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foreword



why i cook


If I were to pick a place on earth where the things that matter most to me about cooking take place, it would be the California wine country. In this sun-drenched valley, everything grows, something is always in season, and the habits of living are relaxed and celebratory.


It’s easy to live the rich life here: eating fresh foods right out of the garden and orchard, savoring artisanal cheeses and breads, drinking vintage wines. When I’m here, I feel as though I’m living in a state of grace. There are unhurried lunches, dinners under the stars, an afternoon picnic along the roadside with a table and elegant linens. Improbably, in this age of hurry, there always seems to be enough time to linger at the table, talking over plates of simple food with friends or family.


Somehow, we all must eat. We can make indifferent meals, with little connection to where the food comes from. Or we can make meals that are cooked in harmony with the earth and with the seasons, and which are a recurring source of renewal, satisfaction, and celebration. The wine country just seems to require this kind of cooking, and that is part of why I love it.


I wasn’t born here. I am a New Englander whose profession has allowed her to travel throughout the United States, Europe, the Middle East, and Australia, and who stumbled across this enchanted valley and found a culinary home. I spend as much time as I can here, though I do not live here year-round. But I have found that more than the valley’s world-renowned wines can be imported wherever one lives.


When I travel, I pay attention to what is fresh, ripe, and ready to pick at each destination. If you think about it, that’s part of what makes where you live special. Cooking and eating seasonally is to use what grows in the fields or migrates in the streams near your home, to use what is ripening on the trees or coming into bloom in the fields because that’s what there is to cook with. It’s wrapping fresh sprigs of thyme around the lamb for roasting because they come into their own at the same time of year; eating the cherries as fast as they ripen, baking them into warm clafoutis or layering them in a simple galette; it’s making a summer salad of every variety, shape, and color of tomato or of all the stone fruits. It is making a celebration of the first ripe tomato. And even though we can now get almost anything in the way of foodstuffs any time of the year, there is something right in the juxtaposition of flavors that occurs naturally.


This emphasis on fresh ingredients and seasonality isn’t meant to intimidate. You want to cook with and eat seasonal fresh food for what it brings to your life and because it connects you to the food—not because there is some edict to do so.
 

There are other ways to connect to the food we eat. I believe that the foods we love are imbued with story and memory. When I think about a great dish I had somewhere, it is always in the context of the people who made it for me or of some special feature of the place where I had it. I love to remember the people who prepared a certain dish or who inspired me to create a new one; you’ll find some of their stories in this book.
 

As I travel, I’ve found that everyone has this connection to food. I have been privileged to meet people all over the world who have shared their stories with me and, when I am most lucky, shared their recipes. Sometimes it is in the form of a yellowed and torn handwritten recipe that was passed down from a grandparent or neighbor; other times it is a recipe that has been told and retold many times—an oral history. This is the cooking that interests me: food that has a story, that has meaning and vitality, that is alive with tradition.
 

I learned to cook by learning to love the time spent at the table in my parents’ and grandparents’ homes. They revered the table as the center of our family’s life—as is the custom in Italy, where the family table is called il sacro desco. In my childhood home, my mother customarily prepared multicourse meals, and we all sat around the table talking, long after the last dishes had been cleared.
 

For me, food has always been about more than just eating. I cook as a way to nurture and nourish those at my table. Not just with food, but with a beautiful table set with flowers and good dishes so that, for this time at least, my guests are unhurried and alive to all their senses. I cook as a painter paints and a novelist writes—because it is the way I know to craft something of beauty.
 

I consider myself profoundly lucky to have found such a rewarding profession. I would love to inspire you to get back in the kitchen, to try new things, to cook more with seasonal ingredients.
 

This book will have accomplished its real purpose if I’ve instilled in you the zest and enthusiasm to fill your life with enjoyment, richness, friends and family, and to celebrate food and eating as we do in the wine country.


