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A bottle of olive oil, a cruet
of vinegar, a dish of sea
salt, a pepper grinder.
This is the simple

formula for a vinaigrette, a
sauce so humble that it often
doesn’t seem like a sauce at all.

But it is: In French, it’s called
‘‘la sauce vinaigrette.’’ A good
one transforms a bowl of salad
into something extraordinary.

And it’s not just for salads. A
drizzle of vinaigrette on the
plate can elevate any number
of dishes — grilled fish or
roasted chicken, pan-seared
steak or wilted greens.

As the weather heats up and
diners want simpler fare,
grilled outside or fresh from
the market stands, a vinaigrette
can be all we need — or want.

It’s the simplest thing in the
world to make. Just memorize
this: 3-to-1. That’s the classic
proportion of oil to vinegar.

Because there are so few
ingredients, their quality is
important. Use the best oil and
vinegar you can find, good sea
salt and freshly cracked black
pepper.

The only equipment
necessary is a whisk and a
bowl. Whisk the salt and
pepper into the vinegar first —
salt doesn’t dissolve in oil, but
it does in vinegar. Then whisk
in the oil. That’s a basic sauce
vinaigrette.

A classic vinaigrette is made
with red wine vinegar and olive
oil. Add to it mustard or
shallots or herbs or spices. And
vary the oil and vinegar —
using walnut or hazelnut oil,
balsamic or white wine vinegar
or sherry vinegar.

Traditionally, the oil is
drizzled in slowly, and whisked
all the while to emulsify it,
resulting in a creamy, smooth
sauce. Whisk a little Dijon
mustard into the vinegar
before the olive oil and it
emulsifies even more easily. (If
using an amazing olive oil,
though, skip the mustard,
which will cover up the
nuances of the oil.)

But you don’t have to
emulsify: Everything will
combine when you toss the
salad. Or if you’re using the
vinaigrette to sauce a plate that
will receive a fillet of Petrale
sole, you might welcome the
amber beads of olive oil
eddying in the rosy vinegar,
the oil and vinegar beading and
traveling on the plate like a
pointillist painting.

Depending on the oil and
vinegar and your palate, you
might want to depart from the
basic 3-to-1 ratio. The vinegar,
which is the acid component of
the sauce, can vary in acidity
from 4 percent to 8 percent or
more.

Saucing up
the humble
vinaigrette

A drizzle on the plate

can elevate any number

of dishes — grilled fish

or roasted chicken,

pan-seared steak or

wilted greens

NEW SCHEDULE: Chef John
Pisto’s column will now run
every other week, beginning
next Wednesday. Look for new
local content each week in
Taste, beginning today with the
centerpiece column by Julio
Ramirez and Marie
Perucca-Ramirez.

Please see Vinaigrette page D6
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I
n Nicaragua, weekends are for
picnicking by the shore,
relaxing in the cooling sea
breezes and enjoying the
flavorful seafood sold in little

stands and restaurants dotting the
beach.

Fishermen return from the sea in
the early morning hours and they are
greeted at the shore by cooks eagerly
waiting to pick out their fish as the
small boats unload their catch.
Seagulls wheel in the sky as the fish

are cleaned and
carried off in
buckets to the
seaside
restaurants. By
midday the air is
filled with the
scent of seafood
cooking over
wood fires:
deep-fried whole
snapper, sea
bass and corvina
served with
tangy fresh fruit
salsas.

Unlike most
Central
American
capitals,
Managua was

built at sea level, on the shores of
volcano-rimmed Lake Managua. The
heat and humidity there, especially
during the hot season, make beaches
such as Pochomil and Masachapa a
magnet for the city folks. Early in the
morning, families load up their cars
and pickup trucks — or take the local
buses — and head out on the winding
road that crosses the mountains from
the sultry capital to the beaches along
the Pacific Coast.

Setting out early one Saturday, we
join the line of vehicles sharing the
potholed road with oxen-drawn sugar
cane carts, horse-drawn milk carts,
tractors, banana trucks and bolting
cows (we are accustomed to traveling
by car under such circumstances, but
we are glad we are driving during the
day).  

Everyone tries to get to Pochomil
early, before the heat of the day
reaches its peak. While wealthier
families own beach houses for
weekend use, the less-well-to-do set
up under the circular palm-thatched
palapas that line the beach. Others
stop at the ramadas, patios sheltered
by thatched roofs, where plastic
chairs and tables are available for
their patrons’ use.

