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Dedication

We dedicate this book to the folks

who fish, farm, trim, skin, season,

smoke, and hand-pack so that all of us

can enjoy the wonders of tinned fish
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Introduction
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The seed that eventually grew into Fishwife was sown when I was twenty-one and spending the weekend in Lisbon, a short plane ride from Granada, where I was living for the fall. My friend and I spent that weekend walking the cobblestone streets, looking up at the tessellated tiles shining on the sides of every building.

We ate mostly in “snack bars,” the ubiquitous white-walled, paper-tableclothed restaurants that dot the streets of Lisbon. What the snack bars lacked in décor, they made up for in the quality of their simple dishes. Fresh sea bass with steamed potatoes and broccoli, plastic baskets of warm table bread with soft packets of butter. Large decanters of vinho verde for two euros. A small ceramic dish with a pool of green olive oil in the center, and atop it four silvery boquerones laid out. I dipped a piece of bread into the olive oil, draped the fresh anchovies on top, and took a sip of wine from a small glass. I had never heard of boquerones, but I immediately loved them: bright and vinegary at first, then yielding to a deep savoriness in the second bite.

On the last day of the trip, I was walking by myself through the city and came across some small shops on the waterfront. Through the glass front door of one of them, I saw rows of colored boxes on the shelves, and at first I thought it was a toy shop. When I walked inside, I found that they were not toys at all, but tiny, perfectly narrated tins of fish.

Seven years later, I’m looking out over the production line of a third-generation family-owned anchovy and tuna conserveria in Santoña, Spain, where Fishwife’s first anchovy production run is taking place. The whole cannery is filled with a rich, bready scent, earthy and complex like wine. We look out on the cannery’s interior from the top of the stairs—me, Fishwife’s operations director, and two descendants of the man who built the cannery three generations prior. From up here, you can see the plant in its cavernous entirety, cleaved cleanly into areas dedicated to each step of the production process. Each station is manned by an expert—at one, an older man who triple-cleans the anchovies in hot water; at another, a younger man dries them out by rolling them tight in a cheesecloth. Nearby, there’s the long steel table where the anchovies are clipped and cut before being walked over to an even longer table, stretching some one hundred feet down the length of the packing room.

In this room, rows of women—only women are deemed skilled enough to hand-pack the minuscule fillets—perform the final cleaning, then smooth out each individual anchovy, nestling it into its final resting place by hand. Once a tin is filled with eight to ten sparklingly pink anchovies, it’s filled to the brim with Spanish extra virgin olive oil and sealed shut. The smell throughout the whole building is warm and almost sweet, nothing like you’d ever imagine an anchovy cannery smelling.

It’s not just Spain where women reign supreme in the cannery hall. We travel to the north coast of Scotland to visit the cannery where our mackerel and brisling sardines are packed, and there too the most senior women are revered for their technique. They train the younger staff, who can almost never perfect the steady, patient rhythm of the packing.

On the coast of Washington State in a micro-cannery a tenth the size of the ones in Spain and Scotland, this rule breaks down. A young woman oversees the entirety of production, but it’s mostly men—fathers and sons who live in the wooded coastal area—who cut and hand-pack the small fillets of smoked salmon and smoked trout one by one into our tins.

The first cannery I visited after starting Fishwife was on the coast of Oregon, and it had a smokehouse that looked just like you’d imagine it should, with a large, black hand-built kiln the size of a tall man with his arms outstretched. If you opened the smokehouse doors, smoke drifted out, the fire crackled, and you could see alderwood burning beneath the trout and salmon, slowly caramelizing their tender flesh over a period of hours.
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Every cannery we partner with has its own distinct character, written in its tastes and smells: its particular machinery, the fish coming in and out the door, and the land and oceans outside. The people move differently. Some are mostly still, moving only their hands and heads as they work, while others rock back and forth on the balls of their feet. Some of the workers began packing fish in their garages as children (it used to be commonplace in the Spanish region of Cantabria to pack anchovies at home); others are new to the job.

But a couple of elements run through all these places. While there are varying degrees of automation—machines that skin coho salmon, ones that chop albacore tuna—the work is hard, shockingly manual, and intricate, and what comes out the other side of the cannery is nothing short of a miracle: a small tin of fish, preserved for years in its most perfect state.

The canneries do the hard work so that when the tinned fish arrive on your plate, you have to do very little. In this book, we’ve tried to honor each cannery’s work and invite the dishes to complement and bring forth the artistry in the tin.

