






American palate. “I’ve tried to bring back 

my experience, but unfortunately, we 

can’t have foods sitting out at the bar, or 

toothpicks presented as a bill tally,” he 

says. “I sometimes worry that as a culture, 

we sanitize experiences too much, but I’m 

happy with how we translated it for our 

bar customers.”

Although not hugely popular, a fixture on 

the pintxos menu is a cod-fish esqueixada. 

Gilligan soaks dried cod for 24 hours in 

water, then poaches it in milk for 20  

minutes. “The milk breaks down enzymes  

and removes some of the salt,” he explains. 

He then adds the cod to tomato concassé, 

roasted red pepper, red onion and garlic 

oil. He chops it and smears it on a crostini 

for service. 

“It’s not that popular because it’s salt cod, 

but I’m going to keep serving it,” he says. 

“Why not? It gives the menu authenticity.  

I do change the menu quite often 

though—it keeps us creative and keeps 

me on my toes.”

Tapas, interpreted

There is another dimension to tapas  

beyond conviviality and charm. Twisting  

tapas into hors d’oeuvres or amuses 

bouche doesn’t take a huge leap of faith. 

“You can capitalize on the popularity of 

Spanish ingredients, but make them work 

outside of a tapas theme,” says Adam  

Navidi, fine-dining chef at the Hyatt 

Regency Huntington Beach, Calif., and 

owner of Chef Adam Navidi’s Signature 

Cuisine, also in Huntington Beach. 

He features what he calls his “Spanish 

Cocktail” as an amuse bouche at the 

Hyatt and as a passed hors d’oeuvre at 

catered events. On a cocktail fork, he 

skewers Manchego cheese and a melon-

balled piece of casaba. He squeezes local 

orange-blossom honey over the skewer, 

then garnishes with ground cumin. “My 

inspiration was the classic combination of 

fruit and cheese,” says Navidi. “And cumin 

and honey go so well together.”

He features other Spanish ingredients 

on his menu at the hotel. Spanish white 

anchovies are tossed in with the Caesar 

salad, and crispy Serrano ham embellishes 

a side of grilled asparagus.

Perhaps the most predominant interpreta-

tion of tapas is found in small plates, a 

tradition pulled not only from Spain, but 

from all the countries that border the 

Mediterranean Sea.

“We serve American small plates,” says 

Matthew Lake, executive chef of HONU, 

Huntington, N.Y. Although the focus is 

on local ingredients, there is a Spanish 

influence here. “Seasonality is important 

to us, but we use Spain and the Mediter-

ranean as our guideposts,” he says. 

So, piquillo peppers—Spanish to the 

core—are given an American twist with a 

stuffing of braised short ribs. Carrot, onion 

and celery are browned, then garlic and 

tomato paste are added. Red wine deglaz-

es the pan, and the liquid is then reduced. 

The braised short ribs are added back in, 

along with fresh thyme. The ingredients  

are covered with water and brought back 

to a simmer. The ribs braise in the oven at 

300ºF until the meat is tender. The meat is 

shredded, and the braising liquid strained 

and puréed. The pulled ribs are moistened 

with a bit of the sauce, then stuffed into 

whole piquillo peppers. The peppers are 

placed in a baking dish, draped with more 

sauce, covered, and baked at 300ºF until 

warmed through. 

“We’re definitely seeing a change in 

how Americans want to eat,” says Lake. 

“They may want more than tapas, but 

that small-plate sensibility is catching on. 

People want quality food without feeling 

like they’re sitting in church.”

Katie Ayoub, an award-winning writer, is 

based in Keswick, Ontario, Canada. She is 

editor in chief of our sister publication, Sizzle.

This beef tenderloin toro brocheta is a 
presentation piece at Chicago’s Cafe 
Ba Ba Reeba!
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