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DISHES FILLED WITH DREAMS AND KINDNESS





It is my great pleasure to write a foreword for Chef Janez Bratovž’s new cookbook.


Janez first came to our restaurant, Mibu, in the summer of 2008. It was a surprise to me when he singled out one dish–blackened Kamo-nasu (eggplant). When he said that he was impressed with our dish, I immediately sensed that this chef must be on the same wavelength as I am. For this dish, the big and round Kamo-nasu eggplant, one of the traditional vegetables of Kyoto, was slowly roasted, without any spice, until its skin became blackened. By concentrating the eggplant juices and sweetness and adding a roasted aroma, umami develops and, at this tastiest moment, we serve the freshly-cooked hot eggplant to our guests. The eggplant, roasted without being cut, keeps its natural shape and looks so noble that it reminded me of the image of a meditating monk in a black gown that I venerated. Thus, the dish was named “Zazen nasu,” or “meditation eggplant.”


If we may describe Western cuisine as the art of flavoring, Japanese cuisine differs, and its essence is to appreciate the inherent characteristics of all sorts of food, such as vegetables and fish. Janez kindly expressed that he was impressed with the dish’s sublime essence.


Soon after his visit, I had an opportunity to visit Slovenia. The dishes Janez created were filled with dreams and kindness, just as Janez is himself. The beauty of the food arranged on the plates in the dishes struck me. It felt like a prayer of his appreciation of the souls of each food and of modestly accepting them deep in his heart. I sympathized and, at the same time, I was attracted to his cuisine.


Both Slovenia and Japan have four seasons. The two countries enjoy wonderful products from the ocean, mountains, and fields, which have been appreciated and protected since long ago. Not only were we fortunate to have been born to these beautiful lands, with their abundant nature, but we have a fortunate destiny to deliver their blessing of food and harvest to others.


To a dear friend, congratulations, and I would like to share with you a teaching from a Zen nun whom I admire and always keep in mind while working: “In the rain and the wind, take your umbrella, but only open it 70% of the way. Whatever you may do, be careful not to extend it fully.”


Hiroyoshi ISHIDA


Chef of MIBU Restaurant
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JB





Little Janez lies in the high grasses beside a stream behind his grandmother’s house in Trzin. His parents call to him. They are dressed in their finest clothes, just back from Germany where they have spent the last three years. Born in 1962, he has not seen them since they left in 1965, when he was three years old, and his brother was two. His father had found work abroad as a central heating engineer, and it paid so much more than what they could earn at home in Yugoslavia, that they determined it was worth whatever emotional loss might be suffered by their two sons to leave, returning once they'd earned enough to build a house and give their children a better life. It must have been an aching decision but, at the time, it was the sort of decision that many people in their situation would have made. But that did not make it any easier for little Janez and his brother, who spent these three formative years in the arms of their loving grandmother, Pavla.


When his parents finally did return and were calling out to Janez, the mixed emotions of his age and their absence led him to initially hide from them. When he didn’t respond to their calls, his father was concerned that he had fallen into the stream and charged forward, in his Sunday best, ruining his clothes, expensively bought abroad, and plowed through the water in search of his son to save him.


This is JB’s earliest memory, and it is a powerful one. His first memories related to food are at the home of his grandmother. Pavla was particularly poor and they lived in a modest house, poor enough that it was a treat to get a meal of meat or eggs. He fondly remembers her cooking eggs fried in pork cracklings. And it is fitting, then, that one of his most famous dishes at his eponymous restaurant, JB in Ljubljana—ranked among the 100 best restaurants in the world in 2010 and in 2012 listed among the 10 best in Europe—is a throwback, a Proustian sense memory experience recalling those fried eggs in cracklings, but refined to the level of a high-end restaurant of the sort he has run now for two decades. JB serves a fresh egg yolk onto which sparking-hot oil from cracklings is poured directly at the table. The heat of the oil ideally cooks the egg, and there is house-made bread for dipping. It couldn’t be simpler. It is heavenly. It is heartfelt. It is integral to his story.





