the hot coals are covered over with white ash.

			Horno 

			Cooking in an horno adds a distinct but never overpowering touch of smokiness to any ingredient. These wood-fired ovens have become more popular and more affordable in the years since I wrote Seven Fires. They are versatile. By adding more wood, you can crank them up to superhot temperatures for quick, intense roasting. Or you can let the fire burn down to coals for slower roasting in gentle overall heat. Move the food closer to the fire in the back of the stove for greater radiant heat, or place the food right at the entrance for the same radiant heat without blast-furnace temperatures. In time you will learn to gauge temperature by looking at your fire. As a rough guide, an inexpensive infrared oven thermometer will get you in the zone. You will need a peel, like they use in pizzerias or bread bakeries, to place food in the oven and to move it around to the right cooking spots. For those of you without your own wood-burning oven, each recipe offers temperatures and timings for a conventional oven.

			Rescoldo 
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			I learned this method from Patagonia’s cowboys—gauchos—who would often bury a few potatoes in the warm embers and ashes of their breakfast fire and leave them to cook while they were off with their horses. All it requires are the remains of a fire and whatever ingredient you are cooking—pumpkin, squash, beets, potatoes. With all rescoldo cooking, you want a mix of warm ashes and some glowing embers—even a few coals—covering your ingredients so they char slowly on the outside as the insides cook through. You may need to add some embers and coals from time to time to manage the subtle warmth of this method.

			“But won’t your food taste of ashes?” people often ask. If you dust off the ingredients well and peel the skins, there are no ashes to speak of. There is an old Irish folk saying: “You have to eat a peck of dirt before you die.” I feel the same about ashes.
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			Your Weber Kettle Is an All-Purpose Grill

			In my travels in the United States, the type of fire cookery I have seen most often is on the familiar Weber kettle grill. You light the fire and wait for the coals to die down, then you have about twenty minutes to do your cooking before the temperature is no longer in the sweet spot. Practically speaking, this commonly used method makes it difficult to adjust the heat or easily add coals. However, with a few accessories available from Weber (see Resources), you can utilize their kettle quite well for the recipes in this book. Any cast-iron skillet or griddle on top of Weber’s grill grate will serve you well for many of the recipes; a hinged grate with a removable center piece will allow you to add coals directly under a plancha to raise the heat. A pair of char baskets placed inside the perimeter of the grill will let you add coals to either side of the kettle so that it can work as an horno (oven). You can use an old-fashioned (not digital) meat thermometer stuck in the holes on top of the Weber to monitor temperature. Or, if you are addicted to tech, there are digital probes that can interface with your phone (see Resources). Long-handled tongs and grilling gloves or oven mitts are the best way to avoid burns when handling food on the grill, moving pots and pans, or lifting the removable center piece or hinged grate.

			

			[image: ]

			To Build a Fire

			It is quite clear to me that cooking with fire is, in part, a dialogue with nature. The closer you can get to reading the wind, the weather, the sense of a place, the more intimate this dialogue becomes. As I write this, I am on a mountain in Patagonia almost at the border with Chile. It is a cold day with a western wind sweeping off the high peaks. I always set myself the challenge of starting a fire with one match, so I scout the area for kindling—especially dry grass and twigs. I prefer to use the materials on hand in the wild. Once the flames begin to build, I add larger twigs and branches. At times like this, a favorite song often goes through my head, an inner harmony unheard by anyone but me. Today, as often happens, my inner jukebox selects the Adagietto from Mahler’s Fifth Symphony: so tender, so moving.
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			POTATOES

			Smashed potatoes, Four Ways

			Plancha Potato Rounds

			Blackjack Potatoes

			Rösti with Raclette

			Broken and Deep-Fried Potatoes

			Crispy Potato Strips and Parsley Salad with Garlic Cream

			Life on the Edge: Potato Bricks and Pyramids2

			Huevos a la Tripa

			

		
	A Debt of Gratitude

			In a way, I could say that potatoes—the great gift of the Andes—marked the turning point in my career. I realized this in 1995. My career was moving along nicely. I had already run a successful cooking school and enjoyed a devoted following on television. Along the way, I’d started a few restaurants that did quite well, although like everyone in my country, I was buffeted by the economic and political winds that came and went. Back home in Patagonia, I cooked simply and with fire, but in sophisticated Buenos Aires, my restaurant food was more an Argentine version of fancy European cuisine.

			I was a bit bored.

			And then the hand of Providence (and potatoes) entered when I was informed that I had received the Grand Prize of the prestigious International Academy of Gastronomy—the first South American to be recognized by a group that has bestowed this honor on such cooking legends as Alain Ducasse and Ferran Adrià.

			What shall I make for this assembly of dining demigods? I wondered. Surely they hadn’t turned to me to see what I could do with lobster Thermidor or foie gras. There was nothing particularly South American about that kind of food, and I had been invited, I believed, because I was particularly South American. Then, in a moment of reflection, a thought stirred in my soul: one word . . . potatoes.

