“There is a very strong
sense of identity among
Catalan people. They
care deeply about every
aspect of their culture
and, of course, food is
a big part of that”
Spain’s most delicious region?
I
It has to be Catalonia. Renowned
chef José Pizarro shares some
of his favourite foodie haunts in
Barcelona, Gerona and beyond
Words: Nione Meakin. Photos: Laura Edwards

062 T H O M A S C O O K T R A V E L

t started, says José Pizarro, with a visit to
Ferran Adrià’s legendary, Michelin-starred
restaurant el Bulli, in the Spanish town of
Roses on the Costa Brava. “That was 1996.
It was the first time I visited Catalonia. I was two
years into my cooking career and to visit a place
like that? Wow.”
Adrià’s pioneering style made a massive
impression on the young chef. “Everyone was
talking about el Bulli. It was the finest haute
cuisine in Spain. But,” he says, “it was not
Catalonian food.” The question of what defines
Catalan cuisine has been on Pizarro’s mind ever
since – so much so that he has recently taken
time out from the string of acclaimed Spanish
restaurants he runs in Bermondsey, London,
to eat and drink his way around the region he
calls “one of the main food destinations in
the whole of Spain”. And he’s set down his
findings in a new book.
More than 20 years after Adrià first made
waves (and headlines) at el Bulli, Catalonia
continues to be home to some of the world’s
greatest chefs. Last year, the region notched
up a total of 54 Michelin-starred restaurants,
including Gerona’s El Celler de Can Roca – twice
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Pulse quickeners
Fresh butifarra
sausage with beans
(below); escudella,
or chickpea stew,
served José’s
way – with pasta
(opposite)

“Now people know more and more
about Spain, they want to cook
more of the dishes they have tried”
ranked the number one restaurant in the world;
Martin Berasateguì’s Lasarte in Barcelona, and
Miramar, a restaurant in the village of Llançà on
the Costa Brava, run by Adrià disciple Paco Pérez.
But it’s not the culinary fireworks of these
contemporary chefs that inform Pizarro’s book
so much as the enduring classics of Catalonia;
specialities such as butifarra, a traditional Catalan
sausage that comes in many varieties; the homely
chickpea stew escudella, whose origins can be
traced from the 14th century, and arroz negra,
a paella-like dish of rice blackened with cuttlefish
ink. “There is a very strong sense of identity among
Catalan people and I respect that,” says Pizarro.
“They care deeply about every aspect of their
culture and, of course, food is a big part of that.”
Catalonia is the chef’s fourth cookery book
in an ongoing series that caters to the everincreasing public appetite for Spanish food.
Each book focuses on the food of a specific
region because, “Spain is 17 communities in one
and they are all quite, quite different,” says Pizarro.
He was born and raised on a farm in Extremadura,
near the border with Portugal. One of his earliest
memories is not of a dish but an ingredient – fresh
milk still warm from the cow. “It’s a very rural area
and was, for a long time, very poor. As a result, the
food is down to earth. People made the best they
could from almost nothing.”
When, after training in Madrid, he first came to
the UK in 1998, “Spanish foods were not all that
popular. People knew about patatas bravas, paella
and sangria, but that was about it. Now people
know more and more about Spain, they want
to cook more of the dishes they have tried. The
change in people’s attitudes and their knowledge
of this food has been huge.” With the Catalonian
capital of Barcelona now welcoming more
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Bright ideas
Sunny Llançà
(main and far
left); pan con
tomate (left);
rabbit rice
(below)

“Catalonia has some of the most
beautiful little bays, beaches and
rocky areas. But that’s not all”
than 32 million visitors every year and the
northern city of Gerona – regularly highlighted as
one of the best cities for a European mini-break –
attracting some five million, he says the time was
right to focus on the northeastern coastal region,
which also comprises the provinces of Lleida to
the west and Tarragona along the coast.
Catalonia’s long and rich history and its
diverse terrain has resulted in a unique regional
gastronomy, says Pizarro: “They combine
ingredients unlike any other area of Spain.”
Savoury is mixed with sweet – as seen in the
recipe he includes for chicken served with
a rich sauce of dark chocolate and saffron – and
seafood is combined with meat, a style known as
mar i muntanya (“sea and mountain”), reflecting
the Pyrenees to the north and the Mediterranean
bordering the south and west. As a coastal region,
“Catalonia has some of the most beautiful little
bays, beaches and rocky areas,” he writes. “But
that’s not all. There are rivers and even an area
where the saltwater meets fresh water. This
diversity of water sources naturally produces
a huge range of incredible seafood.”
The book features what Pizarro was told was
the original recipe for arroz negro with cuttlefish
and butifarra sausage, made in this case with
caramelised onions. He also “had to include”
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Inf luences from Africa,
France and the Middle
East have all added to the
melting pot of f lavours

Which way, José?
The super chef on his favourite
places to eat in Catalonia
MIRAMAR
“I have known owner Paco
Pérez for a long time and
I love his food, personality
and creativity.”
restaurantmiramar.com