The JB restaurant is located on the ground floor of the Triglav Insurance Building, which was designed by modernist architect, Jože Plečnik, the greatest ever Slovenian-born architect. Established in 1992, JB the restaurant was the first fine-dining establishment in newly-independent Slovenia. That made JB, the chef, the first to bring nouvelle cuisine to Yugoslavia, and of course to his homeland, the Republic of Slovenia, which declared independence in 1991. Prior to JB’s return to Slovenia, after many years working at high-end restaurants in Austria, Slovenians had rarely heard of, and still less frequently encountered, things like carpaccio, ceviche, foams and gels, or even meat cooked rare, rather than well done. He was a revolutionary, and so remains.


JB was introduced to exotic foods early on. His father was a bon vivant and frequently returned to Germany for work, always bringing back something unusual to eat, at least by Yugoslav standards. White asparagus and blue cheese were all but unheard of. So, when his father brought these delicacies back from abroad, it was the talk of the town. During one of these parental sojourns abroad, when JB and his brother were with their grandmother, the area around which they lived was flooded, and they had to leave their home for a period of time. They were taken in by some neighbors who were a bit better off, occupying a two-story house and stocked with foods that were beyond the budget of JB’s family. The one he remembers most fondly was oatmeal. He had never encountered oatmeal before, but ate it for breakfast while staying with this kind neighbor family. These sort of sense memories are among the most powerful: what a beloved family member cooked for us when we were little strikes a bell that may have receded in our minds, but which still resounds clearly when struck.
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It is particularly striking for audiences from the Western world, for whom just about everything one could wish for has regularly been available whenever one might like, to look back at a time when a country like Yugoslavia had a quite limited palate, not due to tastes, but to availability. Slovenia was always the most independent of the former Yugoslav nations, with open borders and the ability to go on shopping trips to Austria and Italy. But what was available in Yugoslavia was restricted largely to what was produced in Yugoslavia or by ally nations. So, things like coffee and bananas and chocolate were exotic commodities, and everything which was purchased abroad was given a higher status and was considered more desirable, just as people who studied abroad or had successes abroad were assigned a higher social status. So, while it may be difficult for us to imagine parents deciding to leave their two young sons for several years, some sympathy for this mindset also helps to explain why JB himself would later go abroad for work, even when he had young children at home.


JB remembers being asked by his grandmother what job he might like to have, as choosing a high school meant choosing a vocational school, at that time. First, he wanted to be a construction worker, but Pavla’s husband had that occupation and she was aware that he was outdoors in all sorts of weather, in rain and snow, and she suggested instead that young JB become a cook. She explained that this would mean that he would always have something to eat and something to drink and be inside and dry and warm. Such were the priorities for a poor Yugoslav family at the time. So, he chose a cooking school in Ljubljana, though he was mocked by his classmates because, in those days, cooking was more of a female profession and also something that was considered the métier of only those who couldn’t do anything else. Times have changed and now cooks can very quickly become celebrities, but this was several decades ago.





JB’s first job was as a cook at the Tourist Hotel in Ljubljana, which is on the site of the current City Hotel. He also worked for the cafeteria of Energetika, the capital city’s main power company. There he was dishing out cafeteria staples, which meant things like cutlets with mashed potatoes, goulash, pasta, sausages and sauerkraut, Wiener schnitzel, salads of lettuce, strudel . . . For anglophone readers, this may all sound somewhat exotic, but these are the everyday classics in Slovenia, a country that has many of its own particular specialties, but which is heavily influenced by the four nations that border it: Austria, Italy, Croatia, and Hungary. In the north of Slovenia, Austrian influence is most heavily felt, and that is the region from which JB hails. This means cream sauces, cooking with butter and wine and pork cracklings, sausages and sauerkraut, and schnitzel and strudel. In the Western region, there is a heavy Italian influence, with olive oil and fish, truffles, pasta, and risotto. Throughout Slovenia, you have the popular influence of foods from the other Yugoslav republics, particularly Bosnian and Serbian grilled meats and baked savory pies and fluffy flat breads. And in the east, adjacent to Hungary, there are dishes with smoked paprika under the influences that blow off the Pannonian plain. This makes Slovenia truly a crossroads for different food types, with the addition of its own autonomous inventions, for example gibanica and potica cakes.