			To any son or daughter of Patagonia, this humble tuber, dug out of the dirt, is the food that has united the cuisines of the peoples who live in the shadow of the Andes: from the shores of Tierra del Fuego to the highlands of Peru. To this day, the Incas leave potatoes out to freeze in the frigid mountain air, then thaw them in the blazing sun (a very low-tech way of freeze-drying). Closer to my childhood home in Bariloche, the ancient Mapuche people would cook them curanto-style: buried in rock-and-earth-filled firepits along with leg of llama and ears of corn in their husks. After their morning meal on the pampas, gauchos would toss a few potatoes into the ashes of their campfire to cook slowly (in the style we call rescoldo) until they reached smoky creaminess, perhaps to serve at lunch with a lashing of chimichurri. And of course, my mother knew that her crisp and golden french fries could tame the appetites of her rambunctious sons.

			For my Grand Prix meal, I resolved to showcase potatoes for the gathered gastronomers in the fairy-tale castle of the Hotel Schloss outside Frankfurt, Germany. To set the plan in motion, I sent my second-in-command Germán Martitegui (who is now a world-renowned chef) to Cuzco, the ancient royal capital of the Incas. His mission: to buy a thousand pounds of Andean potatoes, chosen from the endless varieties in the town market: red, yellow, orange, purple.

			The dinner was an enormous success. The president of the academy pronounced it “Food made by the angels!”

			That experience had a life-changing effect on me. I resolved at that moment to simplify my food and to embrace the Patagonian heritage of wood-fire cooking. Out went the complicated sauces, the vegetables diced to the girth of a helium atom, the ornate compositions that left you wondering if you were being asked to eat the entrée put before you or have it framed and hung in a museum. I returned to the fiery roots of Andean cooking. And I have devoted myself to them ever since.

			To the potato, then, I owe a great debt of thanks.
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			MENU

			Smashed Andean Yellow Potato with Caviar

			Causa Limeña with Avocado and Tomato

			(composed Peruvian potato salad with chilies, avocado, and tomato)
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			Salmon Confit in Potato

			Mashed Potato with Confits of Lamb, Duck, and Langoustine
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			Potato and Mascarpone Soufflé with Berries, Mint, and Pepper

			Potato Ice cream with Oranges and Plums
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			Smashed potatoes, Four Ways

			This is one of my longtime signature dishes. The flattened-out surface area of a smashed potato allows for lots of crunch as it crisps on the plancha. Sometimes I do nothing more than boil the potato, smash it, and crisp it. It’s lovely after a final crisping with a paste of herbs and spices (see the variations that follow).

			Small-to-medium Idaho potatoes (russets) work best because they are quite starchy and hold their shape when you smash them. You’ll notice that I add oil and vinegar to the boiling liquid. I find that the resulting taste and texture are quite exquisite. If your potatoes crumble apart around the edges when you smash them, just squeeze them back together. You can boil and crisp them ahead of time and then re-crisp on the plancha (or in the oven) just before serving.

			The toppings on Griddled Peppers–Fennel Pollen, Fennel Seed, Rosemary, and Garlic are ones that I often use, but if you can imagine some other rubs, pastes, or coatings . . . go for it. When using pastes or rubs, crisp the potatoes on both sides as in the main recipe. Spread a spoonful of the paste or rub on top of the potatoes, then flip them back onto the oiled hot plancha for a minute or two, being careful not to burn the spices. Flip them back onto a plate for serving, spiced side up.

			Serves 4

			4 medium russet potatoes, scrubbed

			Coarse salt

			2 tablespoons red wine vinegar

			6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for the pan and plancha

			1 bay leaf

			¼ teaspoon whole black peppercorns

			2 tablespoons unsalted butter, or more as needed, cut into pieces (optional)

			Fleur de sel

			Prepare a fire for medium-high heat and warm the plancha. (Or pull out a large cast-iron griddle if cooking indoors.)

			Meanwhile, place the potatoes in a large pot, cover them with plenty of cold water, and salt the water. Add the vinegar, 2 tablespoons of the olive oil, the bay leaf, and the peppercorns. Bring to a boil, then adjust the heat so the potatoes bubble gently for about 15 minutes, or until the potatoes are tender all the way through when pierced with a skewer. Drain in a colander and set aside until cool enough to handle, but don’t allow them to thoroughly cool or they will break instead of smash.

			Oil a sheet pan. Place a warm potato on a clean dish towel on a flat work surface. Cover with another clean dish towel. With the palm of your hand, slowly and evenly flatten the potato between the towels. Using a wide sharp-edged spatula, transfer the potato to the prepared sheet pan and repeat with the remaining potatoes. Spoon the remaining 4 tablespoons olive oil evenly over the potatoes.

			Brush the hot plancha with olive oil (if cooking indoors, heat the griddle over medium-high heat, then brush with oil). When the oil shimmers, carefully flip the potatoes onto the surface, oiled side down, and cook without moving them until the bottom is crisp, about 5 minutes. Transfer back to the oiled sheet pan, and brush the tops with olive oil.

			Brush the hot plancha or griddle with more oil. Slide the spatula under a crisped potato and, with one quick move, flip the potato onto the plancha to cook the other side. Repeat with the remaining potatoes, moving them as little as possible as they cook. At this point, you
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