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Chef Michael Chiarello Interactive Dinner Menu 
Friday, March 18, 2006 

 
 

First Course 
Seafood Gazpacho with Parmesan Basil Popcorn 

 
 

Second Course 
Fontina Polenta with Arugula Pesto, Spicy Marinara or  

Sautéed Calabrian-style Greens 
 
 

Entrée 
Grilled Gaucho Steak with Blue Cheese, Pita and Chimichurri Sauce 

 
 

Dolce 
Olive Oil Cake with Lemon Marmalade and Strawberries Pazzo 
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First Course 
Seafood Gazpacho with Parmesan Basil Popcorn 
Serves 6 to 8 
 
I love gazpacho and ceviche separately. Here, I’ve put them together, turning two 
simple dishes into a lasting memory. On a trip through South America, I enjoyed 
ceviche topped with roasted corn kernels. I borrowed that idea here, finishing this 
cocktail with highly flavored homemade popcorn. As the heat of the summer turns up, 
turn up the chill and thrill with this dish. 
 
Cooking Notes: Commercial tomato juice can be salty, so if you can buy — or harvest — 
flavorful fresh tomatoes, use the tomato puree option. If you do use the juice and find 
the mixture is too salty, squeeze in some lime or lemon juice. If you like the heat of a 
jalapeño chili, use the larger amount.  
 
Entertaining Notes: Have the seafood gazpacho and popcorn ready to go, and when 
your guests arrive, just ladle them up. The gazpacho is cold, the popcorn is warm. 
Simply add a handful to each bowl and mix together. It’s a mind-blowing pair that’s 
sure to get your guests talking! 
 

• 2 cans (11.5 ounces each) tomato juice or 3 cups peeled, seeded and puréed 
fresh tomatoes 

• 2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice 
• 1 cup finely diced fennel (1 small bulb) 
• 1 cup finely diced, peeled, seeded cucumber (1 medium) 
• ½ cup finely diced red onion (1/2 small) 
• ½ cup finely diced celery (2 medium stalks)   
• Finely ground sea salt, preferably gray salt 
• Freshly ground coarse black pepper 
• 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided 
• ½ pound skinless halibut (corvina also works well) fillet, cut into ½-inch pieces 
• ½ pound medium shrimp, peeled and deveined 
• 1 tablespoon minced garlic 
• 2 to 3 tablespoons minced, seeded jalapeño chili (see note above) 
• 1 6.5-ounce can clams, drained with clams and juice reserved separately 
• ¼ cup dry white wine 
• 1 pint Sweet 100 or other small cherry tomatoes, stems removed and quartered 

through the stem end 
• 2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh Italian (flat-leaf) parsley 
• 1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh basil 
• 1 tablespoon sherry vinegar 
• Popcorn flavored with basil oil and Parmesan cheese (see below) 

 
In a bowl, combine the tomato juice, lemon juice, fennel, cucumber, onion, celery, and 
1 teaspoon each salt and pepper. Cover and place in the refrigerator to chill. 



3 
 

 
In a 10-inch skillet, heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil over high heat. Season the 
halibut and shrimp with salt and pepper, and, when the oil is hot but not smoking, add 
the halibut to the pan. Cook, without stirring, until the halibut is browned on the first 
side, two to three minutes. Stir the halibut briefly and cook for 30 seconds longer. Using 
a slotted spoon, transfer the fish to a plate. 
 
Add the remaining tablespoon of oil to the pan over high heat. When the oil is hot but 
not smoking, add the garlic and cook, stirring, until light brown, one to two minutes. 
Add the chili (use the smaller amount if you want a milder dish) and cook, stirring, for 
15 seconds. Add the shrimp, stir, and cook until barely done, about one-and-a-half 
minutes. Add the juice from the can of clams along with the wine and bring to a boil. 
Return the halibut to the pan and add the drained clams. Cook and stir gently for just 
five seconds, then remove the pan from the heat.  
 
