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					To Patagonia—the land of my childhood, the land that inspired my life.

			
				[image: ]				

					
	
					Fire has its own language, spoken in the realm of heat, hunger, and desire.

			It speaks of alchemy, mystery, and, above all, possibility. 

			It is a slumbering voice inside me 

			The ever-present beast within my soul

			It is beyond words, beyond memory, 

			It comes from a time long before I can recall.
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					The idea for this book grew out of a television series that Francis Mallmann made a few years ago, Fires of the South. He went on location in the wilds of wintry Patagonia to present the many varieties of wood-fire cookery. As you’ll see, it is simple cooking, but at the same time truly inspired. You’ll never taste a more succulent steak or a heartier winter stew.
			You’ll discover that every fire has its own life and that from first spark to leaping flameto smoldering ember, all the alchemy of combustion can be used to make great food. You may, as I have, come to rethink whatever opinion you had of barbecuing and grilling. In Francis’s hands, the grill produces world-class gastronomy (a word that makes him cringe but which seems quite apt to me).

			Francis is South America’s most famous chef, a distinction helped in part by his movie-star looks and long-running career as the reigning star of food TV in the Spanish-speaking world. He’s also a man of immense, highly personal style, but it is his skill and inspiration as a chef that remain the basis of his success and his fame. 

			Raised in the mountain town of Bariloche, the son of the nation’s preeminent nuclear physicist, Francis was too high-spirited for his strict English-language boarding school. He spent the better part of his early adolescence on the nearby ski slopes and then took off for California, where he worked as a carpenter and street musician.

			When he returned to Argentina two years later at the age of nineteen, he opened a restaurant in Bariloche. His innate kitchen talent and his suave front-of-the-house manner soon earned him a loyal following and his career took off. Within a few years, he had the opportunity to open a small restaurant in a tiny village about thirty miles up the coast from the jet-set resort of Punta del Este, Uruguay. Fashionable Argentines spend weekends and summers here, just as New Yorkers flock to the Hamptons.

			With the money he made during the holiday season in Uruguay, Francis could afford to close down when the vacationers left and intern in some of the most illustrious kitchens in France. Notable among them were those of Roger Vergé and Alain Senderens, which had six Michelin stars between them.

			With that experience as his calling card and his subsequent success as a chef on Argentine television, Francis was soon the toast of Buenos Aires, but by the time he was forty, he was, in his words, “tired of making French food for wealthy Argentines.” He wanted something else, something more fundamental and yet refined. The result was an evolving cuisine that he called Nuevo Andean, based on the wood-fire and cast-iron cooking practiced by generations of gauchos and Native Americans. 

			This is not to say that Francis jettisoned all the techniques of classic French cuisine that he had learned. Like any good French chef, he is a master of the art of intensifying, deepening, and developing all the flavors and textures of his ingredients. But rather than rely on complex sauces and architectural presentations, he keeps it simple. His list of ingredients for any recipe is usually short, the number of steps are few and simple. What makes his recipes so compelling is his mastery of wood fire.

			A corollary of his return to his Andean roots was a nearly complete abandonment of the slow-cooked stocks and sauces canonized by Carême and Escoffier. In fact, in the dozen years I have known Francis, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a stockpot in his kitchen (although he has told me that he uses them occasionally). In place of classic sauces, he often dresses his food with olive oil and herb mixtures, adding vinegar or lemon juice for brightness.

			Although simple cooking and gaucho rusticity were at the heart of his evolving style from the beginning, he set his table with white damask place mats and napkins from the artisanal looms of Le Jacquard Français in Paris and faience from Astard du Villete in Provence. His steak knives were handcrafted with wide shafts, long sharp points, and handles made of huayacan, a prized hardwood that grows on the slopes of Mount Tupungato, in the wine country of Mendoza.

