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    “HERRI BERRIAH ADARRAK SUSTRAL.”
—MIKEL URMENETA, 2010





    INTRODUCTION
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If, when I was a child, someone had told me, “One day, you’re going to open a small Basque restaurant,” I wouldn’t have been too surprised. In fact, I would have probably shrugged my shoulders and said, “Yes, of course I am.”

For as long as I can remember, I have wanted to open a restaurant. I grew up in Minnesota, but my parents emigrated from Argentina just before I was born, and my sisters and I were raised around a table with lively Spanish conversation and with food that was strange by midwestern standards (at the time, we may have been the only Argentine Jews in Minneapolis). Growing up, my favorite pastimes were playing restaurant, dreaming about food, and reading cookbooks, so opening a restaurant someday would not have seemed impossible.

As fate would have it, I grew up and opened a small restaurant in one of the biggest cities in the world. But the part that would have surprised me as a child—and, in a way, still surprises me today—is that my restaurant, Txikito, is Basque. I can imagine my ten-year-old self scratching her head and asking, “What does Basque mean?” I’ve been running Txikito since 2007, and I still don’t have a definitive response to that question. But it’s one that I strive to answer, for myself and for the people we feed, every day.

Cooking is a perfect vocation for people who like to find and make connections. To me, food is a way to tell a story, and even though I don’t want to tell the same stories over and over again, I do want a common thread to connect the stories that I do tell. My husband, Eder, who is also my co-chef at Txikito, puts it a little differently: he says I’d open a new restaurant every week if I could. So it’s not surprising that he is both frustrated by and supportive of this story, which is the story of how I met Basque food and found a home in a cuisine that has held my attention in ways that no other can.

Part of what made both Basque food and Eder, who is Basque, so attractive is that Basque cooking meant that I could return to living my life in Spanish. My affinity goes deeper than that, however: I love all of the cuisines of Spain, but Basque food has a very specific mystique. It doesn’t hide behind strong Mediterranean flavors. Instead, it celebrates single ingredients and tastes and constantly reminds the cook that “simple” doesn’t necessarily mean “easy.” Basque food makes you a better cook. It teaches you to respect ingredients, embracing and amplifying their natural flavors. I’d argue that many professional cooks would get better if they practiced Basque cooking, as it forces you to unlearn bad habits and pay attention to details. The Basque cook responds to la materia prima, or main ingredients, a tiny bit differently each time. Intuitively understanding how to make these minor adjustments is a sign of the cook’s experience and skill.

My Basque journey started well before I met Eder. In Minnesota, my dad’s best friend was nicknamed El Vasco, a terrific cook who made the most amazing homemade pizza and cherries jubilee, a dessert that turned my favorite fruit into a pyrotechnic miracle of flavors. El Vasco’s real name was Nestor Riviere. He was my dad’s tennis partner and a mathematician, and our families often cooked together. I had a girlish crush on Nestor: he drove a Fiat Spider and had salt-and-pepper hair, but in retrospect, what made him so seductive was how he cooked and what happened when he did. At home, cooking was always interesting, though a rather calm routine. El Vasco’s cooking was flamboyant and extroverted and was meant to make people fall in love with him. It was a flirtation more similar to the kind you find in restaurant cooking, where customers are seduced by a combination of flavors and spectacle.

Every year our families held a huge pig roast at a place in Minneapolis called Hidden Beach, on Cedar Lake. Those roasts were epic, all-day parties that began early in the morning and went late into the night and seemed to bring out every Spanish- and Italian-speaking expat from the University of Minnesota. The men, who were mostly math professors, would build the roasting pits out of cinder blocks and old fences or mattress coils and then spend the entire day feeding the fire, drinking cans of Special Export, and talking tennis while the pigs slowly cooked. It was the 1970s, and everyone was tennis obsessed. Guillermo Vilas, Bjorn Borg, Ivan Lendl, and Jimmy Connors were popular topics of conversation, and some of the guys would go off to play a match while the rest of us waited for the pigs to be ready. Someone was always strumming a guitar and singing—again, this was the 1970s—while the women gossiped, cooked sausages and offal, and reheated empanadas on foil rafts, and we kids ran around, free to do whatever we wanted. My sisters and I would fall asleep on the car ride home, smelling like smoke, our faces dirty with soot, and the shirts over our full bellies stained with grease.