—Joanne Weir
Napa, California
June 2000
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firsts


spiced bocconcini and tomatoes


garlic bruschetta


tomato bruschetta


grilled bread with fava beans and escarole


crostini with herbed goat cheese and wilted spinach


crostini with smoked trout and lemon zest


pita crisps with spinach, walnut, and garlic puree


endive with gorgonzola, caramelized onions, and fig jam


prosciutto-wrapped greens with hot pepper and garlic


rolled grape leaves with rice, feta, currants, and pine nuts


wilted greens with pine nuts, raisins, and fried bread


roasted potatoes with tomatoes and garlic mayonnaise


wood-fired vegetable salad with tomatoes, peppers, onions, and olives


spanish omelette with smoked pimentos


sausage and pepper turnovers


pizza with leeks, gorgonzola, and walnuts


turkish pizza with red-hot spiced lamb and tomatoes


crispy cracker pizza with mahogany onions


calzone with four cheeses, eggplant, and basil


gorgonzola focaccia


fig and walnut flatbread


rice “olives”


risotto croquettes with mozzarella


risotto with zinfandel and radicchio


fettuccine with gorgonzola and pine nuts


red onion ravioli with thyme cream


semolina gnocchi with brown butter and crisp sage


scallop fritters with arugula salsa verde


garlic shrimp with romesco


hot crispy beets “in their jackets” with lemon mint aïoli


 



the table



I no longer think of the table as a separate thing but instead as an integral part of our lives. Isn’t it one of the few places where we ritually gather to be with one another? A good meal is always more than just the food and wine we eat and drink. It is also atmosphere, music, nice linens, flowers, and good dishes. In this sense, the table makes the first impression of a meal. But so does the first course.


I primi piatti; antipasti; l’entrée; tapas; meze; mukabalatt. By any name, I love them! Their job is simple: to delight and excite the palate, to set a mood, to extend our time at the table. How about a plate of shrimp with romesco sauce, endive with sweet caramelized onions, or crostini with fava beans and greens? I love to set out a whole group of first courses as a change from the usual sequence of first course, main dish, dessert. Sometimes I’ll increase the serving size and make it a main course. And first courses make great picnic foods.


In the Mediterranean, the first course is very much a part of how people live. Families, friends, and coworkers gather in the evening to share small plates of simple, colorful, and flavorful food and to discuss the events of the day. I love bringing this custom to wherever I am, but especially to the wine country, where the Mediterranean sensibility is so easily evoked.


The first course is a savored one, and its memory lingers long after the plates have been cleared from the tables.


 



spiced bocconcini and tomatoes



The great thing about antipasti is that they can be made as simple or as complex as you like. This simple antipasto pairs bite-size mozzarella balls (bocconcini means “small mouthfuls” in Italian) with cherry tomatoes. It takes two minutes to make and tastes great.


 


1 pound bocconcini (small mozzarella balls, 1-inch diameter)
2 cups assorted cherry tomatoes (red, yellow, orange, pear-shaped, grape-sized)
1 tablespoon chopped fresh oregano
¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes
¼ cup extra virgin olive oil
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
Fresh oregano sprigs as a garnish


Place the mozzarella, tomatoes, oregano, red pepper flakes, and olive oil in a bowl. Gently stir together just until combined. Season with salt and pepper.


Spoon the mixture onto a platter, garnish with oregano sprigs, and serve.


Serves 6
Wine Suggestion: Pinot Noir or Shiraz
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tomato bruschetta



This is a dish to make at the height of summer, when we can celebrate the anniversary of that perfect marriage of basil and vine-ripened tomatoes. Just add a few drops of balsamic vinegar to bring out the sweetness of the tomatoes, and use a good coarse-textured, crusty bread for the bruschetta.


 


2 large ripe tomatoes, peeled, seeded, and cut into ½-inch dice
3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil
teaspoon balsamic vinegar
Salt
6 slices coarse-textured country bread, cut ⅜-inch thick
2 large cloves garlic
10 fresh basil leaves


In a small bowl, toss together the tomatoes, 1 tablespoon of the olive oil, the balsamic vinegar, and salt to taste.


