The Trick to
Smooth, Creamy

Pesto

Blanch the basil first to
keep its bright color and
to create a better emulsion

The briefest dunk is all you need. You want the leaves to become limp BY ROBERT DANHI
but not cooked—just a few seconds in the hot water.

hen I pull tender leaves of basil from their

stems, | can’t resist closing my eyes and
taking a deep breath; the fragrance is pure summer.
One of my favorite ways to showcase the herb is to
make a traditional Genovese pesto sauce, a purée of
lots and lots of basil with garlic, pine nuts, cheese,
and olive oil. Not only is this potent sauce versa-
tile—equally at home on pasta, in an omelet, and
paired with chicken (see p. 65)—but because I can
freeze it, I can make pesto when basil is at its best
and then conrtinue to enjoy it through the fall.

A blanching and a blender

give you the hest results

Most cooks agree about the ingredients that go into
traditional pesto. What we don't often agree on is

et Phillips.

A shock in ice water stops the cooking and
keeps the color. This blanching step makes the
pesto super-creamy and helps it stay emulsified.

ks Joanie Saiise Phovoat far ek Sox

B : pat

Chopping the basil speeds blending. Squeeze out
the excess water first.
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the best way to combine these ingredients. As its
name implies, pesto is traditionally made using
a mortar and pestle. Although some swear that
pounding gives you the best flavor, I've never
noticed a difference that's worth the effort. Others
prefer to use a food processor, but while this machine
certainly speeds up the process, the ingredients tend
to bounce around and fly onto the sides of the bowl,
resulting in an inconsistent texture. I prefer to use
a blender. Because of the blender’s rapered shape,
the ingredients are drawn to the blade, where they
get puréed more evenly. ['ve noticed with some
blender models, however, that you'll have to help
the puréeing along by periodically stopping the
motor and moving the ingredients around with a
spatula or a spoon.

A quick blanch before blending softens the
basil, creating a more supple sauce. There are two
reasons why [ blanch my basil before puréeing it.
One of them, admitredly, is purely cosmeric: a
brighter green color that holds for several days.
More important, however, is the texture. Blanched
basil emulsifies more easily to produce a smoother
yet full-bodied sauce. Blanching will slightly reduce
the potency of the fresh basil flavor, but because
a good bunch of basil starts out so incredibly fra-
grant, the reduction is minimal. Just be sure to dip
the leaves only briefly in the boiling water and then
quickly plunge them in ice water to keep them from
overcooking (see the photos at left).

Start with the best hasil, the freshest

pine nuts, and good-quality cheese

Searching for the right sources for pesto ingredients
is time well spent. Aside from your own garden,
farmers’ markets are a great source for fresh basil.
Butat this time of year, you can even find giant bou-
quets of sweet basil with bright, perky leaves at the
supermarket, so don't settle for bunches thar look
droopy or have blackened leaves. Fresh basil doesn't
last long (which is another reason I'm often whip-
ping up a batch of pesto). To extend its life in the re-
frigerator, [ usually wrap the basil in barely damp
paper towels and then put it into a plastic bag.

Pine nuts thicken the pesto. These soft nuts
purée really well to give the sauce more body. But be-
cause they spoil easily, smell and taste your pine nuts
to be sure they're fresh before adding them to the
pesto. (Storing them in the refrigerator extends their
life.) Sweet, rich pine nuts are the standard in basil
pesto, but you could substitute another mild-flavored
nut, such as walnuts or almonds.

Choose extra-virgin olive oil for the best basil
pesto. | prefer a mild, fruity oil rather than a peppery
one since the sauce already gets some hear from
black pepper and raw garlic. When [ make pestos
using other herbs, such as the cilantro-scallion pesto
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on p. 64, | might choose a more neutral oil, such as
canola or grapeseed. Whichever oil you use, smell
and raste it for freshness as well.

Pesto freezes well, so go ahead

and make a lot of it

Take advantage of this peak season for basil—you'll
get the best quality at the best price—by preparing
several batches of pesto. If you plan to use it within a
week, all you need to do is refrigerate it in an airtight
conrainer. To extend your pesto's shelf life for up to
three months, freeze it. If you have spare ice-cube
trays (that you don't need to use for ice again), pour
the pesto into the trays, freeze, and then put the
cubes in a freezer bag for storage. You can also freeze
small amounts of pesto in little plastic snack bags
(and then stack those in a bigger freezer bag) for
when you want enough for just one portion of pasta
or for a dollop in a soup or stew. If you flatten the
pesto in the bag, the thin amount can be quickly de-
frosted by soaking the bag in tepid water. (Recipes follow)

The time to
make pesto is
when basil is
both beautiful
and abundant.
Look for the best
examples of the
other ingredients,
too: real parmi-
giano reggiano,
fruity olive oil, and
fresh pine nuts.
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