The ramada owners, usually

women, are excellent cooks and by
late morning they have wood fires
stoked in converted oil drums, and a
pot of fish soup simmering. Electrical
hookups provide electricity to make
ice — a valuable commodity on the
beach —and power CD players.
Sitting out of the blazing sun, under
the shade of the ramada, patrons can
relax and watch the beach scene

About the authors

 Julio Ramirez and Marie
Perucca-Ramirez, creators of the
Fishwife Seafood Restaurants and
Turtle Bay Taquerias on the
Monterey Peninsula, sold their
restaurants last year to start The
Food Wranglers Inc., a restaurant
consultant group. Julio is certified as
an executive chef by the American
Culinary Federation and in 1999 was
inducted into the prestigious
American Academy of Chefs. Marie
is a writer with a degree in history
and sociology and a master’s in
applied linguistics. The couple have
always enjoyed traveling the back
roads of the world; they are
interested in seeing what other
ethnic groups grow, what they eat,
how they prepare their food — what
their various cultures “taste like.”
During their travels they have met
many remarkable individuals, had a
number of unusual experiences,
eaten a variety of unfamiliar foods
— and collected some great recipes
in the process. Once a month they
will share their experiences —
through words and photos — with
Herald readers.

                                                                                                                                                              JULIO RAMIREZ/Special to The Herald

Concepción, one of a rosary of volcanoes that extend along the Pacific coast of Nicaragua.
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                   JULIO RAMIREZ/Special to The Herald

From top: A cook on the beach at
Pochomil holds the catch of the day. A
typical roadside fruit stand features
papayas, melons, mangoes, pineapples
and other tropical fruit.

Please see Nicaragua page D4

    Daniel Boulud’s Sunday supper    
                     (Serves 2)                      
Daniel Boulud is considered one of
the top chefs in the world, but he
loves home cooking. ‘‘It doesn’t
take much to get me inspired,’’ he
said in an interview. ‘‘Chicken with
spices and gently sautéed
vegetables is my 30-minute Sunday
supper.’’ Here is his recipe,
adapted to contains 607 calories
per serving with 16 percent of
calories from fat.

2 T. flour
2 tsp. ground cumin
Salt and freshly ground pepper
2 (8-oz.) chicken breasts on the
bone
3 tsp. olive oil (divided use)
1 cup chopped frozen onion
1-inch piece fresh ginger, chopped
1 med. garlic clove, crushed
1 red bell pepper, sliced (about 1
cup)
1 cup thinly sliced fennel
1⁄2 cup white wine
2 T. chopped cilantro (optional)
Fluffy white rice

Steps: Mix flour and cumin with salt
and pepper to taste. Coat the
chicken on all sides with the
mixture. Heat 2 teaspoons olive oil
in a nonstick skillet. Brown chicken
on all sides, about 5 minutes;
remove from pan. Add the onion,
ginger, garlic, bell pepper and
fennel; saute 3 minutes. Return the
chicken to skillet; add the wine and
1⁄2 cup water. Bring to a gentle
simmer. Cover with a lid and cook
15 minutes. Drizzle the remaining
teaspoon oil over the chicken and
vegetables and sprinkle on the
cilantro. Serve over rice.

Per serving: 607 calories (16 percent
from fat), 10 g fat (1.6 g saturated,
5.9 g monounsaturated), 96 mg
cholesterol, 47.1 g protein, 71.1 g
carbohydrates, 7.2 g fiber, 148 mg
sodium.
— From Linda Gassenheimer, the
author of 14 cookbooks, including
her newest, “The Portion Plan” and
“Prevention’s Fit and Fast Meals in
Minutes.”

       On the shelf       
Happy anniversary

Chicago chef Rick Bayless’ seminal
cookbook,
“Authentic
Mexican:
Regional
Cooking from
the Heart of
Mexico”
(William
Morrow,
$30),
celebrates 20
years with an
anniversary edition. Photos have
been added to this exploration of
Mexico’s rich regional cuisines; the
recipes, corresponding techniques
and ingredients offer an informative
window into our southern
neighbor’s rich culinary traditions.
It’s at many bookstores, including
Borders and Barnes & Noble.

             Tips            
Take stock

The next time you find yourself
peeling raw shrimp, don’t toss
those shells out. Freeze them for
future use. A fantastic stock can be
made from nothing more than
some onion, carrot, tomato and
those shells. Just toss the shells in a
hot pan with some oil. Heat until
shells turns red. Grind shells in a
food processor. In a saucepan,
saute onion and carrot until the
onion is translucent. Add some
chopped tomato, the ground up
shells and enough water to cover.
Simmer 40 minutes and strain.

