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We mustn’t forget the incendiary piri-piri, 
both a chile and the hot sauce made from the chile.  
The sauce is used as a marinade for shrimp, or, as I sample it at a Lisbon restaurant 
frequented by locals, brushed on chicken roasted until it’s golden brown, then served 
on the side in a small pot for those who crave an extra kick of heat in the mouth.

While it was the Spanish explorer Christopher Columbus who brought piri-piri 
chile peppers back to Europe from North America in 1493, it was the Portuguese 
who introduced them to the world. They distributed the pepper seeds at trading 
posts in West Africa and around the Cape of Good Hope, including its future 
colonies, Angola and Mozambique. Years later, the peppers were cultivated in 
Portugal where, over time, they developed a much milder flavour than those 
grown in Africa.

While the roots of many of the delicacies consumed in Portugal can be traced 
back centuries, a local favourite found exclusively in Porto has only been around 

since the 1960s. The dish, called francesinha, which means “little French 
girl” in Portuguese, was created by a chef who had lived in Paris and 
wanted to put a local twist on France’s croque-monsieur, a grilled ham and 
cheese sandwich. This sandwich on steroids is anything but little.

Between two thick slices of bread you find a combination of baby 
shrimp, steak, sausage and ham, baked with cheese melted over 
it, doused in a warm tomato and beer-based sauce and sometimes 
crowned with a fried egg. The sandwich is served with a mountain of 

fries that are then dipped into the sauce in which the francesinha soaks, 
because heaven forbid that any of it goes to waste. I order it one late 

summer evening, and the only reason I can make a good dent in my fran-
cesinha is that I’ve barely eaten anything else all day. It tastes like heaven.

To start a spirited debate with Porto locals, one need only ask which is the best 
francesinha joint in town – they each have a personal favourite, and there are at 
least 20 places to choose from. Thanks to the friends I’ve made on my travels, I 
discover my own favourite, Cufra, a modest diner where locals sit tightly packed 
at communal tables and many of the waiters don’t speak a word of English.

Here, as in many other local eateries, olive oil, garlic and potatoes, either 
steamed or boiled, are the stars of the food show. So, too, is freshly caught 
seafood. Hence, one of the first Portuguese words I learn, along with obrigada 
(thank you) and olá (hello), is bacalhau, or codfish, which, the locals say, can be 
prepared in 365 different ways.

Cufra – one of the area’s oldest eateries – is where I eat some of my most 
memorable meals. While there is no shortage of high-end contemporary dining 
establishments in Portugal, at its very best, Portuguese food is simple and hearty.

This, I discover, can also be said of its people. The Portuguese are some of the 
kindest, most hospitable people I have ever met on my travels. Whether they’re 
leaping off a train platform to chase after my ticket blown away by the wind, 
or giving a complete stranger like me a ride to the opposite end of town, the 
Portuguese truly go out of their way for visitors.

I can taste the care with which Portuguese food is prepared and I realize it’s 
another ingredient – along with the centuries of history behind it – that makes it 
taste so good.

continued on page 45

1316 9th Avenue SE
Calgary AB
403 514-0577
www.knifewear.com

Canada’s
AWESOMEST
knife shop
Where chefs and
foodies shop.

donating 50% of all sharpening proceeds for 2012 to the SERVANTS ANONYMOUS SOCIETY OF CALGARY

WWW.SILKROADSPICES.CA

1403A 9TH venue 
403 261 1955

CANADA’S PREMIER 
SPICE SHOP 

IS RIGHT HERE IN INGLEWOOD
 

incredible selection • expert knowledge



CITYPALATE.ca  MARCH APRIL 2012  45  

Patrick Dunn  
InterCourse Chef Services

The best thing I ate in 2011 was a 
dinner at the home of my close 
friend, Tai Graham. I brought over 
some lamb chops I picked up at 
Second to None Meats to add to 
her stash of lamb from TK Ranch. 
We marinated it overnight in orange 
juice, gin, garlic and herbs. We 
browned the lamb on the stove, 
before finishing it in the oven. The 
sauce for the lamb took her two days 
to make, but man-oh-man, was the 
effort worth the reward. She used an 
Emeril Lagasse recipe for a classic 
demi glace along with components 
from about six other recipes she 
found online, added some of her own 
touches and made the most incredible 
citrus-infused sauce I’ve ever tasted.

