Catalan Potatoes Bravas

- Serves 4 -

Ingredients

1 1/2 pounds waxy potatoes, such as Yukon Gold, red-skin, or fingerling potatoes

Kosher salt

1/4 cup extra virgin olive oil

2 large Spanish onions, thinly sliced

6 cloves garlic, chopped

2 teaspoons sweet smoked paprika (pimentón de la vera dulce)

1 teaspoon hot smoked paprika (pimentón de la vera picante)

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1/4 teaspoon cayenne

Freshly ground black pepper 

One 35-ounce can plum tomatoes

1 1/2 tablespoons sherry vinegar

1 cup olive oil

Sea salt, for garnish

Barcelona Aioli (recipe follows), for serving

Procedure

1. Preheat the oven to 450° F.

2. Put the potatoes in a large pot and add enough cold water to cover by an inch. Add 4 tablespoons of salt and bring to a boil over high heat. Reduce the heat slightly and simmer for about 20 minutes, or until just fork tender. Drain the potatoes and set aside to cool. When cool, cut the potatoes into wedges or, if using fingerling potatoes, cut them in half lengthwise.

3. Meanwhile, in a large saucepan, heat the extra virgin olive oil over medium heat. Add the onions and cook for about 10 minutes, or until they soften but have not colored. Add the garlic and cook gently for 6 to 8 minutes, or until the garlic is tender and aromatic. Stir in both paprikas, the cumin, and the cayenne. Season to taste with pepper.

4. Put the tomatoes and their juice in a bowl, and using your hands, crush the tomatoes slightly. Add the tomatoes, their juice, and the vinegar to the saucepan and season to taste with salt and pepper. Bring to a simmer over medium heat and cook for about 20 minutes, or until the sauce is heated through. 

5. Let the tomato sauce cool a little and then, working in batches, puree it in a blender until smooth. As one batch is pureed, transfer it to a bowl or a container with a tight-fitting lid. Use the tomato sauce right away or refrigerate for up to 3 days.

6. In a large bowl, toss the cooled potatoes with the 1 cup of olive oil and season to taste with salt and pepper. Spread the potatoes and the oil in a shallow baking pan and roast for 12 to 15 minutes, or until the potatoes are nicely browned on one side. Rotate the pan and turn the potatoes over. Roast for 8 to 10 minutes longer, or until browned and crisp on the other side.

7. Spoon a liberal amount of cooled tomato sauce in the center of each of 4 serving plates. Mound the potatoes on top of the sauce and garnish with sea salt. Serve with the aioli on the side.

Note: If you prefer fried potatoes, heat about 10 cups of canola or another vegetable oil in a deep, heavy pot until it registers 375° F on a deep-fat thermometer. If you don't have a thermometer, drop a small piece of potato into the oil, and if it bubbles around the edges of the potato, it's hot enough.

Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 250° F and line a baking sheet with several layers of paper towels.

Fry the potatoes in batches so that you don't crowd the pan. Carefully submerge them in the hot oil and let them cook for 4 to 6 minutes, or until crispy and browned. Lift the potatoes from the oil with a slotted spoon and let them drain on the paper towels. Sprinkle with salt and pepper and keep warm in the oven while you fry the remaining potatoes.

Barcelona Aioli

- makes about 1 1/4 cups -

Ingredients

6 cloves garlic

1/2 cup plus 1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

1 cup mayonnaise

Juice of 1/2 lemon

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

Procedure

1. In a small saucepan, combine the garlic cloves and 1/2 cup of the olive oil and bring to a simmer over medium heat. Cook for 5 to 7 minutes, or until the garlic is tender and honey gold. Watch the garlic carefully so that it does not overcook. Lift the garlic cloves from the oil with a slotted spoon and set aside on paper towels to cool. Discard the oil.

2. In a food processor fitted with the metal blade, puree the garlic cloves, mayonnaise, lemon juice, and remaining tablespoon of olive oil until smooth. Taste, season with salt and pepper, and pulse to mix.

3. Scrape the aioli into a lidded storage container and chill for up to 3 days.