Under a broiler or on a wood-fired grill, toast the bread until golden on each side. Rub the bread lightly on one side with the garlic, using the toasted surface like a grater. With a pastry brush, brush on the remaining 2 tablespoons olive oil.


Pile the basil leaves on top of one another, roll them up, and cut into thin ribbons. Distribute the tomato mixture evenly over the toast, garnish with the basil, and serve immediately.


Serves 6
Wine Suggestion: Sauvignon Blanc




[image: imags] how to peel, seed, and chop tomatoes


To peel tomatoes, begin by bringing a large pot of water to a boil. Submerge the tomatoes in the boiling water for 30 seconds. Then, using a slotted spoon, quickly remove the tomatoes from the water and plunge them into an ice-water bath. When they are cool enough to handle, core the tomatoes from the stem end, using a small paring knife. Then peel off the skins (they should come off easily; if not, return the tomatoes to the boiling water for a few seconds).


To remove the seeds, cut the tomatoes in half horizontally. Cup one half in your hand and, holding the tomato over a bowl, gently squeeze out the seeds (you can use your fingers to remove seeds from the cavity). Discard the seeds, skin, and core.


Chop the tomato in a rough dice using a sharp chef’s knife.





 



garlic bruschetta



The Italian word bruschetta is often mispronounced; it should be broo-ske’-tah. These toasts, rubbed with garlic and drizzled with olive oil, are a great way to salvage bread that is growing stale. Here I’ve made a bruschetta for garlic-lovers, utilizing both raw and roasted garlic for a double dose of the edible lily.


 


2 bulbs garlic
3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
1½ tablespoons chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley
1½ tablespoons finely chopped fresh chives
6 slices rustic country-style bread, cut ⅜-inch thick
2 cloves garlic
Fresh flat-leaf parsley sprigs as a garnish


Preheat the oven to 375°F.


Using a serrated knife, cut the top quarter off the bulbs of garlic. Place the bulbs in a small baking dish. Drizzle with the oil, season with salt and pepper, and cover with foil. Bake until the garlic is tender when pierced with fork, 30 to 40 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool a bit.


Squeeze the base of the bulbs to extract as much of the garlic pulp from the skins as possible. Season the garlic to taste with salt and pepper, stir in the chopped parsley and chives, and reserve. Reserve the oil in the pan also.


Toast the bread on both sides, either over an outdoor grill, under the broiler, or in a toaster, until golden. Cut each piece of toast in half. Rub one side of the toasted bread with the whole cloves of garlic. Brush the toast with the reserved oil, and then spread the garlic paste over it.


Place the toasts on a platter. Garnish with sprigs of parsley, and serve immediately.


Serves 6
Wine Suggestion: Pinot Noir


 



grilled bread with fava beans and escarole



I love fava beans, especially when I can get them fresh from the garden. Peeling and shelling fresh favas takes some work, but the payoff is so great that it’s well worth the effort. In Italy, I have had fava beans when they were so tender and young that you could just pop them in your mouth without cooking. When the fava harvest is underway, the Italians love to celebrate by drizzling the fresh raw beans with fruity virgin olive oil, sprinkling them with sea salt, and shaving a bit of Parmigiano-Reggiano over the top.


Puréed with garlic and lemon and spread on grilled country bread, this is a great antipasto offering for a summer evening.


 


3 pounds fresh fava beans in the pod
1 clove garlic, minced
5 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil
½ tablespoon fresh lemon juice
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
1 12-ounce bunch escarole, trimmed, cut into 1-inch-wide strips
1 tablespoon red wine vinegar
Small pinch of crushed red pepper flakes
24 slices country-style bread, cut ⅜-inch thick, grilled or toasted
3 ounces Pecorino cheese
Lemon wedges as a garnish


Shell the beans and discard the pods. Bring a saucepan three-quarters full of water to a boil. Add the beans and cook over medium-high heat for 30 seconds. Drain the beans, reserving 1 cup of the cooking liquid. Let the beans cool for 10 minutes. Then pop the skins off the beans.