Cooking at the cafeteria was a great gig for young JB, as he was in the kitchen in Ljubljana during the winter, but during the summer, he was assigned to the company’s summer holiday camp, where staff members could go for a free week-long beach vacation every summer, on the Croatian island of Rab. He would make simple food there and be done very quickly, so he could spend a lot of the time for which he was getting paid on other activities, especially on the gorgeous beaches and in the crystal blue waters of the Adriatic. It also meant that he had so many hours on paper racked up in the summer that when he got back to the capital in the wintertime, he didn’t have to work quite as much.
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It was at this time that JB made the decision to go abroad to expand his horizons, but also to earn some money. He had recently gotten married to his wife, Ema, and their first child was born, their daughter Nina. It must have been a tough decision, but he was schooled by his father’s experience and decided it was worthwhile to go just across the border into Austria to gain experience, but mostly to earn money in order to support his family and buy a house and make a better life for them. He came to this decision by leaving matters in the hands of fate. He read of a call for chefs at a famous Austrian restaurant on the Faaker See, a lake not far across the border, called Der Tschebull. He hand-wrote a letter applying for a position and mailed it off, not thinking much of it. His colleagues mocked his laid-back approach, thinking that the young JB would not even get a reply. He had almost forgotten about it when, one day, an American stretch limousine pulled up in front of his home. Inside were the owners of Der Tschebull. They said they’d like to hire him. But when he asked how much the job paid, they offered a salary not much higher than what he was already earning–not enough to warrant leaving his family. So, he politely declined. A few weeks later, the limo was back, and they substantially raised the offer. He was in.





He moved to Austria and eagerly dug into a cooking approach that was far more refined than what he was used to at home. Der Tschebull was committed to nouvelle cuisine, a movement largely unknown in Yugoslavia. In Austria, he studied as best he could, learning not only cooking techniques but also reading food magazines in German, of the sort that he could never get his hands on in Yugoslavia, and really developing from a cook into a proper chef. The restaurant was hugely popular and sophisticated, but also a major operation, employing some ten chefs in the offseason and twenty during the high season. He honed techniques but also expanded his horizons; for instance, learning to serve game meat rare, something anathema back home. He spent some time in the winter cooking elsewhere, in Tirol, but was a major force in the kitchen of Der Tschebull. When he began to toy with the idea of opening his own restaurant back in Slovenia, they were keen to keep him. They offered a substantial hike in salary, but he decided that it was time to take a gamble. At thirty years old, he felt he had much to show the folks back at home.


It was a risk, but one he felt he was ready to take. He scraped together some capital, borrowed and maneuvered, and rented space in Domžale, a town close to his native Trzin and some ten minutes from Ljubljana. This was the first incarnation of JB. He would be in the kitchen, his wife Ema helping front of house and keeping the books.


From the start, JB decided that his restaurant would offer something new and different, the sort of food that he had learned to prepare, which was avant-garde in Slovenia in 1992, just a year after it gained independence from Yugoslavia. He would prepare everything in-house. Vegetables would be fresh. Meat would be cooked medium rare. He would offer fish carpaccio and handmade noodles. Each dish would have its own sauce. None of this sounds particularly revolutionary today, but at the time and place, it was mind-blowing. His prices were relatively high, and he didn’t know how to promote his quality. Early days were slow. He would prepare meals for thirty and throw away most of it. It was disheartening, but he stuck to his guns. Every day he prepared fresh food, putting his all into it. Something had to give.