Pour the seafood mixture into the bowl with the chilled vegetable mixture, re-cover, and 
refrigerate until cold, one to two hours. Just before serving, add the tomatoes, parsley, 
basil, and vinegar and toss to mix. Spoon the seafood-vegetable mixture into oversized 
martini glasses and top with a little of the hot popcorn. Serve at once, with the 
remaining hot popcorn on the side. 
  
 
Basil and Parmesan Popcorn  
½ cup popcorn 
1½ tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 
½ cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese 
3 tablespoons basil oil 
1 teaspoon finely ground sea salt, preferably gray salt 
1 teaspoon freshly ground coarse black pepper 
 
Heat the popcorn and olive oil in a heavy 4-quart saucepan over medium-high heat. 
When the popcorn starts to pop, cover the pot tightly and continue to cook until all the 
popcorn pops, about two to three minutes, shaking the pot occasionally. Pour the 
popcorn into a large bowl.  
 
Add the basil oil, toss then add Parmesan cheese. Mix well. Add the salt and pepper. 
Mix well. 
 
Makes about 14 cups 
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Second Course 
Fontina Polenta with Arugula Pesto, Spicy Marinara or  
Sautéed Calabrian-style Greens 
Serves 4 
 
In assembling this dish, make the marinara sauce, the greens and the pesto first – have 
them all ready when you do the polenta (assuming you plan to serve it when cooked; if 
you want to make it ahead as well see the note following the recipe for reheating 
instructions) 
  
Fontina Polenta 

• 1½ cups chicken stock 
• 1½ cups heavy cream 
• ½ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg 
• ¾ teaspoon salt 
• Pinch ground white pepper 
• 5 tablespoons polenta 
• 5 tablespoons semolina 
• ¼ cup freshly grated Fontina or Teleme 
• ¼ cup freshly grated Parmesan, plus extra for dusting  

 
In a heavy saucepan, combine the stock and cream, and bring to a boil. Add the 
nutmeg and salt. Whisk in the polenta and semolina and cook over low heat for about 
20 to 30 minutes, stirring often, until the grains are soft. Fold in the cheeses. Serve 
immediately or reserve. 
  
To encourage polenta to come cleanly out of the pan, cook over medium heat. Run a 
spatula or wooden spoon around the sides of the pan to clean off the polenta. Do not 
stir but wait and watch for a few seconds until a large bubble begins to form and 
pushes the polenta upward. Pour immediately into a warm dish.  
 
The polenta can be made ahead and reheated: add ¼ to ½ cup water or stock, cover 
the dish, and reheat in the microwave or over low heat. Whisk well before serving. 
Grate a dusting of Parmesan over the top just before serving.  
 
Arugula Pesto 

• 4 cups packed fresh arugula 
• 1 tablespoon minced garlic 
• Salt and freshly ground pepper 
• 1 cup pure olive oil 
• 2 tablespoon pine nuts, toasted 
• 1/8 teaspoon vitamin C (ascorbic acid - optional) 
• ½ cup freshly grated Parmesan  

 



5 
 

Prepare an ice water bath in a large bowl and bring a large pot of water to a boil. Put 
the arugula in a large sieve and plunge it into the boiling water. Immediately immerse 
all the arugula and stir so that it blanches evenly. Blanch for about 15 seconds. 
Remove, shake off the excess water, then plunge the arugula into the ice water bath 
and stir again so it cools as fast as possible. Drain well. 
  
Squeeze the water out of the arugula with your hands until very dry. Roughly chop the 
arugula and put in a blender. Add the garlic, salt and pepper to taste, olive oil, 2 
tablespoons of the pine nuts, and the vitamin C, if using. Blend for at least 30 seconds. 
In this way the green of the arugula will thoroughly color the oil. Add the cheese and 
pulse to combine. The pesto will keep several days in a tightly sealed container in the 
refrigerator.  
 