Place the beans, garlic, and 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in a skillet. Over medium-high heat, cook the beans, stirring frequently and adding the reserved cooking liquid as necessary to form a rough paste, 20 minutes. Remove the beans from the heat and pulse the mixture in a food processor or blender to form a smooth paste. Stir in the lemon juice, 2 tablespoons of the olive oil, and salt and pepper to taste.
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Fava beans first begin to appear in the market in mid-spring, their large thick pods a brilliant green. As the season progresses and the beans mature, the pods may be splotched with black and the flavor of the beans may become more pronounced. Fava beans are also known as broad beans or horse beans and have a flat, kidney-shaped appearance.


To prepare fava beans, first remove the beans by snapping the pods where you feel a bean and popping out the beans. If the beans are very small, about the size of a large pea, you can eat the bean and pod raw, or you can blanch them in boiling water for 10 seconds.


When the beans are larger, it is best to remove the skin. To do this, bring a pot of water to a boil. Add the fava beans and blanch them for 20 to 25 seconds. Immediately remove them with a slotted spoon. Plunge into ice water to cool. When the beans have cooled enough to handle, make a small slit with your fingernail in the side of the skin and pop the bean out. Discard the skins.





In another skillet, heat the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil over high heat. Add the escarole and cook, tossing frequently with kitchen tongs, until it wilts, 2 to 3 minutes. Toss in the vinegar, red pepper flakes, and salt and pepper to taste.


Spread the bean puree on the grilled bread and top with the wilted escarole. With a cheese shaver or vegetable peeler, shave a few thin slices of Pecorino onto the top of each piece. Garnish with lemon wedges and serve immediately.


Makes 24 pieces; serves 8
Wine Suggestion: Pinot Noir


 



crostini with herbed goat cheese and wilted spinach



During the holidays about ten years ago, I began to wish that there was an office Christmas party for me to go to. Realizing that I had a number of friends who were similarly self-employed, I planned a get-together that has now become a tradition. Each year, we gather for a multi-course luncheon, which I cook. Last year I started lunch with these crostini and a glass of Champagne.


 


6 ounces or 1¼ cups fresh goat cheese, room temperature


1 tablespoon grated lemon zest


2 tablespoons thinly sliced fresh chives


1 tablespoon chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley


1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint


2 teaspoons chopped fresh oregano


1 teaspoon chopped fresh thyme


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil


½ pound fresh baby spinach leaves, washed, stems trimmed


6 slices rustic country-style bread, cut ⅜-inch thick


In a bowl, mash together the goat cheese, lemon zest, chives, parsley, mint, oregano, thyme, and salt and pepper. Reserve.


In a large frying pan, warm the olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the spinach, and using tongs, toss the spinach until wilted, 2 to 3 minutes. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Set aside.


Toast the bread on an outdoor grill, under the broiler, or in a toaster. Cut each slice in half on the diagonal.


Spread the herbed goat cheese evenly over the toasted bread. Top the goat cheese with the wilted spinach, distributing it evenly. Place the grilled bread on a platter, and serve immediately.


Serves 6
Wine Suggestion: Sauvignon Blanc


 



crostini with smoked trout and lemon zest



When I want a simple dish to serve with drinks, especially Champagne or sparkling wine, this is one of my favorite choices. It’s really best with homemade mayonnaise, but you can use store-bought. Smoked trout is available at most grocery stores, but you could also substitute any smoked fish.


 


¼ cup mayonnaise


2 small cloves garlic, minced


1½ teaspoons fresh lemon juice


1 teaspoon grated lemon zest


⅛ teaspoon cayenne pepper


½ teaspoon sweet paprika


2 scallions, white and green parts, thinly sliced


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


1½ cups flaked smoked trout (3 ounces), bones removed


18 slices rustic coarse-textured bread, cut into 2½-inch squares, ½-inch thick


1 ounce caviar (American sturgeon, salmon, osetra, beluga, or sevruga)


Lemon wedges as a garnish


In a small bowl, combine the mayonnaise, garlic, lemon juice, lemon zest, cayenne, paprika, and scallions. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Mix well. Add the trout and stir to combine.


