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INTRODUCTION



Behind the Spain of the tourist resorts and Mediterranean beaches, the elegant shopping streets of Madrid and Barcelona, the traveller will be aware of older traditions: hilltop villages shaded by olive trees first planted by the Romans; rice paddies watered by aqueducts set in place by the Moors; minarets as well as monasteries; and ports whose jetties were built by Phoenician sailors and that, in time, provided safe-harbour for treasure-ships laden with far more valuable cargo than gold – the botanical riches of the New World including potatoes, tomatoes, capsicums and all the familiar storecupboard beans.


If history, geography and latitude dictate the daily dinner in Spain, the strength of traditional Spanish cooking lies in good raw materials simply and honestly prepared. Until recent times, safe behind the barrier of the Pyrenees and unaffected by what was happening in the rest of Europe, Spanish cooks preferred to concentrate on perfecting their own ingredients and culinary habits rather than take up anything fancy or foreign. Nevertheless, while recipes are fiercely regional – no Catalan would trust a Castilian to cook a fideu, and no Galician would trust a Valencian to prepare a pote – certain dishes are universal. Rich and poor eat alike, and the tortilla and the bean pot are the staples of the midday meal throughout the land.


The Spanish menu, as I learned when I was a schoolgirl in Madrid and later when I took my own young family to live and attend school in a remote valley in Andalusia, begins in the market place. By ten o’clock of a morning the inhabitants of Tarifa, my local market town, knew just what to expect of their daily rations. If the butcher had had a delivery of young beef from the Cádiz bull ranchers, that evening the town’s earthenware cazuelas would fill the air with scented steam from a thousand tomato-rich stews. When the inshore fleet came in with a fine haul of silvery sardines or ivory-fleshed cuttlefish, or the migratory tuna shoals were running though the Straits on a spring tide, the breeze carried the fragrance of olive oil heating in a thousand frying pans. The Andaluz housewife had a reputation for skill with the raw-iron frying pan – she could, said the rest of Spain, fritter the sea spray if that was all there was.
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Key ingredients


The quality of what’s available in the market place allows the food to taste recognizably of itself. Meats are preferred sauced with their own juices, fish and shellfish are prized if they taste of the sea and vegetables are prepared as dishes in their own right and eaten in the proper season, as is fresh fruit for dessert. With this strong appreciation of quality comes a willingness to pay for excellence. Even the poorest will choose a little of the best if the occasion demands: a sliver of pata negra cut from the bone on the Whitsun pilgrimage to Our Lady of the Dew in the marshes of the river Guadalquivir, a few threads of real saffron to perfume the Sunday paella. Perhaps it’s this, the certainty that comes from a long tradition of knowing how things should really taste, that allowed Ferran Adrià of the El Bulli restaurant, the most influential cook of our time, to change the way every chef now thinks and cooks.


Olive oil


The defining ingredient of the Spanish kitchen is the pure raw juice of the olive. It’s eaten with bread in much the same way as butter, used to dress vegetables and salads, in cakes and pastries and for frying, as well as stirred into the bean pot to thicken the juices. Home cooks rarely deep-fry, preferring to use a finger’s depth of fresh oil to shallow-fry in a raw-iron pan. Spain’s oil-production is traditionally geared to bulk, though this is changing as regional oils with a known and valued provenance have entered the market. The non-virgins are best for anything that involves the application of high heat, while cold-pressed extra-virgins are good for dressings, marinades and to enrich a cooking broth.


Jamón serrano


Serrano ham, or mountain ham, is salt-cured and wind-dried without the application of heat or smoke, followed by a prolonged period of cellaring to develop the moulds that deliver the flavour. Most prized are the hams from the semi-wild ibérico, also known as pata negra (black foot) for its ebony trotters, which, when permitted to forage among the scrub oaks, earns the additional distinction de bellota, acorn fed. When judging excellence, flavour and texture matter more than tenderness. The best cuts are sliced off very finely from the bone (traditionally in short curls – lonchas) and eaten in the fingers with bread. The chewy little scraps are used to flavour soups, sauces and croquetas, or combined with eggs; the bone is sawn into short lengths and used in much the same way as a stock cube.