Spicy Marinara Sauce 

• 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 
• 1/2 cup minced onion 
• 1 tablespoon chopped fresh Italian parsley leaves 
• 1 large clove garlic, minced 
• 4 cups fresh tomato purée 
• 1 large fresh basil stem with leaves removed 
• 1 teaspoon sea salt, preferably gray salt 
• Pinch baking soda or sugar, if needed  

 
Heat the olive oil in a large non-reactive pot over moderate heat. Add the onion and 
sauté until translucent, about eight minutes. Add the parsley and garlic and cook briefly 
to release their fragrance. Add the tomatoes, basil and salt. Simmer briskly until 
reduced to a sauce-like consistency, stirring occasionally so nothing sticks to the bottom 
of the pot. The timing will depend on the ripeness and meatiness of your tomatoes and 
the size of your pot. If the sauce thickens too much before the flavors have developed, 
add a little water and continue cooking.  

Taste and adjust the seasoning. If the sauce tastes too acidic, add the baking soda and 
cook for five more minutes. If it needs a touch of sweetness, add the sugar and cook 
for five more minutes. Remove the basil stem before serving. 
 

Sautéed Calabrian-style Greens  
When I was a kid, my mom and I would pick all kinds of wild greens. It used to make 
my father crazy that we would pick dandelions out of other people’s yards, but they 
weren’t using them and we would. This recipe is how my mom, who was from Calabria, 
would prepare greens of all kinds, wild and cultivated: spinach, broccoli rabe, escarole, 
chard, mustard, or a mix of greens. She would make a big batch and keep it in the 
refrigerator, and we would eat the greens for days with crusty bread. 
 
A quick note: The wine vinegar will cause the greens to lose their beautiful green color. 
You can omit it, but I think it improves their taste. 
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• 4 quarts spinach leaves, thick stems removed 
• ¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil 
• 1½ tablespoons minced garlic 
• Sea salt, preferably gray salt 
• Freshly ground black pepper 
• Red wine vinegar 

 
Shake the rinsed spinach leaves in a colander to remove the excess liquid, but the 
leaves don’t have to be thoroughly dry. 
 
Heat a large pot over high heat until very hot. Add the olive oil. When the oil is almost 
smoking, add the garlic and cook for a few seconds until it is light brown. Add a couple 
of handfuls of spinach and toss with tongs, incorporating the garlic so it doesn’t burn on 
the bottom of the pan. 
 
Add the remaining spinach all at once, or in batches if your pot isn’t large enough to 
hold it all at once. Toss constantly so the spinach wilts evenly. When the spinach is 
wilted, season with salt and pepper. Continue cooking over high heat, tossing often, 
until the excess liquid evaporates.  
 
Turn the spinach out into a bowl and let it cool to room temperature, then season with 
wine vinegar. Eat at room temperature or refrigerate for up to 2 days and eat cold. 
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Entrée 
Grilled Gaucho Steak with Blue Cheese, Pita and Chimichurri 
Sauce 
Serves 8 
 
I recently traveled to South America for a long trip and fell in love with the Argentinean 
way of eating beef. On the range, the steak would be skewered on a metal rod and 
placed in the ground right in the fire, sliced, and served on bread with this amazing 
chimichurri sauce. We duplicate this at home by using a fireplace grill and setting up 
the entire dinner on the coffee table in front of the fire. 
 
Entertaining Notes: This is a super-simple dish to do on a buffet. Simply platter up each 
individual component and let your guest have at it. Find some Argentinean music to 
play in the background for the full effect! 
 
Wine Notes: This pairs beautifully with malbec from Argentina or Carmenère from Chile. 
 

• 3 pounds skirt steak 
• 4 vine-ripened tomatoes 
• ½ pound blue cheese 
• 2 red onions, peeled, in ½-inch thick slices 
• ¼ cup extra virgin olive oil 
• 8 fresh pita breads   
• 1 tablespoon sea salt 
• Chili water (1 tablespoon smoked paprika and 2 tablespoons sea salt in 1 cup 

warm water) 
 
      
Chimichurri Sauce 

• 1 bunch fresh finely chopped parsley 
• 2 bay leaves 
• 1½ teaspoon smoked paprika 
• 6 cloves garlic, minced 
• 1 tablespoon fresh finely chopped oregano  
• ½ cup red wine vinegar 
• 1¼ cup extra virgin olive oil 
• ½ teaspoon salt 
• ¼ teaspoon fresh ground black pepper 