Grill or toast the bread. Spread the trout mixture on top of the toasted bread squares. Garnish each one with a dollop of caviar, and serve immediately with lemon wedges alongside.


Serves 6
Wine Suggestion: Chardonnay, Viognier, sparkling wine, or Champagne


 



pita crisps with spinach, walnut, and garlic puree



Pita chips are like an edible spoon and may be served with all kinds of pastes, purees, and salads. They’re simple to prepare and just as good made ahead as they are fresh. (Store them in an airtight container for up to three days.) I love them with this simple first course, or meze, which comes from Volos, on the coast of Greece, where my friend Stavoula gave me the recipe. The puree is similar to, but not as traditional as, the classic skorthalia, a pungent garlic dip that’s thickened with toasted walnuts, potatoes, and/or stale bread. (There is a version of skorthalia with the Batter-Fried Crispy Fish in the Mains chapter.)


 


3 pita breads (8-inch diameter)


9 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


Salt


1 cup fresh spinach, washed and coarsely chopped


½ cup fresh bread crumbs


¼ cup cold water


¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons walnut halves


3 cloves garlic, minced


2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


Lemon wedges as a garnish


Preheat the oven to 375°F. Separate each pita bread into 2 rounds, and cut each round into 8 wedges. Place the wedges on a baking sheet. Drizzle with 3 tablespoons of the olive oil, sprinkle with salt, and toss together. Bake in the oven, tossing occasionally, until crisp, 10 to 12 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool on the baking sheet. Leave the oven on.


Bring a pot of salted water to a boil. Add the spinach to the boiling water and immediately drain it. Pat it dry with paper towels.


Soak the bread crumbs in the cold water, and then squeeze them well to remove the excess moisture. Discard the water.


Place the walnuts on a baking sheet and bake in the oven until they are golden, 7 minutes. Chop enough of the walnuts to make 2 tablespoons, and set aside.


Combine the spinach, bread crumbs, remaining walnut halves, remaining 6 tablespoons olive oil, garlic, and lemon juice in a blender or food processor. Blend to create a smooth paste. Taste, and season with salt and pepper.


Mound the puree on a plate, and sprinkle it with the reserved chopped walnuts. Garnish with lemon wedges, and serve with the pita crisps.


Makes 48 pita crisps and 1½ cups puree; serves 8
Wine Suggestion: Pinot Noir


 



endive with gorgonzola, caramelized onions, and fig jam



This elegant first course was inspired by Bibby Gignilliat, a great cook, wonderful assistant, and good friend. Bibby layers the Gorgonzola, onions, and fig jam on grilled bread. I wanted to lighten the recipe a bit, so I put them on endive leaves. It’s terrific both ways!


If you don’t want to make your own jam, you can buy fig jam at specialty markets.


 


3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


3 yellow onions, thinly sliced


½ teaspoon sugar


½ teaspoon minced fresh thyme


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


4 large heads Belgian endive


4 ounces Italian Gorgonzola cheese, crumbled


G cup Black Mission Fig Jam (recipe follows)


Warm the olive oil in a large skillet over moderate heat. Add the onions, sugar, and thyme. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the onions are a caramel color and very soft, 30 to 40 minutes. Season with salt and pepper. (This mixture can be made a day in advance and refrigerated. Bring to room temperature before filling the leaves.)


Cut ½ inch off the bottom of each head of endive. Discard the outer leaves. Separate the leaves and discard the small inner leaves (or reserve them for another purpose). You should have approximately 36 leaves. (You can store the leaves in a single layer under damp towels for up to 4 hours.)


Fill the base of each endive leaf with the caramelized onion mixture, distributing it evenly. Top each one with 1 teaspoon Gorgonzola and a dollop of the fig jam. Arrange on a platter and serve.


