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Introduction


Pestos for Today
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As a lover of traditional pesto since the time of my first introduction at Chez Roberto’s in Geneva, Switzerland, my perception of what pesto can be has changed significantly over the last 45 years. I grow many herbs and vegetables and cook dinner almost every night, so I often make pestos with whatever is at hand. The constant ingredients are herbs, oil, and garlic, but many variables are at play: I make pestos with or without nuts and with a variety of types of cheese — or sometimes no cheese at all. Not all of my pestos or pastes even fall into the savory category. Some herbs work well in sweet pastes and purées mixed with fruits, nuts, dairy, and even chocolate.

Many factors influence what you might add to your own personal pesto. These include where you live and the season; which fresh herbs and greens you are able to grow, harvest, or purchase year-round; and whether you can find local ricotta, goat cheese, or fresh mozzarella, or whether you make your own. There is no end to the dishes that can be enhanced by a dollop of pesto. I stir pesto into risotto and other grain dishes, combine it with beans and chickpeas, spoon it over soup, drizzle it over slices of fresh mozzarella and tomatoes, rub it over meats and poultry, stuff it under the skin of chicken before roasting, and serve it alongside seafood.

Herbs and young greens can form the backbone of your pesto. Besides basil in its many varieties, there are so many leaves begging to be used — think spinach, kale, watercress, arugula, cilantro, tarragon, bronze fennel, perilla, mint, and even nasturtium leaves and pea shoots. You can incorporate immature chard, beet, and kale leaves (no tough mature leaves, please), carrot tops, and celery leaves. Other savories include garlic scapes, garlic chives, ramp leaves and bulbs (ramsons), shallots, scallions, chives, thyme, rosemary, sage, lemon balm, and a range of mints. The list goes on and on — you need only look at your garden’s bounty, local farmers’ markets, or your CSA baskets.


As for nuts, I love to use universal favorites such as pine nuts, walnuts, pecans, hazelnuts, pistachios, almonds, peanuts, and cashews. My favorite seeds include sunflower, pumpkin, and sesame. Many types of cheese are possible candidates for my pestos. Parmesan, of course, because it is so flavorful and nutty. But you might also consider feta, goat, blue cheeses, and even some of the fantastically aged and nutty cheddars from Ireland, Wales, and Scotland.

Rather than some of the heavier extra-virgin olive oils, I prefer those that have milder fruit and buttery flavors, whether they come from California, Italy, Greece, Spain, or Tunisia. I also like to add grapeseed oil to cut the heaviness of some olive oils. And to add another layer of flavor and depth, you could include a little pumpkin seed oil, butternut squash seed oil, or avocado oil.

To keep leaves and flavors bright, I often add a light and somewhat sweet vinegar — “sweet” meaning that they are not mouth-puckeringly acidic. I favor white and red balsamic vinegars, rice vinegar (plain or seasoned), and sometimes apple cider or sherry vinegars. Harsh wine vinegars are not on my list; it must be a mellow champagne variety or have some sweetness on the tongue.
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So there you have it. You can make pestos, pastes, and purées from just about anything. I try to keep a few jars of various pestos and purées in my refrigerator at all times. Most last two to four weeks and even longer if they contain salt and vinegar. These little jars of greens, garlic, and oil are often my lifesavers at the end of a busy day. Even if I don’t have a jar in the refrigerator, it hardly takes any time to throw a few ingredients into a food processor, and I can smear the resulting purée over something to pop under the broiler or in a grill pan, or toss it with greens or grains. Such instant flavor for such little work — pestos are so very rewarding.
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Chapter 1


A Universal Tradition
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Pestos, pastes, and purées are ancient recipes made around the world with greens and herbs, garlic and spices, seeds and nuts, oils, and other ingredients depending on a country’s agriculture and cuisine. Today, chefs and cooks everywhere are creating pestos from spinach, kale, arugula, peppers, tomatoes, and whatever else they are growing in their kitchen gardens, in containers on decks and patios, and indoors in hydroponic gardens. And of course, it’s easy to find an abundance of fresh herbs and greens at farmers’ markets and most supermarkets.