The sight of those men cooking together all day long and those magnificent pigs are some of my well-fed family’s happiest memories, and it’s no surprise that the aroma of meat cooked over charcoal still delivers me to those roasts. From an early age, I understood the rewards of patiently picking apart a pig’s head or fighting over the threads of cheek meat and crisp skin. When I see my daughter doing this now, I beam with pride at her sticky, greasy fingers.

Everything we ate and the way we ate set us apart in our largely Scandinavian community, but at Hidden Beach, I felt at home: we all spoke either Spanish or Italian, looked the same, and enjoyed the same food. In my everyday life, I was conscious of the differences between my family and all of the blond, blue-eyed families in our area: we were dark, and the food I took to school didn’t look or taste like anyone else’s. At friends’ houses, I was that kid who spent a lot of time talking to parents, always chose the dark meat and gristle, and left my bones embarrassingly clean, chewing the soft cartilage until it was gone. Experiencing alternating feelings of alienation and acceptance—of being part of one world but having occasionally to dip into another—is something that Eder and I share. I have always felt that I defined myself not by how I was like those around me but by how I was different. For historical and cultural reasons, this is also the Basque experience.

Even as a child, I knew I had to embrace my differences. Rejecting them would never give me a sense of belonging, but accepting them and holding them tight would bring me home. And eventually, it did. The myopic preoccupation with food and good cooking that has kept me company my entire life led me to a man from a culture where nearly everyone is obsessed with food. When I fell in love with my second Basque man, my childhood crush came of age. El Vasco, it turns out, wasn’t that different from other Basque men I met later: a talented and passionate cook with a competitive edge that drove him to produce memorable meals where everyone participating became a better cook.

After graduating from culinary school, I moved to New York to look for work. A Brazilian friend told me that a Basque restaurant was opening in Tribeca, and a Basque teacher from the culinary school was helping to staff it. I’d heard that the chef there had worked for Martín Berasategui, one of the chefs who put Basque food on the map. I applied and got a job as jefe de partida in the kitchen’s cold station. It turned out that the Galician owner of this would-be Basque restaurant actually opened a Basque-Galician place, which wasn’t what I had signed up for but was something I innately understood. (My convoluted Argentine immigrant experience, after all, was rife with equal-opportunity appropriation and bastardization of Spanish recipes.)

When I arrived at the restaurant on the first day, there was Eder Montero. He was the sous chef, and he was sitting inside at nine in the morning wearing a suit, drinking a beer, and eating a sandwich. Did I mention it was nine o’clock? He had his hair tied in a high ponytail that swung from side to side as he spoke. A full beard made him look at least my age, rather than six years younger.
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There was something amazingly charismatic about him. He had this twinkle in his eye and possessed a kind of wise oldness. When I look at our kids now, I totally understand where they get their twinkle. I felt instantly drawn to Eder in a way that I can’t explain.

Eder later told me that he thought I was the dumbest person he’d ever met because I was taking notes on that first day. But I don’t think that’s true. I knew he liked me from the beginning. He was playing hard to get, and not just with me but with the city. He had no intention of staying in New York, much less the United States. He had been recruited in Spain to go there to cook, and he had no intention of staying. He was a cocky kid—“a real pain in the ass,” to use his own words—who wanted a brief adventure, get paid, and then go back to Europe or possibly to Japan. New York wasn’t for him, and who could blame him? He was living in Ozone Park and had a thousand dollars in parking tickets. Eder was not only the consummate fish out of water in New York but also one who didn’t quite make sense, even to worldly New Yorkers. He could not just be from Spain; there was something different, paradoxical about him. He was Basque. He was confident and sophisticated on one hand, yet he also had this primitive—though not provincial—side.

It’s pretty awesome to have a crush at work: when you want to impress somebody, you go in every day and do the best job you can. Every night, we closed at 11:30 p.m. and then had to clean the kitchen from top to bottom. I still remember the night—Eder was standing on the plancha, scrubbing the kitchen range hood—that I realized that I had never worked so hard in my life. And that’s also when I realized that Eder was the person for me. He was somebody who just made me better. I don’t think there’s anything more attractive than someone who does his or her job well, and for me, that was Eder.