Chorizo


The most obvious difference between the Spanish chorizo and Italy’s salami, while both are all-meat sausages of similar preparation, is the inclusion of pimentón, or Spanish paprika, an ingredient that adds sweetness as well as colour. Salt is the main preservative along with (though not always) a light smoking. Additional flavourings include garlic, cumin, black pepper, oregano and red wine. If eaten fresh and soft, chorizos must be cooked; if allowed to mature – a natural process – the meat darkens and firms, and the casing grows a soft white bloom, when they can be sliced and eaten raw.
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Garlic



is the distinctive fragrance of the Mediterranean kitchen. Spanish garlic is mild and sweet, maturing on spring rain and early sunshine, and coming to Spanish markets fresh in the form of what looks like plump white onions. Nestling at the base of each layer are tiny pearl-like seeds, infant cloves that, when bunched and hung on a hook to mature, draw the juice from their coverings and swell. Once formed, the cloves are used raw as a rub for bread to eat with olive oil, or finely sliced as a dressing for marinated fish and salads (particularly tomato, beetroot and red peppers) or pounded to a mush with salt and olive oil to make an alioli; raw garlic is used in pickling marinades for everything from anchovies to olives. In cooking, their mildness and sweetness soften the flavour of anything cooked in olive oil; when high heat is applied, they caramelize deliciously. Spanish cooks pop whole heads of garlic into the bean pot and add handfuls of unpeeled cloves to anything roasted in the oven.


Spices and herbs


Saffron, the stamens of an indigenous crocus, and pimentón, ground capsicums, are the home-grown spicings of the Spanish kitchen. Pimentón is available in mild, spicy or smoked varieties and is used in rice, stews and soups. Dried chillies, the poor man’s pepper, and mild sweet peppers, ñoras, are used whole or ground to add flavour and colour to sauces, stews, rice dishes and preserved meats including pork dripping. Imported spices popular in cooking are peppercorns, cumin, nutmeg, cloves, coriander seeds, vanilla and cinnamon. Of the leaf herbs, flat leaf parsley is the universal favourite, with oregano, thyme and bay used both fresh and dried. Mint is partnered with broad beans in the Granada region, tarragon appears in salads in Seville and fresh leaf coriander replaces parsley on the borders of Portugal. Camomile, or manzanilla, is the most popular of the digestive infusions.


[image: ]



Olives



To the Spanish way of thinking, olives are inseparable from bread and wine and should always be provided free in any bar. This suits the bartender, since a salt-pickled olive promotes thirst while lining the stomach with its oily juices – which, in theory, keeps the customer sober enough to carry on drinking. Spain’s eating olives are gathered while still green and firm (or, if left a little longer, lightly tinged with purple) before they have a chance to ripen to black, the stage at which they are pressed for oil. In Andalusia, olives have long been a major export industry: the commercial olive canners of Seville export pitted and stuffed green olives all over the world; their canned black olives, however, are the result of deliberate oxidization rather than natural sun-ripening, so best avoided.
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Sherry vinegar


This is made with sherry wine that has been aged and matured by the solera method, and is mostly produced in the Spanish province of Cádiz. The flavour is stronger and more acidic than Italian balsamic vinegar, with a distinctive spiciness and a rich, oaky flavour. It’s delicious used on salads but best used sparingly – dilute with its own volume of water when using to make a dressing or sharpen a mayonnaise.


Cheese


The main protein source of the rural poor, cheese is prized in its own right and rarely used in cooking. In spring it’s eaten as queso fresco, or fresh cheese, as a dessert with honey. The raw material can be goats’, cows’ or sheep’s milk that, once renneted, is drained, pressed and comes to market as mature or semi-mature. Of the many regional variations, Manchego, the cheese of La Mancha, the central plateau, is deservedly most famous. Dairy country – Asturias and the land of the Basques – produces a pair of distinguished blue-veins, Cabrales and Idiazabal.



Almonds



The Moors, the colonial power in Andalusia for seven centuries, planted their borrowed hillside with stock from the Jordan Valley. As a result, almonds, both ground and whole, are used a great deal in the Spanish kitchen. They are used to thicken sauces and in nut milk preparations, such as Granada’s ajo blanco, and in the making of nougats, marzipans and two Christmas sweetmeats – polverones (see Spiced Almond Shortbreads), powdery cinnamon-flavoured cookies shortened with lard, and the halvalike turron.
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Bread


Country loaves, or pan candela – round or oval for portability, raised with leaven from the day before and baked in a wood-fired oven (although rarely these days) – are rough-textured, chewy and robust, with an elastic, creamy-white crumb and a thick golden-brown crust. They are sold by weight rather than volume. It dries to palatable crusts which are used for stale bread dishes – migas and other soaked-bread preparations including the original gazpacho, a thick bread porridge eaten hot in winter and cold in summer. The most popular town bread is the torpedo-shaped bolillo, a bread roll with a snowy, dense-textured crumb and a thick, soft brown crust. Breakfast breads include the Mallorcan saimaza, snail-shaped buns enriched with lard and sweetened with dried fruits, and churros, tubular doughnuts made with naturally leavened batter fried to order in street kiosks and eaten with steaming cups of coffee or hot chocolate.