One of the most familiar pestos originated in Genoa, Italy, in the province of Liguria. Made from basil, pine nuts, garlic, olive oil, Parmigiano-Reggiano and/or Pecorino Romano cheeses, pesto Genovese is a traditional Italian sauce for dressing pasta. It is also delicious with fish, meats, vegetables, soups, and breads.

Basil was introduced to Mediterranean countries via the ancient spice routes from India. It was possibly used by the Romans, who ground a mixture of herbs, cheese, and garlic into a paste called moretum. Italians in Liguria adapted the Roman cheese and garlic dish to include the basil and pine nuts that grew profusely on their hillsides. Using their local olive oil, they ground everything together into pesta, which comes from pestare, meaning “to pound or crush in a mortar with a pestle.” In 1863, Giovanni Battista Ratto provided what is believed to be the first modern recipe for pesto in his book La Cuciniera Genovese.

Pesto is very regional in Italy. In Calabria, pesto alla calabrese consists of roasted bell peppers, garlic, black pepper, basil, cheese, and olive oil. Pesto rosso, from Sicily, is red from the addition of tomatoes and from using just a little basil. Gremolata or gremolada is a thick paste made from chopped parsley, lemon zest, and garlic, sometimes with the addition of olive oil, breadcrumbs, anchovies, and Pecorino Romano cheese. It is the traditional accompaniment to osso buco alla Milanese (braised veal shank, although lamb shanks are interchangeable).



An Indoor Garden Option


Before the perennial herbs in my garden are affected by a hard frost, I bring in pots of mint and rosemary, which go through the winter in a sunny spot away from heat vents. Chives will perk up indoors after they have been nipped by frost.

In order to grow annual herbs indoors in the winter, however, you will need to provide more than a sunny window. They require overhead grow lights for several hours a day. While they can be grown in pots of soil, my preferred method is to use a hydroponic AeroGarden. My first one produced such wonderful results that I purchased two more. Now I seed at one-month intervals, assuring that I never run out of basil.

I started with the seeded pod kits they offer for a wide variety of herbs and lettuce greens, which you can customize to your favorite choices. However, because they also sell the seed pods separately for use with your own seeds, I now go that route most of the time.

AeroGardens come in various sizes and shapes suitable for counter corners or tabletops. They are equipped with pump, filter, and lights and include a starter seed kit of your choice. They are readily found in garden centers and online.



Out of Italy

Other countries have their own version of pesto. In nearby Provence, the French version is pistou, a combination of basil, parsley, crushed garlic, and grated cheese. Pistou is used as an accompaniment to soupe au pistou, a hearty vegetable soup not unlike the Italian minestrone soup, which is also often adorned with pesto.

Spain has romesco — a red paste of romesco chile peppers processed with tomatoes, sweet red peppers, pine nuts, garlic, and olive oil. In Germany they make a pesto from the flat elliptical leaves of ramsons, a wild garlic that grows rampantly in moist pastures in many European countries and in southern regions of the United States.


In Peru there is a dish called tallarines verdes or “green noodles,” named after Italian tagliarini pasta with green pesto. The green color is enhanced by the inclusion of spinach, although they may use vegetable oil instead of olive oil and other nuts in place of expensive imported pine nuts.

In the nineteenth century Genovese immigrants to Argentina introduced pesto recipes to their new homeland, where chimichurri evolved in the form of chopped parsley, oregano, garlic, olive oil, and wine vinegar. In Brazil, the Portuguese have a paste called tempero, which they use as a basic seasoning for





A Pesto Is a Paste Is a Purée





The Basic Ingredients



Greens and Herbs
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Cheese



Oil





Garlic
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Nuts





Salt and Pepper




Mix It Up







Enhancing and Brightening Flavors





Storing Extra Quantities
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A Word about Equipment




The Traditional Mortar and Pestle
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Food Processors
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