Restaurant kitchens are gossip factories, and the last thing we wanted was for everyone to know our business, so when Eder and I started seeing each other, we were very discreet. The closer we became, the meaner he was to me at work, which both drove me crazy and encouraged me to just get faster, cleaner, better. But one day, everything changed: Valentine’s Day, when the skunk balloon floated into our lives.

Eder was outside cleaning the restaurant’s windows when a Pepé Le Pew balloon appeared from out of nowhere. It was so random and weird: not only was there no reason for Eder to be washing the windows in February but there was also no reason for a heart-shaped Mylar balloon that looked like a cartoon character to fall out of the sky and almost directly into his hands. Eder grabbed it, carried it into the restaurant, and presented it to me like a rose, out in the open, right in front of everybody. That skunk balloon was a public declaration of what we were to each other. The entire kitchen crew reacted with mock disgust.

Later that night, I tied the balloon to my bag and began walking home from work. Somehow the balloon came loose and I didn’t realize it was hovering behind me. Suddenly I heard a man’s voice say, “Miss, miss! Your balloon!” I turned around and an incredibly handsome guy was standing there, holding Pepé Le Pew and smiling. It was almost as if I were being given the balloon all over again: the damn thing was trying to make a love connection. When I took it, I felt as if I were being presented with an opportunity to go in a different direction: I could strike up a conversation with this gorgeous man that could change my life entirely. Instead, I took the balloon, said thank you, and then turned and kept walking home. The balloon half-hovered in my apartment for months, acting as a silent, silly witness each time Eder would visit. Eventually, after all the air escaped, we put it on the refrigerator. When we moved to a new apartment, it disappeared. Well, it didn’t disappear: Eder threw it away and I got really mad at him. Guess who cleans Txikito’s fridges and pantries of unused experimental ingredients and trial dishes on exactly the day before I go looking for one of them?

The skunk balloon was this weird thing that came out of nowhere, and that’s what Basque cuisine was for me, too. I couldn’t have predicted that balloon, or Eder, or falling in love with him and his country’s food. Sometimes in life, you find that you need exactly what needs you back. For me, those things were Eder and Basque cooking.

Just as I felt as if I were coming home when I began cooking Basque food, I want this book to be welcoming to home cooks. Although the most famous restaurants of the Basque Country—Michelin-starred high-end places like Mugaritz, Arzak, Akelarre, and Martín Berasategui—have introduced the world to a Basque nueva cocina, have helped put Spain on the culinary map, and have supplied professional cooks in every corner of the world with inspiration, Basque cooking is at its heart a cuisine of simplicity made exquisite. In an era where garnishes and condiments are often a substitute for substance, Basque cooking stands out as a cuisine of subtraction, where fancy embellishment is stripped away until you are left with the essence of an ingredient, be it a single, luscious piece of cod served with an oil emulsified with its own juices, or flash-fried pimientos de Gernika whose only adornment is a healthy sprinkling of sea salt. And in being a cuisine of subtraction, it is also one of paradox, where humble ingredients produce lavish flavors and rough materials yield dishes of exquisite refinement. Think, for example, of txipirones en su tinta, or squid in its own ink, a dish whose rather unglamorous appearance belies its sensuous, complex flavors. It’s created by gently cooking the creature with little more than a few vegetables, olive oil, and a couple of packets of squid ink. It’s earthy yet sublime, homely but astoundingly beautiful in its deceptive simplicity.

If you know how to pick out good raw ingredients, you can cook Basque food. It’s a technique-based cuisine that isn’t highly technical and doesn’t require lots of specialized equipment. If you have a bottle of olive oil, a head of garlic, and a tin of tuna, you can make Basque food. Like a family, it is a cuisine that is much greater than the sum of its parts. And like a family, it is basic, instinctive, and comforting. Give it your time and care, and it will give you a home. If you are patient, the long-cooking Basque mother sauces will repay you with astounding depth of flavor. If you are in a hurry, you can make Basque food in the five minutes it takes to steam clams.

This book is the cooking of Txikito, New York City’s only authentic Basque restaurant. It is a loving tribute to Eder’s homeland and a legacy for our children, so that they may know our story. It is equal parts grandma’s house, cocina de autor (high-end cooking), tapas bar, family restaurant, and roadside truck stop. It is, in short, a vibrant and layered answer to the question, “What does Basque mean?”
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BEING BASQUE

Until I was in my twenties, most of what I knew about being Basque came from my fifth-grade Spanish book. The one-page description went something like, “There’s this strange land in the north of Spain called ‘Vascongadas’ where there are these strange people called ‘Los Vascos’ and they speak this strange language called ‘Vascuence.’ ” For all I knew, the Basques may as well have been leprechauns living under enchanted mushrooms.