His big break came when he received a surprise call from the office of the Slovenian prime minister. Janez Drnovšek would like to come to lunch. Would that be okay? You bet it would. JB thought it was a practical joke, until the prime minister arrived. He became a regular, and word slowly spread. Guests came to JB because they’d heard he offered something different. He was cooking in a way no one else in Yugoslavia was, nor would they for many years to come.


The next stride forward came when the director of the national insurance company, Triglav Insurance, invited him to move his restaurant from Domžale to the heart of the capital, on the ground floor of the Triglav headquarters, just across from the main train station. JB liked the idea, but when he asked what the rent would be, he was quoted a price so outrageously high that the monthly rent roughly matched his restaurant’s entire income over a three-month period. So, he politely declined. But politely declining had, more than once, proved a good move for JB. About a year later, the director came back and made a better offer. She had tried out several chefs in the place in question, and none had been a hit. She’d love to have him, she said. JB again inquired how much the rent would be. However much you want it to be, she said. That sounded like a good deal. He named a reasonable price, and she accepted. It was on.


In his elegant new location, JB and his restaurant blossomed. They had regular business, and good reviews, but it was still a small-scale operation. At one point one of JB’s staff chefs left suddenly to start his own restaurant and took six assistants from JB’s kitchen with him. In one month, JB essentially lost his team. But he is the sort of person who is determined to show himself and others that nothing will stand in his way. He redoubled his own efforts, less reliant on assistants, and this proved to be a challenge that pushed him from excellence to brilliance. His children, raised in the unusual rhythm of a restaurateur’s life (home only in the mornings and on Sundays, at work until late in the evening), followed their father’s footsteps. His daughter Nina worked as a sommelier at JB before becoming a chef at her own restaurant in another part of the country, and recently returned to JB. His son, Tomaž, recently completed a stage at a Michelin-starred restaurant Arzak in San Sebastián, Spain, and joined the JB kitchen. The whole family now works in the restaurant.


From 2000–2008, JB restaurant was regularly fully-booked, with waiting lists. It was just before the other chefs of Slovenia caught onto the trend he had begun. Today, Slovenia is acknowledged as a significant world food destination with numerous acclaimed chefs. But they describe JB as the godfather of modern cooking in this region, and he had a decade’s head start. He never sought notoriety. He turned down numerous chances to open restaurants abroad, to franchise, to become a TV chef, to advertise for major corporations. On Sundays, when the restaurant is closed, JB enjoys an hour or two of lounging around the house, before he gets antsy, eager for Monday to come around so he can get back to work. Being a cook is a lifestyle, he admits, and you have to embrace it as such.





He travels as an invited guest at major festivals, he rubs elbows with everyone from Ferran Adrià to Rene Redzepi, from Nobu Matsuhisa (who wrote the Foreword for this book) to Heinz Beck to Massimo Bottura. But his home has always been his restaurant’s kitchen. He doesn’t like to leave his cooking to others, feeling best when he is in his whites, dancing from station to station. He employs assistants but supervises everything. He also regularly takes in young cooks, some with little training, if he sees that they work hard and show promise. He is patient and generous. He does not yell or grandstand. He even takes phone reservations himself (if your call to the restaurant rings more than five times without someone picking up, it will be JB who greets you to take your reservation).


Passionate, hard work paid off. The critics came. They loved what they ate. JB’s efforts were focused inward—it has always been about the food, about the time spent in the kitchen. So many younger chefs go directly for celebrity, to become a brand before they’ve put in the years of hard work to earn that status. JB is the opposite. He has let celebrity come to him, but even now, having been praised by just about every media outlet that matters, he will still be there to cook for you (and even take your call) when you go to his eponymous restaurant.