Which brings us to the recipes. In running a tinned-seafood business, I enjoy a front-row seat to all the ways that folks eat tinned fish in their everyday lives. I watch as art imitates life, life imitates art—we write recipes and witness our customers serving them to friends, family, themselves. And we see home cooks create dishes featuring our tins, dishes that never even occurred to us and that we feel compelled to share with our community. This book is a result of that back-and-forth, full of the recipes our community embraced and those that the community brought forward. Vilda Gonzalez, the brilliant cook and writer who has been developing gorgeous Fishwife recipes for years, took on the daunting task of synthesizing all of this dialogue, stirred in with her own rich history with tinned fish (growing up in Sweden eating smoked mackerel on the stoop of the local fish hall; surviving living in New York City as a seventeen-year-old, where the utilitarian, affordable ease of a tin of fish felt like gold; and even navigating health hiccups by leaning on the impressive amount of anti-inflammatory omega-3s in a tin of sardines), into a unified collection of recipes. The chapters are organized by occasion—when I think of some of my favorite tinned fish meals, they’re intertwined with place and circumstance. I’ve enjoyed tinned fish meals in so many places—on my back porch in the summertime, during a road trip up the California coast, and at a full dinner table spilling over with wine, potato chips, and cheese rinds. We imagine the same may be true for you—so, when you’re heading to a picnic, a cocktail party, or a brunch, we’ve made it easy for you to know exactly which chapter to flip to.

That being said, when there’s tinned fish involved, you don’t have to be headed anywhere to create a sense of occasion. A lunch of sourdough toast, sliced-up peaches or tomatoes, a half-moon of cheese, and a tin of anchovies can transport you—even when enjoyed between Zoom meetings on a Tuesday in February while sitting inside your apartment in Milwaukee.

Tinned fish is magic for a thousand reasons. Because it eliminates the entire process of cooking a fish. Because you can get a shocking 30 grams of protein in a 3.5-ounce tin. Because it can sit in your cupboard for years and still be at its best on its fifth birthday. Because a tremendous amount of love and labor went into the creation of each tin. Because each tin tells an entirely different and unique story of the waters it’s from and the cannery in which it was packed.

And last but not least, it’s magic because tinned fish makes your life better, easier, more exciting, and more joyful. We created each of these recipes to make this all the more true. Now grab your baguette, butter, Castelvetrano olives, flaky sea salt, and a little glass of chilled wine—it’s tinned fish time.

Becca Millstein
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Pantry Essentials

Here’s our cheat sheet of essentials to keep on hand in your kitchen to ensure a never-ending supply of great tinned fish meals. With these essentials on hand, you’ll be able to fix yourself something delicious with little notice. A steaming bowl of white rice with Kewpie mayonnaise and tuna, a piece of buttered toast with anchovies, a simple salad with smoked mackerel and a squeeze of lemon. The best things in life are simple.

Extra Virgin Olive Oil

High-quality olive oil is the lifeblood of our kitchen. We use it abundantly and often, and you’ll find it listed in the vast majority of the recipes in this book. When selecting olive oil, we always make sure it’s extra virgin and try to ensure that its harvest date is within a year and a half, at most, at the time of our purchase.
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Fine Sea Salt

All the recipes in this book have been tested and developed using fine sea salt. We find that this type of salt is the most utilitarian, as the fine salt crystals will easily dissolve and incorporate into any recipe—this is especially useful when the recipe doesn’t introduce heat. If you prefer using kosher salt, or have a particular brand that you love, please don’t feel the need to change your preference for us. The most important thing with salt is familiarity; different brands of salt have varying levels of salinity, so choose the salt you love and stick with it. Also of important note is that many recipes in this book don’t call for a specific amount of salt. Tasting your food as it cooks is a fundamental tenet of ensuring that the final product will be as delicious as possible, so we often encourage you to season, taste, and adjust as you go.
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Flaky Sea Salt

We love to finish dishes with a pinch of flaky sea salt for a pop of crystalline salinity. Our go-to brands are Maldon and Jacobsen Salt Co.

High-Quality Vinegars

There’s a whole world of options when it comes to vinegar, and we certainly encourage you to explore it with curiosity! However, when it comes to what’s always in our pantry, we take a no-frills approach: there’s white wine vinegar, red wine vinegar, rice wine vinegar, and sherry vinegar. White wine vinegar is great for more delicate applications, like a vinaigrette for tender greens. Red wine vinegar is more assertive, and as such is useful for more assertive applications: Use it to deglaze a pan, to dress heartier greens, or to add a balancing note of brightness to any richer dishes. Rice wine vinegar is a true kitchen workhorse, imparting a clean, neutral acidity whenever used. Sherry vinegar is lovely for imparting a more nuanced, nutty tone to vinaigrettes, marinades, and stews.
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Lemons

We’d be nowhere without the sweet, sunshiny brightness of lemons in our cooking. Our recipes rely heavily on a squeeze of lemon here or there to season, but the true unsung hero is the floral quality
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Pasta


[image: image]

Rice
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Bread
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Butter
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Herbs
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Eggs
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Capers
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Toasted Nuts and Seeds
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Chile Flakes
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Single-Origin Spices


Kewpie Mayonnaise
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Soy Sauce
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Furikake
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