			It is now a dozen years ago since my friend Dana Cowin, the editor of Food & Wine magazine, asked if I would be interested in writing the text to accompany photographs taken at Francis’s Patagonian lake house. She thought my fluency in Spanish would make the interview go more smoothly. But she needn’t have concerned herself about that; Francis’s accent was more British than Argentine and his English was thoroughly modern American. More Bob Dylan than Dylan Thomas. 

			Thus began a friendship between my family and his. There have been late-night dinners at his restaurant in La Boca—the Buenos Aires neighborhood where the tango was born—car treks the length of Patagonia, Christmases in Brooklyn, and Easters in Uruguay.

			By this time, we are two members of a large family. This book, of Francis’s recipes, is our invitation to you to join the family. Whether you cook these recipes over a campfire, on your backyard grill, or in your home kitchen, may you be—as we are—inspired by fire.

			—PETER KAMINSKY
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				Francis Mallmann and Peter Kaminsky in Garzon, Uruguay.
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		Baptized by Fire
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									In the farthest reaches of the Andes, in the depths of the Valdivian alpine rain forest, I light a fire when I arrive and never let it go out until the moment I leave.

							

			My childhood home stood on a cliff overlooking Lago Moreno in Patagonia, where the snowcapped peaks of the Andes tower over everything. It was a simple but beautiful log house built by an English family in the 1920s and bought for my father by “Papapa,” my grandfather Arturo. In that house, fire was a constant part of growing up for my two brothers and me, and the memories of that home continue to define me.

			When I close my eyes and think back to those times, I can hear the breakfast conversation of my parents announcing the arrival of a truckload of firewood. The truck would dump the wood in the parking lot. We would all load up the wheelbarrows; my brothers and I would help in sorting and stacking the logs in the woodshed. When the work was done and the shed was packed to the roof with air-cured logs, I felt proud to be part of such a wealthy household.

			Next came the ax work. My father, who was a physicist, saw it as an opportunity to get some exercise, while my brothers and I jumped at the chance to do “men’s work.” Every morning we would split some kindling to start the three fires that warmed us, heated our water, and fed our huge kitchen stove. This fire-belching behemoth was managed by Elsa, a cheerful Chilean cook who would go about her tasks pretending that she didn’t notice me trying to steal a peek at her ample bosom.

			I spent my early years as a culinary student and chef in some of the most famous kitchens of Europe, where I learned a lot about style as well as about food. Alain Senderens, the godfather of nouvelle cuisine, was one of my early masters. I was so impressed by his custom selection of Davidoff Havana cigars, each one, like vintage wine, named for a great château of Bordeaux.

			The Provençal kitchen of Roger Vergé, where such soon-to-be-renowned chefs as David Bouley and Daniel Boulud also apprenticed, was no less inventive than Senderens’s but here I learned that even a bustling kitchen can have a Zen calmness at its center. Vergé’s food was light, bright in taste, as sunny as Provence itself. Then there was Raymond Oliver, perhaps the last great master of classic French cuisine. He wrote the monumental La Cuisine in his small office in the Palais Royale upstairs from his restaurant, the venerable Grand Véfour. One day, he called me into his office. He was holding the letter I’d sent him months before about my apprenticeship. The stationery bore my new logo—a copper pot—and beneath it was printed the motto “La nouvelle cuisine.”

			He looked at me for a long time. Then, with affection, he said, “My little South American, what value is this idiotic ‘nouvelle cuisine’ if you do not know the heritage of culinary tradition?” He smiled, gave me a signed copy of his book, and sent me back to the basement and eight cases of artichokes waiting to be trimmed.

			Thus began the cure for my pretentiousness, culinary and otherwise. It ended years later when my cooking returned to its “mother tongue”: fire. The catalyst was a successful and, in retrospect, defiant meal that I served to some of the leading gourmets of Europe in 1995. The International Academy of Gastronomy—the most prestigious culinary organization in the world— had invited me to prepare a meal for them. I was in great company—such European superstars as Alain Ducasse, Ferran Adrià, and Frédy Girardet had received the same invitation, and I would be the first New World chef. The request was for a menu with a South American theme. The rest was left up to me. 

