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			To Gisela and Lalo,

			may you discover new flavor adventures

			and our old favorites within these pages

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I was born in South Carolina and grew up in northern New Jersey, eating the classic dishes that have made up the canon of American comfort foods for generations: meatloaf, creamed corn, pot roast, and chocolate chip cookies straight from the oven.

			But when I started to cook professionally, it was Spanish food that really captured my imagination. My first introduction came while working for Chef José Andrés in Washington, DC, where I met Félix Meana—my future business partner, husband, then ex-husband, the father of my two children, and one of my dearest friends. Félix grew up in Roses, in eastern Spain, home to elBulli, one of the world’s most celebrated restaurants at the time. We both went on to work there: Félix managing the front of the house, and me cooking in the kitchen.

			By the time Félix and I opened our own restaurant, Cúrate, in Asheville, North Carolina, all of my professional cooking experience had been rooted in Spanish cuisine. At Cúrate, our goal was to create an authentic Spanish tapas bar—a place that would transport diners straight to a seat at a spot in Barcelona. I immersed myself in cooking true Spanish dishes, but being in Asheville, I naturally began weaving local ingredients and influences into the menu. The same blending happened at home: While I often returned to the familiar flavors I grew up with, my professional training and well-stocked Spanish pantry found their way into nearly every dish I made.

			Since opening Cúrate, Félix and I have had two children, Gisela and Lalo, and my life—and my cooking—has been decidedly Spanglish. I get to combine the best of both worlds by infusing comforting American staples with a touch of Spain and often turn to Spanish ingredients and techniques to amp up my childhood favorites, whether I’m making deviled eggs, summer vegetable casserole, chicken noodle soup, mac and cheese, or chocolate cake. The Spanish influence is present in all our meals, but it’s used in an American way.

			The wonderful thing about being able to blend two cuisines is how easily a new ingredient or simple technique from one can transform a dish from the other. Spanish flavor builders, like pickled peppers, cheese, sofrito, anchovies, and pimentón, provide the perfect upgrades for the whole canon of American recipes. Take Bundt cake, a distinctly American crowd-pleaser that can be made even better with the addition of just one new ingredient: preserved lemons. By incorporating these tangy, acidic, and fruity pantry staples into both the cake and the glaze, you get a saltiness that cuts right through the sweetness.

			When I cook at home, I try to strike a balance between introducing my kids to new flavors and dishes while making sure there’s always something familiar on the table, be that a side of simple white rice, plain steamed broccoli with olive oil, or some seared mild sausages. Sometimes they’ll try a new dish and love it; other times they won’t even take a bite. Every now and then, I can see they actually like something, but just to make a point, they’ll insist they don’t. I’ll often skip the parsley garnish or hold back the cayenne the first time I make a dish—just to avoid anything too spicy or, god forbid, “covered in green stuff.” I do sneak in anchovy paste for extra savoriness without mentioning it—they’ve never noticed. They love pan con tomate and tortilla española, and over time, they’ve even grown to enjoy olives. This book includes recipes they love as well as recipes that I love and know they will eventually grow to enjoy. It’s a book for our family now and into the future—as I hope it will be for yours.

			In this book, you’ll find old favorites, whether it’s chocolate chip cookies, roast chicken, mac and cheese, or a tuna melt, but reenergized by the Spanish pantry. To me, it’s the ultimate way to refresh the classics and breathe new life into your culinary comfort zone.

		

	
		
			How I Stock My Kitchen

			My pantry reflects exactly who I am: a mother of two half-Spanish children and a professional chef who fell in love with Spain, Spanish food, and its ingredients. You’ll see a mix of staples that enable me to throw together a quick family dinner while adding a punch of flavor at every turn. My fridge is equally telling. I hope you’ll use this section to help shop and stock your kitchen for simple and delicious meals all week long.

			Anchovies

			Oil-packed anchovies are the first ingredient I grab when I’m cooking and thinking a dish might need a little more depth. There are three different types that I use.

			The first is anchovy paste in a tube. This stuff is handy because it’s already mashed up and pureed and can be quickly added to sauces and stews, where it will blend and disappear into the dish. It’s a super flavor enhancer that ups the umami quotient, and I love it when I don’t want to taste the anchovy. To that end, miso paste (while not Spanish at all) is my secret swap for anchovy paste when I need to make something strictly vegetarian. It’s worth keeping a tub in your fridge, as it will last for months, and just like anchovy paste, it can be swirled into sauces, pastas, stews, and more.