 
 
To make the chimichurri: Place parsley, bay leaves, garlic, paprika, oregano, vinegar, 
olive oil, salt and pepper in a food processor. Pulse until well-combined. Put chimichurri 
in a glass or plastic container, using as needed. Chimichurri will keep for up to one 
month refrigerated. 
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Makes 2½ cups  
 
To grill steaks: Prepare a medium-hot fire in the grill. Lightly brush the onion slices with 
olive oil and season with salt and pepper. Place on the grill and cook for about six to 
eight minutes. Season steaks with salt, brush on some of the chili water. Place steaks 
on the grill, baste a couple of more times and cook to desired doneness, about four to 
six minutes on each side. Transfer to a platter. Lightly brush the pita bread with olive oil 
and set on grill for one minute to heat through. 
 
Slice the tomatoes into ¼-inch slices and cut in half. Lay out the pita bread on two 
cooking sheets and crumble the blue cheese on top. Keep warm in oven. Slice the meat 
lengthwise into ½-inch slices and set in a bowl. Toss with ½ cup chimichurri sauce. 
Remove pita from the oven and divide the meat among them. Set the sliced tomatoes 
on the side of the meat and top all with rings of grilled onion. Spoon a teaspoon 
chimichurri sauce over top and serve. 
 
 
 
 



9 
 

Dolce 
Olive Oil Cake 
 
In our house growing up, we very seldom had gooey, sticky desserts. When we did 
indulge, it was with cakes like this. No frosting – just a little marmalade on top. Serve it 
without telling guests what it is for a few minutes. Your guests will be talking about it 
for a long time. 
 
Cooking Notes: This cake takes on a whole new character with an early harvest oil; you 
can tell one by the green color.  
 

• 1 cup fresh orange juice  
• 1 teaspoon salt, gray salt if possible 
• 3 large eggs, room temperature 
• 2 cups granulated sugar 
• 1½ cup extra virgin olive oil 
• 1¼ cup whole milk 
• 2 ounces orange liqueur, rum, brandy or whisky 
• 1 tablespoon lemon zest 
• 2 teaspoons fresh rosemary, finely chopped 
• 2 cups all-purpose flour 
• ½ teaspoon baking soda 
• ½ teaspoon baking powder 
• 1 teaspoon anise seed 
• 6 tablespoons lemon or orange marmalade 

 
Preheat oven to 350oF. Oil two 10-inch round cake pans. 
  
Reduce the orange juice over medium heat to ¼ cup. Add salt, stir and let cool. Lightly 
beat eggs with paddle attachment in stand mixer. Add sugar, olive oil, milk, liqueur, 
lemon zest, anise and 1 teaspoon of the rosemary. Mix for one minute until well 
blended then remove the bowl from the mixer. In a separate bowl, sift together the 
flour, baking soda, baking powder. Combine the dry mixture into the wet mixture and 
whisk until well blended (but don’t over-beat, which would make the cake tough).  
 
Pour half of the mixture into each buttered cake pan. Bake for one hour. Place on a 
rack to cool. Run a knife around the edges and place it on a plate. Smooth 3 
tablespoons of marmalade onto the top of each cake. Sprinkle remaining teaspoon of 
rosemary evenly on both cakes. Garnish center with rosemary sprig. Cut each round 
into between four and eight pieces and serve. 
 
Here’s another wonderful topping for the cake (even when they are dressed with the 
marmalade). The Italian word “pazzo” means crazy, and this is crazy good! 
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Strawberries Pazzo 
• 2 cups strawberries, stemmed and quartered 
• 6 tablespoons Balsamic vinegar 
• ½ cup superfine sugar 
• Gray salt 
• Freshly ground black pepper 

 
Combine vinegar, sugar, salt and black pepper. Mix well to incorporate. Let stand for 15 
minutes. When ready, stir again to incorporate all the sugar then pour over sliced 
strawberries and gently toss until berries are fully coated. 
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