This book explores JB’s homeland, Slovenia, by crisscrossing the country to visit his preferred producers of what he considers to be the finest ingredients he can find. He selected twenty ingredients, which involved visiting twenty remote locations, from the shores of the Adriatic to the Alps, from the Pannonian plain to turquoise rivers and rolling hills. I was lucky enough to tag along. The resulting book presents Slovenia through its raw ingredients. While JB is the through-line, the protagonist, each chapter presents the ingredient and the farmers and producers of those ingredients, who are the heroes on this quest to find the best of Slovenia through the travels of its superlative chef. I was delighted to be one of the sidekicks on this adventure, tasked with writing the profiles of the producers and the ingredients and “forced” to eat all manner of delights with JB, a man who I am proud to call a friend now, after so many days and winding road trips together that helped me to explore my adopted country. We traveled with Matjaž Tančič, a young Slovenian photographer who lives in China and is among the best in the world, the winner of numerous awards, including the 2013 Sony World Photographer of the Year, with his assistant, Tjaša, and with the brilliant food photographer, Manca Jevšček. It was a dream team and the best way I can imagine to get to know Slovenia better. We are delighted to present to you what is more than a cookbook. It is also a travelogue, a portrait of a wondrous, quirky country, and a love story about passion for cooking, for eating, for the best ingredients that this wonderland has to offer. Welcome to Slovenia . . . and dober tek.
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A FOOD ROAD TRIP ACROSS SLOVENIA
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DRAGO ŠIŠA. ADRIATIC FISH AND SCAMPI.
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ADRIATIC FISH AND SCAMPI





The first thing you need to know about the story of JB’s fisherman is that our stalwart photographer, while snapping photos on the calm seas off the Istrian peninsula, managed to trip and fall into the ocean, very expensive camera and all. This was the most dramatic moment in an otherwise smooth voyage, but the smoothness was not self-evident when the ship first set out.


In the interest of full disclosure, I will say that I was not on the voyage. I am not a very good sailor and the idea of spending twelve hours on the sea, in a small and potentially bumpy boat, was not my idea of a party. This fear of sea sickness was compounded when word came in that there was a burja (bora) wind approaching, weather so inclement that the fishing trip, while not canceled, was warned against for us, for fear that it would be too tempest-tossed for our comfort and safety. With this news, I happily excused myself and it looked as if JB and our photographer, Matjaž, and his assistant, Tjaša, would be unable to set out. I left them to head back home from the tiny village of Krnički Porat, on the coast of Istria, about two and a half hours from my home in Kamnik. I was on the road when I got a message that, at the last moment, our team had said, “Screw it, let’s go anyway,” and hopped aboard the fishing boat just as they were pulling out.


It turned out that the fears about that otherwise wonderful wind, the burja that blows across the limestone karst plateaus of coastal Slovenia and Istria, drying the hanging hocks of ham just enough to transform them into heavenly prosciutto, were wilder than the reality. When I got the report back the next day, it turned out that it had been quite calm, a sea that would not have even troubled my ropey stomach. But Matjaž had managed to fall in, all the same.


JB gets his fish from a single boat led by a humble captain, Drago Šiša, and his son Daniel, and their three-man crew. They catch fish and shellfish using dragnets in a system that has been in place for millennia, and which is both simple and ingenious. When they set off in a small boat, they wait until they are at least a mile off the coast and into the Kvarner, the sea between Pula, Rijeka, and the island of Krk. At that point they drop expansive nets that are designed with gaps in the netting small enough to catch fish of a minimum size or larger, but large enough to let fish that would be too small to keep anyway swim through. They drop the nets behind the boat and then continue chugging out in a straight line for approximately six hours. At that point, they turn around and head back in towards port, dragging the nets behind them. When they are about two hours away from port, they pull in the nets and sort and clean their haul. By the time they have arrived back at port, the nets are in and the fish have been cleaned, with parts that nobody wants discarded into the ocean to feed other sea creatures, who are less particular than we humans. The load arrives back at port on ice, seated in Styrofoam trays and already sorted by quality and type and arranged by weight. It’s a very good use of time and nicely efficient. It also means that the majority of the work is done during just half of the ride home, with a fairly low-key voyage out for all but the last few hours. This gave Matjaž plenty of time to take photos and fall into the ocean.
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