			Lower-grade whole anchovies in oil—the kind of tinned anchovy you can pick up at any supermarket—are lovely to chop and add to something where I want their texture to remain, or when I’m blending them into a sauce and I want to taste the anchovy.

			And finally, a gorgeous top-grade, hand-packed anchovy in oil is a must for eating whole. I use these on an appetizer spread, or on toast points with butter, or as a garnish on a salad, or to top a deviled egg or pizza. This is where quality really matters. People often turn up their nose at anchovies, but that’s mostly because the vast majority of anchovies available at grocery stores aren’t very good and are best for mincing into sauces and pastas. I recommend doing a little research before splurging and ordering some online. A few great brands are Don Bocarte, Ortiz, Arroyabe, and Fishwife.

			Asparagus

			One of the things that I’ve learned from years of cooking Spanish food is that some vegetables are even better canned. This is especially true for white asparagus. You might be able to find jarred white asparagus at your local grocery store, but it’s worth looking online for white asparagus from the region of Navarra in Spain. The largest and best ones (the bigger white asparagus gets, the better) are labeled “cojonudos,” which is slang for “awesome” or “magnificent.” You can dress them with a little vinaigrette for a quick side dish or just eat them right from the can (or jar)—they’re so tender that they almost fall apart in your hands. I also keep a less expensive kind for blending into sauces like my White Asparagus and Marcona Almond Cream Sauce (this page).

			Cheese

			In the dairy drawer in my refrigerator, at any given moment you’ll find a blue cheese, a soft goat cheese, a mild semihard cheese, and an aged hard cheese. This variety ensures I can throw together a well-balanced cheeseboard at the drop of a hat. It is so nice to see Spanish cheeses in grocery stores across the country. If you happen to live near a specialty cheese shop, then you are in luck and probably have access to Spanish cheeses made by small producers. If so, ask the cheesemonger for recommendations and don’t stop trying new things.

			Blue Cheese

			The most commonly available Spanish blue cheeses are Valdeón and La Peral. La Peral is sharp with a spicy blue cheese tang, while Valdeón is a little more creamy and slightly milder.

			Goat Cheese

			There are a few Spanish goat cheeses that are easy to buy in the US. One is Capricho de Cabra, a creamy cheese with a mild tang, that I use for cooking. I like Caña de Cabra, a goat cheese log with a rind that’s excellent on a cheese board. Murcia al Vino (or Drunken Goat, named for the fact that it’s dunked in red wine) is a semihard cheese that melts easily and has a nice flavor. Feel free to use it in any recipe that calls for the melting of cheese.

			Hard Cheese

			Hard cheeses are typically aged 9 months or more and are firmer to the touch with a sharp flavor closer to Parmigiano than their semihard counterparts. Hard cheeses are best used when you want strong flavor but don’t need something that melts smoothly, or they can be combined with a semihard cheese to get the best of both worlds: sharp flavor and easy melting. One of my favorites is Idiazábal, a buttery, lightly smoked raw sheep’s milk cheese from the Basque country. It’s most often sold in its aged form and can be a little challenging to source; if you can’t find it, substitute an older aged Manchego.

			Manchego and Mahón

			Manchego is a sheep’s milk cheese that can be aged anywhere from 60 days to 2 years. You’ve probably seen it on shelves with its distinct herringbone rind. It’s nutty and delicious and probably the most ubiquitous of all Spanish cheeses. I tend to use a semihard Manchego, which is aged less than 6 months. Mahón, my kids’ favorite cheese, is a semihard cow’s milk cheese that’s wonderful and creamy when young; substitute a mild cheddar or young Manchego if you can’t find it.

			Cocoa Powder

			I use Dutch-process cocoa powder exclusively. It is made from beans that have been treated with an alkaline solution to neutralize their natural acidity. The result is a richer, smoother, and more well-balanced chocolate flavor than from non-Dutch-process cocoa. Most premium cocoa powders are in fact Dutch-process, but it can be hard to tell from the labeling on some packages. If a label isn’t marked as Dutch-process, look for it to say “alkalized” or “processed with alkali.” You might have to scan the box for the fine print.

			Nuts

			You’ll always find three kinds of nuts in my kitchen: pistachios, pine nuts, and Marcona almonds. Instead of raw nuts, I use already salted and roasted nuts in my recipes to eliminate the extra step of roasting (and prevent the risk of burning them!). They also do double duty as a handy snack. I adore Marcona almonds with the skin on—they’re buttery, delicately flavored, and softer in texture than standard almonds. If you can’t find skin-on Marconas, though, skinless works nicely, too.