			I think a guardian angel—a very Argentine angel—whispered in my ear at that point. She suggested an entire menu featuring potatoes, the great gift of South America to the world’s larder. I sent German Martinegui, who was at that time a chef in my Buenos Aires restaurant, to Cuzco, Peru—the royal capital of the Incas, where the greatest potatoes are grown. He had a simple shopping list: a thousand pounds of potatoes. For those of you who think of potatoes simply as the plain-looking things one sees in the supermarket, you have not yet seen the potato in all of its Andean glory. German came back to Buenos Aires with golden potatoes, red ones, purple, yellow, orange, marbled—and in all sizes, from little balls to big lumpy ovals barely distinguishable from a clod of dirt. 

			My crew and I filled our luggage with our precious edible cargo and flew to Frankfurt, where the academy dinner was being held at the Schloss Hotel, a fairy-tale castle. Thankfully, the customs inspectors were not on the lookout for a band of South American potato smugglers.

			The manager of the hotel—a very formal old-school fellow—greeted me and asked, “How would you like to decorate the table?”

			“With potatoes,” I answered.

			With perfect manners, as if potatoes were as natural in a centerpiece as roses, he inquired, “And what would you like the potatoes on?”

			“Nothing,” I said. “Just by themselves.”

			“Just the cloth?” he said, as if to prompt me to remember that the potatoes should go on a tray or platter of some sort. Certainly I couldn’t mean naked potatoes on the beautiful white cloth. Could I?

			“No, just the potatoes, unwashed, with the dirt still clinging to them.”

			The manager withdrew. He had probably learned that when dealing with lunatic chefs, it is best to leave before any possible knife play.

			German and I piled potatoes about ten inches high, running down the center of the whole length of the table, and then set about preparing the meal.

			It’s traditional at academy events that the chef doesn’t speak to the guests. Instead, he is invited in after the meal, when one member delivers a critique of the food on behalf of his fellows. But I felt I needed to explain what awaited them: nine courses, all of them featuring potatoes.

			After the lunch, I entered to receive my “grades.” They were very high. They were intended as much for the Andean potatoes as for the chef.

			The president of the Italian branch of the academy asked to speak. He was a vigorous man of about eighty, trim and elegant. “Before I left Rome,” he began, “I was very unsure about this ‘potato feast.’ In fact, the thought of coming to Germany to eat many potatoes soaked in oil gave me nightmares of indigestion. But what I have eaten today, I truly believe, was food made by the angels.”

			His words, and that event, had a profound effect on me. I was forty years old and very successful doing an Argentine version of contemporary fine dining. I had been at it for twenty-seven years. 

			A feeling of resolve came over me. I was through with the fancy sauces and the elaborately arranged ingredients piled high on the plate like one of Marie Antoinette’s coiffures. I wanted to create a cuisine based on my Andean heritage. For inspiration, I turned to the methods of the frontier, of the gauchos and, before them, of the Indians.

			My cuisine became, for want of a better word, barbaric in its attempt to achieve the pinnacle of flavors through the use of fire, whether the massive heat of a bonfire, or the slow steady warmth of dying embers. 

			To put it most simply, I returned to an Argentine cuisine of wood fire and cast iron. From that day to this, there has always been a fire burning somewhere in my life: in my home, in the kitchens of my restaurants, on the patio, at beach cookouts, at lakeside campfires. I am drawn to fire and the aroma of things cooking over wood.

			To be sure, there are times when it is not practical to cook over a wood fire—but as I have found over the years, a charcoal fire, a gas grill, or even a cast-iron pan on the stove of a home kitchen can serve to create the texture and wonderful slightly burnt taste of open-fire cookery. Throughout this book, you will find instructions for cooking outdoors, but because I recognize that not all of you will always have access to open fire, you will also find instructions for how to achieve many of the same effects indoors. As long as you apply the same amount of heat to your food, then, regardless of the method or medium used—wood, charcoal, gas grill, cast iron—cooking will be successful. Of course, I always prefer a hardwood fire.