It wasn’t until I met Eder that he explained that Basques actually identify themselves as people who speak Euskera, the Basque language. (Vascuence is the Spanish word for their language.) During Franco’s regime, speaking Euskera was forbidden, and as more and more immigrants from other areas of Spain moved in to take advantage of the region’s resources, Euskera moved deeper into the foothills and remote towns. In the cities, the language survived mostly through culinary vocabulary and music—and behind the closed doors of txokos (see chapter 7), the private gastronomic clubs where Basques cook together.

I was lucky to begin my Basque education in 1999, almost twenty-five years after Franco’s death and at a moment when several talented Basque chefs were sparking interest in Basque cooking around the world. Now I can see that the decades of isolation during the Franco era had the unintended benefit of preserving many aspects of Basque culinary culture, rather than being overtaken by the prevailing French vernacular. Cooking is very much its own language, and by maintaining their culinary traditions, the Basques kept alive a food-driven lexicon that ensured many Basque words lived on even for urban Basques.
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   ABOUT THE BOOK
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This book is the product of two people falling in love. It is the distillation of fourteen years of shared kitchen space and two lives that have been woven into a unified personal history. It’s a cookbook, of course, but it’s also a story of love and homecoming told through 114 recipes.

Within these pages, you’ll find dishes that reflect what Basque cuisine has given to Eder and me—classic recipes, in other words—and dishes that we have interpreted at our restaurant and given back to Basque cuisine. Some of them are so time-honored that a Basque grandmother could have made them. Others are drawn from tradition but assembled in a different—that is, modern—way.

Some very good cookbooks on classical Basque cuisine are already out there, and I had no interest in writing another one. Instead, I wanted to create a book that would demonstrate how Eder and I as chefs interpret a cuisine and keep it current. All of the recipes are prepared as they are at the restaurant, because Txikito is based on home cooking and the kitchen uses traditional methods to produce complex flavors.

Throughout this book, I want you to look differently at the ingredients that you think you know: here, for example, you’ll see that a leek can be the center of a dish instead of a component of sauce. To that end, the recipes have been organized into chapters that might seem unconventional at first glance: instead of starters, mains, and desserts, you get vegetables, stews, fish, and eggs. What’s important to understand is that in the Basque Country, cooks treat each of these categories with equal importance. That leek dish or a scrambled egg is prepared with the same care as a panfried trout or roasted pork loin.

At its most basic, Basque food can be divided into two main categories: food that you eat in private and food that you eat in public. Chapters 2 and 7 address the latter: the food of the pintxos bar (the Basque version of tapas) and the food eaten at festivals, in cider houses, in casual restaurants, and in Basque dining societies. Basque hospitality is rugged, informal, and refreshing; most of the pintxos are eaten standing up, hand to mouth, in one- or two-bite servings, and the vibe of the iconic Basque cider house is relaxed and communal.

One thing you’ll notice is that many ingredients are repeated throughout the book. This repetition of dozens of high-quality foods is one of the cornerstones of Basque cooking. So at the end of the book you’ll find an ingredient glossary that will help you stock your pantry with these essentials.

Building a Basque meal

Very few recipes in this book won’t work well together, so the key when you’re creating a menu is to seek out a variety of textures and temperatures. There’s no need to confine yourself to convention: if you have meat, you don’t need a starch and vegetable on the side. The Basques, after all, see nothing wrong or unusual about eating, say, three pepper dishes a day when peppers are in season, or multiple mushroom courses in a meal when the markets are filled with boletus (porcini). And although a Basque fine-dining restaurant will make textural variety a priority, more casual restaurants and home cooks don’t worry that much about it. The idea is to take advantage of what’s available and to celebrate it, rules be damned.