			Oils

			Grapeseed and Other Neutral Oils

			I keep a high-heat, neutral oil for high-temperature cooking like roasting, searing, and frying. Typically I use a grapeseed oil, but any neutral oil like peanut, safflower, canola, or vegetable also works when you want something with a high smoke point and no flavor. These oils also come in handy in certain sauces instead of olive oil because they impart no additional flavor to the dish.

			Olive Oil

			Cooking Spanish cuisine over the years, I have come to appreciate the differences in olive oils and their myriad uses. Let me start by saying that I find it challenging to find quality non extra-virgin olive oil in the US, so all the oil I use is extra-virgin. In my pantry, I always keep three different types handy.

			The first is a simple, generic extra-virgin olive oil that I use for sautéing and cooking. I look for the largest tin I can find at the best price. This is my go-to when I’m sautéing or tossing ingredients in oil prior to cooking—essentially, this is the olive oil to use when heat is going to be applied.

			I also keep two different higher-quality olive oils handy. I like one that is made from 100 percent Arbequina olives, which are bright in aroma and flavor without any of the spice, heat, or bitterness of many olives. I use this almost exclusively for making mayonnaise or alioli (the Spanish spelling of aioli), or for mixing with another olive oil to decrease the overall bitterness in a dish. A spicy, pungent olive oil will make a mayonnaise or alioli too sharp and bitter; Arbequina will yield a smooth, delicious, bright result.

			Finally, I always keep a high-quality, strong-tasting oil on hand for when I really want some punchy olive flavor. For this, I look to the Picual olive, a very popular variety grown in Spain that’s prized for its high oil content and intense flavor. It makes a great extra-virgin olive oil as well as a nice blended oil. This is my finishing oil, used whenever I want a final drizzle or swirl on a dish or on pan con tomate. It provides a powerful, grassy, herbaceous, fresh olive flavor that really shines. This is where I splurge a little, looking for the best oil I can find.

			Be aware that olive oil is light sensitive and plastic can impart an off-flavor over time, so look for olive oil sold in metal tins or dark glass bottles.

			Olives

			In general, I prefer whole olives with the pits, as I find the flavor and texture of pitted olives deteriorate much more quickly. However, I’ll use pitted ones when I’m in a rush or if they’re getting cooked in something and their flavor and texture will change anyway.

			I think Spain produces top-notch olives because the Spanish are masters of preservation. They pick olives at just the right moment for jarring, and do so in a gentle fashion, so the olives aren’t bruised in the process. I’m often disappointed by the olive selection available in American grocery stores, both the jarred ones and the kind from the salad bar (though those are somewhat better). Instead, I suggest shopping online for plain whole Spanish olives or whichever varieties you like; look for ones that don’t have a bunch of other ingredients that prevent the pure flavor of the olive from shining bright. I typically opt for a blend of different sizes and colors, like Arbequina, Manzanilla, Gordal, and Cuquillo olives.

			Peppers

			Piparra Peppers

			Piparra peppers are pickled guindilla peppers, small, slender, greenish peppers from the Basque region that, once pickled, are sweet and mildly spicy. Use pepperoncini if you can’t find them.

			Piquillo Peppers

			Roasted piquillos are a staple in my kitchen. These small, triangle-shaped peppers (piquillo means “little beak”) are the best roasted peppers on the grocery shelf because they’re tender, sweet, and supremely versatile. If you can’t find them, you can substitute regular roasted red peppers.

			Piment d’Espelette

			Piment d’Espelette comes from the Basque country, a region split between northern Spain and southern France. The Basques have an incredibly vibrant and unique culinary culture with many wonderful indigenous ingredients, like this fruity and mildly hot pepper. It’s sold dried and ground and is typically more coarsely ground than pimentón, making it easy to sprinkle over eggs, avocado toast, vegetables, or potatoes. In a pinch, you can substitute chile flakes, but since those are quite a bit spicier, use much less.

			Pimentón de la Vera (aka Smoked Spanish Paprika)

			This smoky spice made from dried red chiles is an essential part of any Spanish pantry. The Pimentón de la Vera world can be a bit confusing because there are three kinds: sweet (pimentón dulce), hot (pimentón picante), and bittersweet (pimentón agridulce), but all of them are smoky. I keep hot and sweet pimentón in my kitchen. It’s pretty simple: I use the hot one when I want a touch of heat and the sweet one when I don’t. If you have only sweet pimentón, you can always add a pinch of cayenne to replicate the feel of hot pimentón.

			In these recipes, when I refer to pimentón, I mean the sweet kind, unless otherwise specified.