			In this book, I share my versions of the recipes of a lifetime inspired by campfires and cattle drives, harvest festivals and fishing camps, street fairs and family Sundays. There are seven different fires that form the backbone of my cuisine. North Americans may recognize in them a kinship to barbecuing and charcoal grilling and will, I hope, find new possibilities in them. I’ve served these dishes to popes and presidents, prime ministers and kings, and, with equal success, to neighborhood kids in Buenos Aires and shepherds in the mountains of Patagonia. 

			May they kindle the same fire in your belly that they do in my soul.

		
			
							
				The Taste of Burnt


					
					I adore dissonance in food—two tastes fighting each other. It wakes up your palate and surprises you. As you’ll see in many of the recipes in this book, charring or even burning adds an extra dimension to breads, vegetables, and fruit. The right amount of burning or charring can be delicious and seductive: a burnt tomato, for example, has a dark crust bordering on bitter, while the inside is soft and gentle in texture and taste.

					I believe that many chefs and cookbooks make entirely too much of harmony. Frankly, it can be boring. If you sleep in a very comfortable bed but sometimes take a siesta on the warm ground in the shade of a tree, you know that the experience of the one highlights the virtues of the other. In the same way, disharmony in cuisine calls attention to the basic nature of the ingredients. I’m not talking about some of the silly combinations attempted by novelty-seeking chefs—there’s a difference between dissonance and a hopeless mismatch. What appeals to me is the element of danger and excitement in creating a burnt taste. Take the burning too far, and it destroys the dish. Stay just this side of the line, and it is lovely.

				
			

			My Argentina
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									Lago la Plata, the so-called silver lake of Patagonia, where I built my family cabin.

				

			
			Argentina is an enormous land, the eighth largest country on earth, stretching from the tropics in the far north to the solitary emptiness of Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego in the far south. It covers a little bit more area than the entire east and west coasts of the United States, with Texas thrown in for good measure. It has virtually every kind of climate, from arctic to tropical, and its geography ranges from rain forest to desert to alpine glaciers.

			Our seasons are the reverse of North America’s: August is normally our coldest month and February the hottest. Also reversed is the geography: the north is warm all through the year and the south is the last stop before chilly Antarctica. 

			The original Argentines were the Incas in the northwest, the descendants of the same people who built the great Peruvian empire, and, in the south, the exotic-sounding Onas, Yamanas, Tehuelches, and Mapuches, all of whom, preserve many of their old ways. These names are as familiar to Argentines as the Apaches, Cherokees, and Navajos are to North Americans.

			Argentina is also a melting pot of cultures, enriched by the waves of European immigration over the last two centuries. Our Spanish heritage is the main ingredient. 

			Our Spanish roots no doubt explain the culinary time clock of the Argentinean day. Any native of Madrid or Barcelona would recognize it instantly. We begin with a simple light breakfast of rolls and coffee. Our ideal lunch might be a rib eye with a fresh green salad and French fries, and a hearty Malbec from Mendoza. After such a generous meal, we still have the tradition of the afternoon siesta. How I love smoking a cigar after lunch, lying down with a book of poems and some Debussy on my headphones, and then drifting off for a few hours. The march of “progress” has started to interfere with siesta time—but not with mine. I let my BlackBerry buzz away as the messages pile up. 

			Late afternoons are for work again. Cocktail hour is no earlier than eight or nine o’clock. As in Spain, dinner in Argentina is never early. If you show up at a restaurant at nine, you are considered an early bird. It’s much more common to gather at ten or ten-thirty, and, even for children, midnight is not an unusual time to sit down to eat. There is something elegant and sophisticated about an Argentinean restaurant late at night. The women all look ravishing in their cocktail dresses, with their hair done just so and their jewelry reflecting the candlelight. The men, too, are natty and well turned out, as if ready to ask their lovely dinner partners to join them in a sultry tango on the dance floor. Eating so late means we get to bed later, which is another reason that an afternoon siesta is welcome.