MAS RABIOL
a recipe for xapadillo, more commonly known
as fried eel, his favourite dish at La Tancanda,
a restaurant in Amposta, Tarragona. The mouth
of Spain’s longest river, the Ebro, is located in the
same province, and there are rice paddies whose
produce is renowned throughout the country.
Pizarro’s rice with wild rabbit, saffron and chilli is a
tribute to the dishes he tried in the “tiny, excellent”
restaurants dotted around the Delta del Ebro.
Historically, influences from Africa, France
and the Middle East have all added to Catalonia’s
enticing melting pot of flavours. The inclusion of
a pasta dish – a chicken cannelloni cooked for
Pizarro by friends in Empordà – might seem out of
place in a Catalan cookery book. But pasta has had

a place in the region’s kitchens since the days of
the Moors. Tapas, however – a tradition often
associated with Barcelona – actually originated in
Andalusia. Yet serving plates of tasty snacks with
drinks is one of the city’s most popular attractions.
La Cova Fumada, in the Barceloneta district, is
one of the city’s oldest and best-loved tapas bars,
and is believed to have created the Barceloneta
bomba, a giant ball of fried potato filled either
with spicy carrots or meat. “The first time I went
there, I thought, ‘So much history, I love it already.
But how is the food going to be?’” recalls Pizarro.
“It was so, so good. I almost didn’t want to include
it in the book because I wanted to keep it a secret.
But it’s a place you must visit. They do a stunning

“This is a great place to stay
and eat if you go to Empordà
– the escudella is a must.”
masrabiol.com

SA RASCASSA
“Expect stunning food
and lovely service in
a beautiful environment
with incredible views.”
hostalsarascassa.com

EL CELLER DE
CAN ROCA
“Run by a great family,
the food and service here
makes for an experience
that is unique in the world.”
cellercanroca.com
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Bermondsey bombs
Serves 6
INGREDIENTS:
1kg potatoes
Sea salt and freshly ground pepper
4 tablespoons olive oil
2 onions, finely chopped
1 large garlic clove, finely chopped
2 good pinches of chilli flakes
400g tinned tomatoes
160g minced (ground) pork
75g plain flour
2 free-range eggs, beaten
100g dry breadcrumbs
Olive oil for deep-frying
Alioli to serve

METHOD:
Put the potatoes in a pan with cold
salted water and boil. When cooked,
drain and cool, then peel and mash.
Season and set aside. Keep warm.
Grill, interrupted
Chef José Pizarro
prepares some
extremely fresh
seafood

local version of the bomba with prawns and
octopus that I like with a glass of vermouth.”
In Catalonia, as in other parts of Spain, many
people still buy their food at local markets. While
Barcelona’s sprawling, colourful La Boqueria is
one of the best known, Pizarro’s favourite is the
open-air market in Palafrugell, Gerona. “You’ll
inevitably end up buying many things you didn’t
go there for, just because there’s so much choice,”
he says. “The farmers are very proud of what
they’ve brought to market, so spend a little time
chatting to them and they’ll be delighted.”
Visit the region in springtime and you’ll find the
market stalls laid out with an abundance of wild
asparagus. But it’s also good to visit in autumn,
adds Pizarro, when the thrill of mushroom-hunting
grips the region and dedicated foragers can

expect to find everything from spongy rovellons
to the rich, aromatic tafona negra, or “black
trumpet”. He sighs. “I can’t choose one season to
visit. The important thing is to visit. I’ve been lucky
to travel through a lot of Catalonia for this book
and I know now how beautiful the people are.
I understand why they work so hard to keep the
heritage of their cuisine and why they celebrate
their ingredients. It’s a place you just have to go
to – and when you are there, you must eat!”
Catalonia: Recipes From Barcelona And Beyond
by José Pizarro (£25, Hardie Grant) is out now.
josepizarro.com
BE THERE: Book a Catalonian gourmet escape.
Thomas Cook Airlines flies to Barcelona, and
launches new routes to Gerona in May 2018.
thomascookairlines.com

Heat two tablespoons of oil in a pan and
add half the onions.Cook on medium
until caramelised (about 20 mins), then
add the garlic and some chilli flakes.
Cook for one minute then add the meat.
Cook for 10 mins, season and set aside.
For the sauce, heat the remaining
oil in a pan and cook the rest of the
onions until soft. Add a pinch of chilli
flakes and the tomatoes and cook
until reduced. Season.
Make a 100g ball of mash. Press a
hole in the centre, fill with the meat
mixture and cover with mash. Repeat.
Put the flour, eggs and breadcrumbs
in bowls. Roll the balls in the flour,
then the egg, then the breadcrumbs.
In a deep pan, heat plenty of oil to
180°C. Fry the bombs until golden
and hot inside. Spoon some alioli on
to a plate, place a bomb on top and
cover with the spicy tomato sauce.
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