That said, the sample menus that follow will give you a sense of the traditional Basque meal. The key in preparing them is to remember that all of the dishes have equal value: meat need not be the star of the show. Sauce making is where you should really invest your time. Once you have the foundation of a good sauce, the rest of the meal is easy.
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A SUMMERY SEASIDE-INSPIRED LUNCH OR DINNER

FIRST COURSE

• Chinatown-style periwinkles or Grilled head-on shrimp

• Summer tomatoes with sweet onion

• Grilled sardines, Basque port style or Anchovies, Bermeo style with crusty bread

• Txakoli or manzanilla sherry

SECOND COURSE

• Butterflied bream

• White wine, like Remelluri blanco or K5 Txakoli

DESSERT

• Gin and tonic

            

A CIDER HOUSE–INSPIRED DINNER

• Blistered shishito peppers with sea salt

• Cider house cod omelet

• Cider house–style prime dry-aged rib-eye steak

• Idiazábal cheese with quince paste and nuts

• American craft cider, like Shacksbury, Aaron Burr, or Farnum Hill, and Basque cider, like Petritegi

            

A WINTER TXOKO-INSPIRED DINNER

FIRST COURSE

• Pureed leek and onion soup

• Simple white wine, like Ostatu Rioja

SECOND COURSE

• Garden snails in bizkaína sauce

• Still Txakoli wine, like Uriondo

THIRD COURSE

• Salt cod in pil pil sauce or Poached monkfish with garlic soup

• Grilled baby lamb chops

• Rioja reserva, like Contino or Acodo (Tinto)

DESSERT

• Goat’s milk junket with honey and walnuts

• Black coffee or carajillo (coffee with brandy or other spirit)

• Digestif, like patxaran or Izarra

            

A NAVARRAN VEGETABLE-HAPPY MENU

• Gratin of artichoke hearts, Roncal, and jamón serrano

• Little Gem lettuce hearts with anchovy and canned tuna

• White asparagus from the tin with celery–black truffle vinaigrette and trout roe

• Mussels with white beans

• Piquillo peppers stuffed with cod

• Wine: red, like El Chaparral Garnacha from Bodegas Nekeas, and white, like Castillo Monjardín Chardonnay, or rosado, like Marco Real or Príncipe de Viana

DESSERT

• Spice cookies

• Pear and patxaran sorbet

• Sweet Moscatel
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FUNDAMENTAL TECHNIQUES AND INGREDIENTS


Mayonnaise

Thin mayonnaise

Green peppercorn mayonnaise

Shrimp stock

Jamón stock

Double chicken stock

Beef tongue stock

Fish stock

Squid ink sauce

Sweet pepper sauce

Sweet vegetable “marmalade”

Tomato sauce

Habanero vinegar

Roasted peppers

Choricero pepper paste



In this chapter, you’ll learn about the techniques and ingredients that underlie much of Basque cooking. It includes recipes for the onion-based Basque mother sauces, such as salsa bizkaína and salsa tinta, as well as basic recipes for mayonnaise and stock.

Basque cooking is all about the details, which is why it’s so important to understand the building blocks before you start cooking. Salt, onions, and oil may seem humble and unassuming, but they are at the very heart of everything the Basques prepare.

Salt

Salt has for centuries been a vital part of the Basque economy. In the Middle Ages, for example, the large, natural oceanic deposits found near Salinas de Añana made the Álava town one of the wealthiest in the Iberian Peninsula. And salt has also long been an enormously important part of Basque cooking. Far, far more than just a seasoning, Basques use salt to “tenderize” and break down textures, bring water-soluble proteins to the surface of meat for better browning, and concentrate and draw out delicately flavored liquids from foods that then sauce and season the dish. At the end of the day, if all you learn from this book is to be confident with salt, it will have done its job and I will be happy.

Brining

At Txikito, we brine everything from shellfish to onions. In Basque cooking, salmuera refers to a heavily salted cold-water brine, which is particularly useful for soaking oily fish like sardines and anchovies, as it both flavors their delicate flesh and tightens it so the bones can be more easily removed. When brined and then drizzled with vinegar and grapeseed oil, an anchovy becomes a boquerón. I’ve exported this treatment to many foods. In particular, it changed the way I prepare ingredients whose short cooking times make it difficult for them to absorb salt, which is why I brine my shrimp and shock blanched asparagus in salted ice water. I also like brining cucumber in salted ice water, which lends the vegetable flavor and an extremely crisp texture. That said, brining has taught me to exercise a judicious hand, as well: you don’t want to smother an ingredient’s natural flavor with the taste of salt.