The lamb was accompanied by 
roasted root vegetables, and Tai’s 
delicate chevre-polenta cakes, which 
are always light and fluffy when they 
come out of the oven. When we sat 
down to dinner, I took a couple of 
bites and had that rare “Oh my God! 
This is one of the best meals I’ve 
ever had” reaction. Tai has one of 
the best palates of anyone I know. To 
this day, she loves telling the story of 
how a professionally trained SAIT and 
Cordon Bleu chef got his taste buds 
blown away that night!

Nan Eskenazi Good Earth Cafés

I make frequent trips to Seattle and 
one of the best things I ever eat 
is a variation of Hangtown Fry. 
My favourite variation is a blend of 
the traditional Hangtown Fry and a 
Joe’s Special – scrambled eggs with 
bacon, spinach, a little tabasco, and, 
best of all, oysters!

A Hangtown Fry consists of fried 
oysters, eggs and fried bacon 
cooked together like an omelet. In 
the California gold-mining camps of 
the late 1800s, Hangtown Fry was 
a one-skillet meal for hungry miners 
who struck it rich. They had plenty 
of gold to spend on live oysters 
brought to the gold fields in barrels 
of sea water after being gathered 
in and around San Francisco Bay. A 
few drinks and a Hangtown Fry were 
considered a gentleman’s evening.

A Joe’s Special is a frittata made with 
eggs, ground beef and spinach, and 
according to some, was devised by a 
San Francisco chef as a variation on the 
Italian frittata. Others attribute the dish 
to miners who frequented the city’s 
riotous Barbary Coast district in the 
1850s. I love that these dishes have 
good stories to tell and they’re good 
comfort food. What could be better?

feeding people continued from page 21

When in Portugal’s two largest cities, 
the following are dining must-dos.

LISBON 
1. Restaurante Bonjardim at Travessa 
de Santo Antão 11, for wonderful piri-
piri chicken in a restaurant frequented 
mostly by locals.

2. Antiga Confeitaria de Belém, at Rua 
de Belém 84. Only three people in the 
world know the secret recipe for these 
custard tarts, which are pumped out 
daily by the tens of thousands to meet 
demand. Eat them fresh – they don’t 
taste the same the next day.

3. Restaurante O Filho de Menino 
Júlio dos Caracóis, Rua Vale Formoso 
de Cima 140 – B, for hot, garlicky 
caracóis. These tiny snails are cooked 
in the shell and served by the platter 
along with toast and beer, during the 
May to September season. Locals 
consume about 4,000 tons every year. 
Slurped right out of the shell or coaxed 
out with a toothpick, the snails have 
the texture of cooked mushrooms and 
are really delicious. It helps knowing 
they’re actually classified as mollusks, 
like clams or squid, but if you’re still 
squeamish about eating them, do what 
I do and avoid eye contact.

PORTO
1. Solar do Vinho do Porto, Rua de 
Entre-Quintas, 220. Best place in town 
to watch the sunset and enjoy sweeping 
views over the Douro River, with a glass 
of port or a port-based cocktail. 

2. Cufra, Avenida da Boavista 2504. 
Split the francesinha with a friend; 
for dessert, try the natas do céu, or 
“heavenly cream,” a confection of egg 
yolks, cream and crushed biscuits.

3. Restaurante Shis, Praia do Ourigo, 
Esplanada do Castelo. Built right below 
the boardwalk on the beach, you can 
watch the Atlantic waves crash only 
metres away from its floor-to-ceiling 
windows while you enjoy an extensive 
seafood menu. ✤

Barbara Balfour is a freelance journalist,  
editor and author who can be reached at  

barbarabalfour.com.

From Codfish to Custard Tarts:
Portugal’s 
contributions 
to the world’s 
cuisines.
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