			Preserved Lemon Paste

			I use preserved lemon paste to give recipes a deep citrus flavor with a brighter and lighter umami boost than anchovies provide. If you preserve and puree your own lemons, I suggest reviewing the amount called for in the recipe and tasting as you cook, because homemade preserved lemons can be saltier than some store-bought pastes.

			Salt

			Throughout the book, I often say to season things to taste because there is so much variety in the saltiness of different salts, plus “to taste” can vary so much from person to person.

			I keep two types of salt on hand. One is a base salt that I use for seasoning everything, and for this, either kosher salt or fine sea salt is ideal. It’s really about the salinity you prefer and whatever you’re comfortable using.

			I also like large-flake finishing salt. This could be a nice fleur de sel, Maldon salt, or any other delicious, crunchy larger-flake salt. I use this for finishing most of the things I cook, like steak, roasted potatoes, crispy veggies, and even cookies and cakes. A little bit goes a long way, but that crunch and pop of salt can really make all the difference to a dish.

			While adding more salt as you cook can continue to bring out the flavors, there can come a point when suddenly your food is oversalted. The key is learning how to take the seasoning right up to that tipping point without going over. It takes practice and, yes, probably involves oversalting things a couple of times to find the limit. But one of the reasons why restaurant foods are delicious is because they have perfected their seasoning.

			Tinned Seafood

			I used to skip buying American brands, but now the tinned fish craze has caught on here and I’m so glad. I recommend buying a few different types to see what you like best. From cockles, mussels, sardines, and tuna or tuna belly to octopus, razor clams, squid, and more, there is so much variety. You also have many choices when it comes to how the seafood is packed, as some are marinated in vinegar and pimentón, for example, or preserved lemon. The best tinned seafood will be sweet with a mild ocean flavor, and it is simply delicious eaten with a fork straight out of the can.

			Take a peek into my pantry and you’ll see that I always have cockles, pickled mussels, and tuna on the shelves. Look for cockles in brine, which are great for snacking and using to make clam sauce. If you buy pickled mussels, try to find Spanish mejillones en escabeche (escabeche means “pickled”); one of my favorite ways to eat them is to rip open a bag of potato chips and pour the mussels right over the chips—no need for a bowl here (see this page).

			I suggest buying tuna (or bonito) in olive oil, ideally packed in large chunks (it’s typically hand-packed in a jar). The flavor and texture are a world away from mashed-up tuna packed in water. You really want to look for quality products here, as the difference can be absolutely mind-blowing.
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			Bites to Share
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			Sweet and Savory Spanish Cocktail Mix

			This irresistible cocktail snack is a riff on the Chex party mix that my mother, who ran a catering business, would never make for me as a kid. I think she felt she needed to show off a little bit when she cooked because everyone expected so much from her and cocktail mix was too straightforward. I totally understand that feeling, but this easy recipe satisfies my love for a snacky mix and is a huge crowd-pleaser. The trick is incorporating a Spanish cocktail mix, a crunchy combo of roasted salted almonds, chickpeas, corn, and fava beans, instead of the classic Chex mix. Adding brown sugar helps strike a perfect balance between sweet and savory. The active prep time is very minimal, so I can throw it together while I get myself and my kids party-ready.

			Makes about 4 cups

			
				
					8 tablespoons (4 ounces/1 stick) unsalted butter

					½ cup packed light brown sugar

					1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce

					1 tablespoon dried thyme

					2 teaspoons garlic powder

					1 teaspoon pimentón (smoked paprika)

					½ teaspoon Diamond Crystal kosher salt

					4 cups Spanish cocktail mix (see Note)

				

				
					The snack mix can be stored in an airtight container for up to 2 weeks.

				

			

			1 Preheat the oven to 250°F. Line a large baking sheet with parchment paper.

			2 In a small saucepan, melt the butter. Add the brown sugar, Worcestershire, thyme, garlic powder, pimentón, and salt and bring to a boil over medium heat. Remove from the heat.

			3 Place the cocktail mix in a large bowl and pour the butter mixture over the top. Mix thoroughly with a rubber spatula. Spread the mixture onto the prepared baking sheet in one layer and transfer to the oven.

			4 Bake until crispy, about 45 minutes, stirring every 15 minutes.

			5 Let cool on the baking sheet, then transfer to a serving bowl. Break up any chunks that are stuck together and serve.

			Note You can buy Spanish cocktail mix at many grocery stores or online. You can also make your own version by combining roasted salted skin-on almonds with corn nuts and crunchy chickpeas and fava beans. If you have trouble buying the chickpeas and favas, substitute other nuts, pretzel sticks, or whatever snacky thing you like.