Salt curing

The ancient method of directly applying salt to an ingredient to remove or drastically reduce its water content is used prolifically in Basque cooking. Both cod and hams are cured with salt and later air-dried until they’ve reached their ideal consistency and flavor. Anchovies and sardines are barrel cured, a process that involves first tossing the fish with salt and then alternating layers of fish and salt in a barrel. Although we don’t make our own salt-cured anchovies or hams at Txikito (we leave that to the exceptional artisans in Spain), we do cure our cod and duck breasts to obtain more concentrated flavor and transformative textures.

Salt baking

Salt baking, which is especially well suited to crustaceans and fish, results in the most succulent and purely flavored seafood imaginable. The method, which involves entombing the seafood under a thick layer of salt, helps ensure even cooking, and when extended to such vegetables as beets and potatoes, it produces a remarkably concentrated flavor. You can use this technique on large cuts of meat with a tight pore structure with great success, too.

Seasoning

The Basques employ a pretty aggressive hand when using salt as a seasoning, but they’re careful to apply it only at junctures when it will draw out the aromas and flavors of a dish in a layered and complex way. Paying attention to this kind of timing has radically changed the way I cook. Take, for example, the way I make onion-based sauces. Now, I add a generous amount of salt to the onions at the beginning of the cooking process, to draw out their moisture. This keeps the onions from browning prematurely or burning. It also helps control the evaporation of their sulfuric vapors by allowing those off flavors to percolate away instead of getting cooked into the final product. In the end you get the sweet, pure essence of onion without masking its natural flavors with overly caramelized notes. If you can learn how to harness a singular flavor like the Basques do, you can start to understand why, instead of working with many flavors, you just need to work with perfect flavors. This lesson will change your cooking, just as it did mine.

A final note on salt: The Basques say that if you’re oversalting your food, it means you want to get married. When I met Eder, he made me use more salt in my cooking, and we ended up getting married. So you could say it’s the salt’s fault that I ended up with this crazy caveman.

Oil

The Basques are as generous with their use of oil as they are with salt, and oil is similarly used to cook, preserve, and flavor food. Extra-virgin olive oil is perhaps the most essential Basque ingredient, and it’s one you shouldn’t scrimp on. But by the same token (Eder’s favorite expression), you do not have to spend a fortune on it. What you need to find is a pleasant-tasting oil that, when used in large quantities, doesn’t become bitter or obscure your food with its own flavor. Know that whatever oil you choose is going to become a character in your cooking.

Fritos y refritos: deep-frying and “over-frying”

Fritos are fried dishes—everything from seafood to cutlets to croquettes—that are coated with starch or batter and fried until golden in hot oil (325°F to 375°F). These dishes do not keep or reheat well, so it’s important to eat them right away.

Refrito can refer to both a technique and a sauce. It literally translates to “over-frying” (as opposed to its counterpart, sofrito, which is “underfrying”). The most common refrito in this book involves frying garlic—sliced or grated—until near golden. Vinegar is then added, which arrests the cooking and creates an aromatic, high-pitched cooked vinaigrette for fish, vegetables, lentils, or braised beans. You can also add herbs and spices or change up the acid in your garlic refrito. When making refrito, it’s important to let the oil heat up gradually so that the garlic doesn’t burn. The goal is a crispy, evenly golden garlic chip or crumb.

Sofrito and cebolla poachada

Slow-cooked vegetables—often sofrito or cebolla poachada (its onion-based counterpart)—are the backbone of many Basque dishes, a sort of Basque equivalent to the French mirepoix. To make these marmalade-like bases, use slightly less oil then you would with a confit—in other words, the oil shouldn’t completely submerge the main ingredient, and should get absorbed during the cooking process.

Confitar: poaching in oil

Poaching ingredients in oil, a technique frequently used with mushrooms, potatoes for tortillas, and cod for pil pil, allows the ingredient to cook at a very low and consistent temperature that promotes exquisite texture. In the process, water is drawn out of the ingredients so that they’re semipreserved and have concentrated flavor. The juice left at the bottom of the pan is a distilled flavor of whatever you have poached, and when mixed with the oil at the top, it can be used as a broken or emulsified sauce. (Learning this pretty much changed my whole outlook on sauce making, so that I never again threw out a broken sauce.)