Lard


Manteca, pure pork lard, is used in baking and to enrich stews and sauces instead of butter. It comes in three forms: pure white and plain for pastry and cookies; manteca colorada, lightly salted lard coloured red with pimentón (Spanish paprika), flavoured with garlic and used as a spread on bread or for stirring into the bean pot; and manteca colorada con carne, flavoured lard in which small pieces of pork or chorizo are preserved.





[image: Potato Tortilla]




[image: Tapas]









Mushrooms with Garlic and Parsley
Setas a la Parilla


Toasted Almonds
Almendras Tostadas


Green Olives with Herbs and Spices
Aceitunas Aromatisadas


Chilli-roasted Chickpeas
Garbanzos Tostados Picantes


Chilli Potatoes
Patatas Bravas


Meatballs in Tomato Sauce
Albondigas en Salsa


Chicken Croquettes
Croquetas de Pollo


Moorish Kebabs
Pinchitos Moruños


Grilled Sardines
Sardinas a la Parilla


Roast Red Peppers with Anchovies
Pimientos Asados con Anchoas


Prawns with Garlic and Chilli
Gambas Pilpil


Clams in Sherry
Almejas en Vino de Jerez


Frittered Squid
Calamares a la Romana


Chilled Tomato and Garlic Soup
Gazpacho


White Gazpacho
Ajo Blanco


Garlic Soup
Sopa de Ajo


Shellfish Soup with Sherry
Sopa de Mariscos con Vino de Jerez


Scrambled Eggs with Mushrooms
Revuelto de Setas


Ham and Eggs with Red Peppers
Huevos al Plato con Pimientos


Potato Tortilla
Tortilla Española


Chickpea and Chorizo Tortilla
Tortilla Catalana


Scrambled Eggs with Vegetables
Piperrada






Mushrooms with Garlic and Parsley
Setas a la Parilla



The Basques and Catalans are the mushroom fanciers of Spain. An astonishing variety of wild fungi are gathered, the most popular being the saffron milk cap – a meaty mushroom found in pine woods that produces a milky juice and has an alarming habit of bruising blue.


SERVES 4


500 g (1 lb) fresh large, open-capped wild or cultivated mushrooms


1 tablespoon olive oil


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


1 tablespoon dried oregano


2 tablespoons finely chopped parsley


salt and freshly milled black pepper


toasted sourdough bread, to serve


1 Shake the mushrooms to evacuate any unwelcome residents and wipe the caps – don’t rinse or peel. Trim off the stalks close to the base.


2 Trickle the mushrooms with the oil and salt lightly. Place them on a preheated griddle or barbecue, cap-side to the heat, and grill fiercely until the juices pool in the gills. If you want to use an overhead grill, you will have to cook the undersides of the mushrooms first.


3 Sprinkle the gills with the garlic, oregano and parsley, season with plenty of pepper and cook for another couple of minutes. Serve on thick slabs of toasted sourdough bread to catch the juices.
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Toasted Almonds
Almendras Tostadas



Although these are available commercially, almonds warm from the oven are irresistible. Prepare them fresh.


SERVES 8–10


500 g (1 lb) whole unblanched almonds


1 tablespoon olive oil


1 teaspoon salt


1 free-range egg white, beaten with its own volume of water


1 tablespoon pimentón (Spanish paprika)


1 teaspoon ground coriander


1 teaspoon ground cumin


1 Scald the almonds with boiling water and pop them out of their skins as soon as the water is cool enough for your fingers – my children loved the task as much as they appreciated the result.


2 Brush a baking tray with the oil. Spread the skinned almonds out in the oiled baking tray, shake to coat the nuts with the oil and sprinkle with the salt. Place in a preheated oven, 180˚C (350˚F), Gas Mark 4, for 15–20 minutes, or until just golden – shake regularly to avoid sticking and don’t let them brown. A perfectly toasted almond squeaks when you bite it. Alternatively, place in a cooler preheated oven, 150˚C (300˚F), Gas Mark 2, and double the roasting time – temperature is not as important as a watchful eye.


3 Allow to cool to finger-hot, then toss with the egg white mixture – a precaution that allows the spices to stick to the almonds. Sprinkle with the spices, shake to coat and return to the oven for a moment to set the coating. Leave to cool before storing in an airtight tin.
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Green Olives with Herbs and Spices
Aceitunas Aromatisadas
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