		

	
		
			
				Chips, Cockles, and Olives

				The Ultimate Afternoon Snack
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			In Spain, there’s an incredible time of day called la hora del vermut, which translates as “vermouth hour.” Usually right before lunch or dinner, it’s a time to sip on vermouth with a splash of soda water—or a glass of sherry—and enjoy some light, easy snacks. At home, I often skip the vermouth, but I do enjoy the classic potato chips with olives and a can of tinned seafood. I prefer to use cockles because my kids have grown to love them—they aren’t fishy at all—but you can use whatever you want. I also sometimes like to make this with sardines, which can be flaked and scattered over the chips, or mejillones en escabeche, which are smoky marinated mussels.

			There’s no silverware or bowl involved; I open a bag of chips at the top like normal, then rip down the seam in the back so the bag is open from top to bottom. Then I dump the can of cockles and the olives right on top, with dashes of homemade salsa aperitivo. This Spanish condiment is a smoky, vinegar-based sauce that’s superb drizzled over eggs, avocado toast, French fries, rice, and more. It’s Spain’s answer to hot sauce and something we use at home daily because it functions as hot sauce but without the heat.

			Serves 2 to 4

			
				
					One 5-ounce bag plain potato chips, such as kettle chips or olive oil–cooked potato chips

					One 12-ounce can pitted green olives, preferably anchovy-stuffed, drained

					One 4-ounce can cockles, drained, or tinned sardines, drained and flaked

					Salsa Aperitivo (recipe follows)

				

			

			Tear open the bag of potato chips from the top to the bottom (see headnote). Top with the olives, cockles, and dashes of Salsa Aperitivo and enjoy immediately.

		

	
		
			Salsa Aperitivo

			Makes about 1 cup

			
				
					¾ cup white wine vinegar or sherry vinegar

					2 tablespoons sugar

					2 teaspoons sweet paprika

					2 teaspoons Diamond Crystal kosher salt

					¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

					1 small garlic clove, peeled but whole

				

				
					This salsa aperitivo can be refrigerated for 3 months.

				

			

			In a blender, combine the vinegar, sugar, paprika, salt, pepper, and garlic. Blend on high for 1 minute, until fully combined.

		

	
		
			Olives Marinated with Lemon, Garlic, and Herbs
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			While you can buy marinated olives, they don’t taste nearly as fresh as when you make them at home, and they’re often more expensive. Another big plus? When you marinate them yourself, you will have an infused leftover oil, which is perfect for making a tasty vinaigrette (see Notes). I cannot emphasize enough that, for snacking, whole olives with the pits are far superior to pitted ones. The flavor is more subtle and delicate, and brined pitted olives often turn kind of mealy and mushy.

			Serves 12

			
				
					1 cup extra-virgin olive oil

					4 large garlic cloves, gently smashed and peeled

					¼ sweet onion, such as Vidalia, very thinly sliced (preferably on a mandoline)

					Strips of zest from 1 lemon

					4 sprigs thyme

					1 sprig rosemary

					1 teaspoon chile flakes

					2 cups unpitted mixed olives (see Notes)

					2 teaspoons sherry vinegar

				

				
					The olives can be refrigerated in an airtight container in their oil for 1 month. Let them sit at room temperature for at least 30 minutes before straining to serve.

				

			

			1 In a medium saucepan, combine the olive oil, garlic, onion, lemon peel, thyme, rosemary, and chile flakes and cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until the garlic and onion have started to soften and everything is aromatic, about 2 minutes.

			2 Add the olives and sherry vinegar and remove from the heat. Stir a few times and then let cool to room temperature. If serving immediately, strain the oil before serving.

			Notes

			Have leftover olive oil marinade? Make a vinaigrette to dress your favorite salad or roasted vegetables. In a small bowl, whisk together ¼  cup sherry vinegar, 1 tablespoon Dijon mustard, a pinch of salt, and a few grinds of black pepper. Slowly whisk in ¾  cup of the olive oil marinade. The vinaigrette can be refrigerated for 1 month.

			When buying olives, look for those that don’t have a bunch of other ingredients. I’m often disappointed by the olive selection available in American grocery stores, so this is one ingredient I recommend buying online or at specialty stores. Look for plain whole Spanish olives or whichever varieties you like. I typically opt for a blend of different sizes and colors, like Arbequina, Manzanilla, Gordal, and Cuquillo olives.
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