The by-products of poaching present numerous possibilities for the cook. For example, the oil and juices left over from preparing mushrooms will be on my pasta one night or in my risotto another night, or it might go into a batch of mayonnaise. It’s a technique that ensures that nothing is wasted and that flavors that you could otherwise never obtain are harnessed and woven into unexpected places. Infused oils are a simple and effective way to add mystery to your cooking. Paying attention to this kind of opportunity is a very Basque way to cook.

The amount of oil used in poaching initially freaked me out. It seemed both vainglorious and wasteful and left me wondering whether oil-rich dishes could be made leaner and cleaner. In some cases, the answer was yes, but for the most part, the answer was to use the excess poaching oil to make greater things. So, like the Basques, I tell people to buy good or great oil and use it with abandon while keeping the other components of the dish humble and simple. I strongly recommend buying oil in the largest container that makes sense for your family. You won’t be treating it as a precious thing to be used sparingly, and you’ll end up paying less if you buy it in larger quantities. Use it and then reuse it.

Always buy and store your oil in a dark bottle in a cool place. If you are storing used oil—say, from poached mushrooms or potatoes for tortillas—remove and discard any garlic cloves and store it in the refrigerator (it will have traces of moisture that could spoil) and use it within a few days. Also, never reuse oils that you’ve used for sautéing or frying, as the high heat causes the oil to break down.
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Mayonnaise

Americans might not believe it, but mayonnaise is an extremely sophisticated sauce. As an Argentine, I grew up in a family that prized mayonnaise, so when I discovered that Spaniards regard it the same way, I felt an immediate connection. Mayonnaise is a workhorse sauce that gives and accepts flavor equally. It’s great for pintxos and shares DNA with pil pil, the famous Basque emulsion sauce. By looking at pil pil, I have learned to think of mayonnaise as a flexible sauce that can be imbued with numerous flavors and characteristics. And because my versions of mayonnaise contain a little water, you can replace the water with any flavored liquid, or use flavored oils, herbs, or spices to create new flavors. Just remember that because salt isn’t fat-soluble and mayonnaise is very oily, it can be difficult to season properly. I recommend dissolving the salt in water or lemon juice. You can store any mayonnaise in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 3 days. Always bring it to room temperature before serving.

Mayonnaise|MAYONESA

MAKES 4 CUPS

This thick version of mayonnaise makes an excellent binder. If you are mixing by hand or have access to a mini-processor, feel free to halve the recipe. Add a chopped clove of garlic to make aioli.


2 egg yolks

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

1 teaspoons salt dissolved in ½ cup room-temperature water

2 cups extra-virgin olive oil

2 cups canola oil

1 to 2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice



In the bowl of a food processor, combine the egg yolks, mustard, and a small splash (about 2 tablespoons) of the salted water and process for about 20 seconds, just until combined; scrape down the sides. Combine the olive and canola oils in a container with a spout. With the processor running, slowly add the oil in a thin, steady stream. When an emulsion forms and begins to thicken, lighten it with another teaspoon or so of salted water. Then slowly add more oil, followed by another splash of salted water, and then the remainder of the oil. Add the lemon juice to taste, salting it first if the mayonnaise needs more salt, and pulse briefly to mix.

NOTES: If your mayonnaise is about to break, you will see a ring of oil start to form around the perimeter of the processor bowl. Turn off the processor, add a splash of lemon juice or water, and restart the processor before adding more oil.

Thin mayonnaise|MAYONESA LIGERA

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS

This version of mayonnaise contains less oil than regular mayonnaise, which makes it more of a sauce than a binder. It should be a little thicker than heavy cream. To test the consistency, slip a metal spoon into the mayonnaise and lift the spoon: the mayonnaise should leave a thin coating on it. If your emulsion is too thick, loosen it with warm water.


1 egg yolk

2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil or flavored oil of choice

1 cup canola oil

½ teaspoon salt dissolved in ⅓ cup water

2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice



In the bowl of a food processor, combine the egg yolk, mustard, and a small splash (about 2 tablespoons) of the salted water and process for about 20 seconds, just until combined. Scrape down the sides with a spatula. Combine the olive and canola oils in a container with a spout. With the processor running, slowly add the oil in a thin, steady stream. When an emulsion forms and begins to thicken, lighten it with another teaspoon of salted water. Then slowly add more oil, followed by another teaspoon of the salted water, and then the remainder of the oil. Add the lemon juice, salting it first if the mayonnaise needs more salt, and pulse briefly to mix.