      All about wine      
Our online
wine expert
George
Edwards of
WineMarket
in Pacific
Grove writes
about wine
from China.
Read all of
Edwards’
columns or
ask him a wine-related question of
your own. Go to www.monterey
herald.com, click on columnists and
find “All About Wine.”

Quick fix
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while they enjoy savory
seafood dishes and ice-cold
drinks.

By noon the sun is intense,
the black volcanic sand is
radiating heat and the sea is
bath-water warm. The beach
resonates with the sounds of
kids playing in the gentle surf,
mothers gossiping, men
playing cards and drinking rum
and Coke, teenagers flirting
and the occasional ATV zipping
by. Salsas and cumbias, the life
rhythm of tropical America,
pulse from portable cassette
players. Vendors, moving to
the beat, pass by, offering
delicacies such as chicharon
(crisp-fried pork skins),
fragrant pineapple slices,
homemade sweets and fresh
coconut juice right out of the
nut.

By midday, the scent of
deep-frying seafood wafts
across the beaches. In Latin
America, the noon meal is
traditionally the big meal of the
day, and the sea air has given
everyone an appetite. The
cooks at the ramadas take
orders for deep-fried whole
snapper served with fried
platanos (plantains), rice,
beans and cabbage salsa;
cocktails of fresh conchas
negras (black clams); or bowls
of siete mares (seven seas), a
seafood soup that’s said to be a
sure cure for a hangover.

There’s nothing more
delicious than really fresh fish,
golden-fried whole, served with
a cold beer on the beach. It’s a
little messy if you’re not
familiar with removing the fish
from the bones, but it’s worth
the effort.

By 3 p.m. the scene quiets
down a bit. In some of the
ramadas, couples are dancing;
others are napping in
hammocks hung from the
posts. Mothers warn kids not
to go swimming until they
digest their meals. Teenagers
are trying to disappear from
adult scrutiny.

In the evening, some
beachgoers decide to sleep in
the back of their pickup trucks,
some have taken hotel rooms,
others will spend the night in
hammocks, eager for another
day at the beach. The rest pack
up the sleepy kids and make
the winding trip inland — back
home.

We decide to stay on. Those
who spend the night on the
beach are rewarded with a
spectacular sunset, velvety
night air and, sometimes, if the
season is right, the opportunity
to witness one of nature’s
marvels. Late that night, while
sitting out under the stars,
chatting softly with other
beachgoers, we see in the
distance what looks to be the
top of a giant helmet at sea,
glistening in the moonlight —

then another. We soon realize,
as the objects move toward
shore, that they are the shells
of 300-pound sea turtles
swimming in to lay their eggs
on the beach.

We watch one turtle for
hours as she laboriously digs a
hole with her flippers, lays her
eggs, covers her nest and then
pulls herself back out to sea to
disappear in the moonlight.

As the sun rises the next
morning, the cooks from the
ramadas are again meeting the
fishing boats, and those of us
who’d spent the night enjoy an
early morning bath in the
warm sea — looking forward to
another day at the beach.

                    Siete Mares                    

        (Seven Seas Seafood Soup)        

                      (Serves 6)                      

This flavorful soup is so easy to
make. If you’re lucky enough to have
fishermen in the house, use the day’s
fresh catch — or use any
combination of seafood you can pick
up at the market.

8 cups water
1 T. salt
1⁄8 tsp. freshly ground black

pepper
1 lb. red/white potatoes, peeled,

diced, and rinsed
1⁄2 cup diced carrots
4 green onions, chopped

(including the greens)
2 serrano chiles, minced
1⁄3 cup diced red bell pepper
2 tsp. minced garlic
1 lb. fish (e.g. tilapia, bass, halibut

or sole) cut in bite-sized pieces
1 lb. any combination fresh

shellfish (e.g.: 4 scallops, halved; 8
shrimp; 4 calamari tubes, quartered;
6 littleneck clams and 8 mussels, in
their shells)

2 cups diced tomatoes
3 T. chopped fresh cilantro
Steps: In a medium pot, bring the

water to boil; add the salt, pepper,
potatoes and carrot. Bring the liquid
to a boil, lower the heat, and simmer
until the potatoes are tender, 7
minutes. Add the onions, chiles, bell
pepper and garlic, cook 2 minutes
more. Add fish, shellfish, tomatoes
and cilantro; cook over medium low
heat until the fish is cooked, 5
minutes. Discard any shells that
haven’t opened.

Serve hot, accompanied by a loaf
of French bread — or hot tortillas as
the Nicaraguans do.