Makes 36 pieces
Wine Suggestion: Shiraz



black mission fig jam



You can substitute other varieties of fresh figs.


 


20 fresh black Mission figs (about 1½ pounds), stemmed and cubed
½ cup honey
¼ cup water
1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice


In a medium saucepan, combine the figs, honey, water, and lemon juice. Bring the mixture to a simmer over medium heat and cook, stirring occasionally, until thick, 20 minutes. Test the jam by spooning a little onto a chilled saucer; place the saucer in the freezer for a few minutes; the mixture should firm up to a thick jamlike consistency.


Remove the jam from the heat and let it stand for 5 minutes. Then spoon it into hot sterilized glass jars to within ½ inch from the top. Place the lids and rings on the jars and seal tightly. Let cool completely. Refrigerate for up to 3 months.


Makes 2 to 2½ cups


 



prosciutto-wrapped greens with hot pepper and garlic



This antipasto comes from my days at Chez Panisse. The pieces are like little cigars, with the prosciutto rolled up around the wilted greens. The great thing is that this simple dish incorporates so many flavors: sweetness and acidity from the balsamic vinegar, saltiness from the prosciutto, bitterness from the greens, and hotness from the pepper.


 


6 cups trimmed assorted greens (Swiss chard, escarole, mustard greens, beet greens, chicory, radicchio), stems removed
3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil
2 cloves garlic, minced
2 to 3 teaspoons red wine vinegar
Pinch of crushed red pepper flakes
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
18 thin slices prosciutto


Arrange the greens in piles, roll them up, and cut them into 1-inch-wide strips. Wash them well and spin dry.


Heat the olive oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat. When it is hot, add the greens and garlic and toss for 2 to 4 minutes until the greens have wilted but are still bright green. Reduce the heat to low and continue to cook until soft, 2 minutes. Taste, and add the vinegar and red pepper flakes. Season with salt and pepper.


Lay one slice of prosciutto flat on a work surface. Place 2 to 3 tablespoons of the wilted greens at one end of the slice. Roll the prosciutto up completely to form a cigar shape. Repeat with the remaining prosciutto and greens.


Arrange on a platter and serve.


Makes 18 rolls; serves 6
Wine Suggestion: Shiraz


 



rolled grape leaves with rice, feta, currants, and pine nuts



In Greece, dolmades are traditionally made with ingredients like lamb and rice or raisins. I’ve given them a new twist here by adding feta cheese. When you’re cooking them, be sure to use lots of fruity extra virgin olive oil and lemon juice.


 


1 jar (16 ounces) preserved vine leaves, or 50 pesticide-free fresh young vine leaves
cup extra virgin olive oil
2 yellow onions, minced
⅓ cup pine nuts
1 cup chopped scallions, white and green parts
1 cup long-grain white rice
¼ cup chopped fresh parsley
¼ cup chopped fresh mint
¼ cup chopped fresh dill
⅓ cup dried currants
2 cups water
½ teaspoon salt
Freshly ground black pepper
6 ounces feta cheese, crumbled
12 sprigs fresh dill
Pinch of salt
½ cup fresh lemon juice
Lemon wedges as a garnish


Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Rinse the preserved vine leaves and blanch them, a few at a time, in the boiling water for 30 seconds. If you are using fresh grape leaves, blanch them for 2 to 3 minutes in the boiling water. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the leaves to a bowl of ice water and let them cool. Drain the leaves and cut off the tough stems.


Heat ½ cup of the olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Cook the onions, stirring occasionally, until soft, 7 minutes. Reduce the heat to low and add the pine nuts, scallions, and rice. Stir for 2 minutes. Then stir in the parsley, mint, dill, currants, 1 cup of the water, the ½ teaspoon salt, and pepper to taste. Cover and cook until the rice is tender and the water has been absorbed, 15 minutes. Remove from the heat and allow to cool. Add the feta and stir together.
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