Green peppercorn mayonnaise|MAYONESA DE PIMIENTA VERDE

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS

Green peppercorns in brine have a salty flavor and citrusy burn that is delicious with crab and with fowl like duck, squab, and quail.


3 tablespoons Spanish green peppercorns in brine, rinsed

¼ teaspoon fresh rosemary needles (optional)

⅓ cup water

1 egg yolk

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 cup canola oil

2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice

½ teaspoon sugar



In a blender, combine the peppercorns, rosemary, and water and process until the pepper and rosemary are pulverized. Strain the mixture through a fine-mesh strainer into a small container, discard the solids, and reserve the water.

In the bowl of a food processor, combine the egg yolk, mustard, and a splash of the peppercorn water (about 1 tablespoon) and process for about 20 seconds. Combine the olive and canola oils in a container with a spout. With the processor running, slowly add the oil in a thin, steady stream. When an emulsion begins to thicken, lighten it with another teaspoon of the peppercorn water. Then slowly add more oil, followed by another ½ teaspoon of the peppercorn water, and then the remainder of the oil. Add the lemon juice, sugar, and more peppercorn water if the mayonnaise needs more salt, and pulse to mix.

Taking stock

In Spain, stocks are called fondos, or bases. They are an important building block for a variety of dishes and a great way to reuse leftover proteins and vegetables, whether it’s bones from a meaty braise or trimmings from cleaning produce. It’s always a good idea to ask whether you can make stock from something you’re about to compost. At the restaurant, we even use the liquid left over from hydrating peppers or mushrooms to flavor our stocks. The only things I don’t like to use are very oily fish such as mackerel. I’ve tried making fondos from their bones but the color is foggy and the flavor isn’t clean. If you are looking for a fishy fondo (and by the way, fishy is not a bad word in Basque), opt for dashi, the Japanese kelp and bonito stock.

Keep your stock relatively salt-free until you know how you’re going to use it. The following recipes appear throughout this book. Although they are simple to make, they add a great deal of complexity to dishes and even stand on their own as soups with simple floating garnishes. Most stocks can keep for 3 to 5 days in the refrigerator or 3 months in the freezer.

Shrimp stock|CALDO DE GAMBA

MAKES 2 QUARTS

This simple shrimp stock has a clean, delicate flavor and makes a great base for soups and rice dishes. If you want a stronger, more iodine-infused flavor, roast the shells in a preheated 350°F oven for 6 to 8 minutes, or sweat them in the stockpot with olive oil before adding the water.


4 cups shrimp shells, from raw shrimp

2 quarts water



In a stockpot, combine the shrimp shells and water and bring to a simmer over medium-high heat. As soon as the shells begin to change from gray to pink and foam begins to collect on the surface of the stock (after about 5 minutes), remove from the heat and cover the pot with plastic wrap, aluminum foil, or a towel and let steep for 1 hour.

Strain the stock through a fine-mesh strainer into a container and discard the shells. Use immediately, or cool and transfer to airtight containers and refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 3 months.

Jamón stock|CALDO RANCIO

MAKES 3 QUARTS

Caldo rancio is stock made from scraps of jamón ibérico, jamón serrano, or chorizo. It’s a bit like the bean pot likker or ham hock stock found in the American South and is great for cooking rice, as a base for fish and garlic soups, to add to braised beans or greens, or for cutting with milk to make croquettes. A true flavor-saver stock, it’s common throughout the Basque Country—and also nowhere near as rancid as its name suggests. Rancio, literally “spoiled,” describes the funky umami flavors that jamón acquires as it ages. Although you want some funk, be sure to cut off any suspicious or very dark parts from the jamón before using it.


1 Spanish onion, ends removed and peel left on, cut in half crosswise

2 cups jamón serrano or ibérico scraps, plus any hocks or bones on hand and/or optional dry-cured chorizo ends

3 quarts water or chicken stock, homemade or store-bought

1 bay leaf

Splash of manzanilla sherry (optional)



Heat a dry cast-iron frying pan over high heat. Add the onion halves, cut side down, and cook, pressing down with a spatula, until they stick and are flush with the pan. Cook until the onions release themselves from the pan and are
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Onions: the Basque mothership
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