         Deep-fried whole snapper         
                Nicaraguan-style               
                    (Serves 3-6)                    

This recipe, from the beach at
Pochomil, is written for three fish;
but since usually only one fish fits in
a pan at a time, repeat the
procedure for each fish. Each fish
can be divided to serve two. Served
with rice, fried plantains, warm
tortillas and a cold beer. This dish
captures the essence of Latin
American coastal cuisine.

3 whole fresh fish, 11⁄2 lbs. each 
(tilapia, stripped bass or snapper)
gutted and scaled (have your
fishmonger do this for you); rinsed
and patted dry

3 lemons (about 3 T. fresh lemon
juice)

1 T. salt
1 cup corn meal
11⁄2 cup peanut oil, for frying
1 cup salsa de tomate Pochomil

(see below)
2 limes, sliced, for garnish
For each fish: Using a paring knife,

score both sides of the fish with
diagonal cuts, making the incisions
1⁄2-inch deep. Squeeze the juice of
one lemon equally over each side of
the fish, then sprinkle 1 tsp. of salt
equally on both sides. Set aside;
allow to marinate for 15 to 20
minutes, then drain (don’t rinse).
Spread the corn meal on a dinner
plate; roll the fish in the corn meal,
coating it well. 

Heat the oil in a large, 12-inch
skillet over medium heat to 300
degrees. Do not let the oil smoke.

Put the fish in the pan and cook it for
4 to 41⁄2 minutes; turn and cook
additional 4 to 41⁄2 minutes. The fish
will be done when the coating is
crispy and the flesh separates easily
from the bones. Set the fish aside on
paper towels to drain. Repeat with
the next fish. 

Place the fish on large dinner
plates; spoon Salsa de Tomate
generously over each fish. Place one
lime slice over each fish’s eye;
garnish the plate with lime slices.
Serve immediately.

         Salsa de tomate Pochomil         
             (Makes about 3 cups)             

This sauce is equally tasty served
over pasta or egg dishes.

1 T. olive oil
1⁄2 onion finely diced 
1⁄4 red bell pepper, finely diced
Half green bell pepper, finely

diced
4 garlic cloves, finely sliced
1 serrano chile, finely sliced
4 med. fresh tomatoes, peeled

and diced (about 3 cups)
1⁄3 cup chopped cilantro
1 tsp. salt
1⁄4 tsp. black pepper
Steps: Heat the oil in a medium

skillet over medium heat; add the
onion and bell peppers, cook for 4
minutes. Add the garlic and chile;
cook 2 minutes more, stirring
occasionally. Add the tomatoes,
cover and cook for 3 minutes more.
Remove the pan from the heat. Add
the cilantro, salt and pepper, stir,
cover and set aside. Serve
immediately, or refrigerate in a
nonreactive airtight container for up
to 3 days. Re-warm gently to serve.

                                                                   JULIO RAMIREZ/Special to The Herald

A woman carries her selection of fish bought from the fishermen
as they unload their catch on the beach at Masachapa,
Nicaragua.

Nicaragua
From page D1 Julio Ramirez,

former
chef-owner of
Fishwife and
Turtle Bay
restaurants on
the Monterey
Peninsula,
speaks with a
local cook in a
seaside village
in Nicaragua.
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The Washington Post

E nding a meal with a
luscious treat is one of
life’s great pleasures.

From créme brulée
and chocolate torte to pecan pie
and tiramisu, such sweet
concoctions cleanse the palate,
satisfy the appetite and signal a
meal’s curtain call to the brain.
Trouble is, of course, their
calories and fat can rival those
in the meal itself, so they are
often served with a heaping
portion of guilt.

Imagine my delight, then,
when a healthy-dessert
workshop was among the many
tempting offerings at a recent
Culinary Institute of America
conference held at the CIA’s St.
Helena campus.

Co-sponsored by the
Harvard Medical School,
‘‘Healthy Kitchens, Healthy
Lives’’ is the brainchild of
physician and ardent amateur
chef David Eisenberg. He
believes that if doctors know
how to cook healthful food,
perhaps they will encourage
their patients to do the same.

So on a Saturday morning in
what was once the Christian
Brothers winery in Napa
Valley, I donned a CIA apron
and toque to learn more about
making lighter desserts from
instructor Stephen Durfee. He
is a former pastry chef at
Thomas Keller’s renowned
French Laundry.

It sweetened the deal that

For guilt-free
desserts, makeovers

from the CIA

Please see Makeover page D6

Healthy-dessert workshop among the many

tempting offerings at a recent Culinary Institute

of America conference
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