			However, Spain is not our only influence. Many of the vast movements of immigrants that reached the United States and Canada also affected Argentina. Our biggest influx was from Italy. In fact, if you listen to the accent of natives of Buenos Aires, the Spanish has a very Italian intonation to it—almost a melody. There are Italian bakeries all over the country, as well as fresh pasta stores. Garlic, fresh herbs, lemon juice, and olive oil are as common to Argentinean food as they are to the Italian table. 

			There was also a great wave of German immigration in the nineteenth century; my ancestors, who arrived in the 1880s, were part of that. The pancakes, apple tarts, and dark breads of the mountain towns in the western parts of the country have a recognizable German accent.

			The Irish, driven from their homeland by famine and politics, brought their love of potatoes with them. (Actually, since the potato is originally native to the Andes, it would be better to say that the Irish brought their potatoes back home.) In some remote mountain valleys in Patagonia, Gaelic is still spoken.

			The Spanish also brought the food traditions that they inherited from the Muslims and Jews with whom they shared their homeland for nearly a thousand years. Then, in the last century, many Lebanese and Eastern European Jews arrived in Argentina. 

			Geographically, Argentina is a long thin country. It is nearly 900 miles at its widest and stretches 2,100 miles from north to south. The majestic Andes run the whole length of our country. 

			In the north, the high deserts of Salta and the lush vineyards of Mendoza have melded the food traditions of the Incas and the Spanish conquerors. The Malbec grape, which is the foundation of our wine industry, was introduced to Argentina by a Frenchman, but our leading wine-making families are mainly of Italian descent.

			In the northeast, we find the wetlands and rain forests of the area we call Mesopotamia (from the Greek for “between the rivers”). Here the native peoples passed down their distinctive fish stews and our national drink, mate (MAH-tay), made from the dried leaves of the yerba plant and loved by all. The warm fertile soil of Mesopotamia produces the most marvelous oranges, tangerines, grapefruits, mangoes, and papayas.

			Uruguay lies just over the border from these eastern lands. Although legally distinct from Argentina, it’s also part of a cultural continuum, and my roots (on my mother’s side) are as much Uruguayan as they are Argentine. The world-famous ocean resort of Punta del Este is directly across the Río de la Plata from Buenos Aires. It is our Rivieria and our Hamptons. 

			The rich plains known as the pampas are the grassy eastern heartland of our country. They are Argentina’s granary (with wheat in abundance) and cattle country par excellence. The pampas gave rise to the culture of our iconic cowboy—the saddle-weary gaucho, with his Clint Eastwood scowl and his proudly borne knife scars. Wherever you go in Argentina and Uruguay, you still see gauchos, trotting along on their horses, with sheepskin saddle blankets, and always trailed by their pack of work dogs, who are always so friendly, even to strangers.

			The gauchos developed the open fires of the Argentine barbecue or parrilla, the source and inspiration of so many of the recipes in this book. When we gather at a cookout, the fine points of grilling are discussed as heatedly, and with as many differing opinions, as soccer, golf, or polo, all of which are national obsessions.

			At the edge of this sea of grassy plains is our capital, Buenos Aires. With its beautiful belle époque architecture and vast leafy parks, porteños (people of the port city) think of B.A. as Paris on the river Plata. It is a vibrant, sophisticated metropolis: a city of cafés, bars, dance halls, and restaurants introduced to the world by the incandescent prose of the most famous habitué of those cafés, Jorge Luis Borges. It is a city you can lose your heart to, full of life and larger than life. 

			To the west and south is remote Patagonia, the tip of the Americas. In its green mountain valleys we grow apples, peaches, pears, plums, and berries. The more arid hillsides and lowlands are perfectly suited to sheepherding, which explains why so many Basque and Welsh immigrants found their way here. To this day, there are plenty of redheaded Joneses all over the region. 

			In the high valleys, the Andean condor, the world’s largest bird, circles overhead, casting a shadow as large as an airplane’s. People often
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