


EATING SEAFOOD IN PORTUGAL REMINDS 
ME WHY I TRAVEL. You may be able to 
get Portuguese food elsewhere, but 
when you’re actually there on the 
Iberian shore, you taste the distinct 
sense of place that’s crucial to this 
cuisine. Although the Portuguese 
have always been explorers, their 
rich and varied cooking remains 
rooted in the abundance of the 
country’s long coastline and sun-
soaked farms. The brilliant results 
of this mix of wide cultural influence 
and local products are iconic dishes 
like carne de porco à Alentejana: a 
pan of clams, potatoes, and braised 
pork topped with pickled carrots 
that I can’t get enough of. 

I’m visiting the Iberian Peninsula 
with George Mendes, the Portuguese-
American chef of Aldea in New York 

(whose book I’m cowriting). Given 
Portugal’s small size and open roads, 
every day brings a terrain-driven 
shift in cooking. We start with a late 
lunch in the crisp, cool river breeze 
of Porto, crunching on salty, fried, 
pinky-sized sardines netted nearby. 
By dinner, we’re in the middle of a 
hot, dry eucalyptus grove inland, eat-
ing Douro River–caught perch fish 
fillets—smoky, charred, and bright-
ened with minty local cilantro. In 
the Alentejo region, soups serve as 
main courses, and a stew of dogfish 
thickened with sheep’s milk cheese, 
poached eggs, and bread is plenty fill-
ing. A few hours’ drive takes us from 
the endless flat vineyards of the Alen-
tejo to the steep seaside cliffs of the 
Algarve. Things get lighter heading 
south, where olive oil infused with 

wild oregano dresses hunks of tuna, 
tomatoes, and onions. 

At each stop, we avail ourselves of 
local knowledge, and see how chefs 
prepare beloved national recipes that 
have been passed down for genera-
tions. Seafood rice in Lisbon becomes 
refined with the supple bite and floral 
aroma of long-grain rice; clams in the 
Algarve taste sweeter when steamed 
with Portuguese Vinho Verde; roasted 
octopus in Porto show us how funky 
olive oil brings big flavor. “These 
chefs’ interpretations were really 
successful because they had their 
own twists,” Mendes told me, “but 
they kept a connection with the past.” 

Back in New York, Mendes 
re-created these dishes himself, 
fusing his family roots with his 
classical training. 



C E R V E J A R I A  E  M A R I S Q U E I R A  P R A I A  D A  R O C H A  is tucked into a side street 
off the boardwalk in Portimão, one of the Algarve’s biggest beach towns; 
its patio feels like a friend’s backyard. Comfortably settled into plastic 
chairs, we can smell the clams we’ve ordered before they hit the table. 
When they land, fat pieces of garlic are still sizzling, and the clams are 
exhaling steam.

There’s something about being close enough to the ocean to smell 
and hear the waves that makes those clams juicier. Or maybe it’s the 
palm trees rustling in the breeze. Or, more likely, it’s because the clams 
were harvested right before we ordered them. As we walk out of the 
restaurant, the delivery guy pulls in. The flatbed of his mini truck is a 
giant saltwater fish tank. He bags the chef’s order and hands it over.

Fresh bay leaves bring a balanced, rounded aroma to Mendes’s 
polished version of this dish. But it’s the use of Vinho Verde that dis-
tinguishes this traditional dish from others around the world. Portu-
gal’s iconic “green wine” has a spritzy minerality that simultaneously 
heightens the brininess of the clams and brings out their sweetness. 
Use a bottle you like and drink the rest, chilled, with the clams, and 
round out the meal with toasted-and-buttered bread to soak up the 
clam juice.

1 Fill a bowl with cold water and dis-
solve enough salt in it to make it taste 

like the ocean. Submerge the clams in the 
water. Let them sit for 10 minutes or until 
they spit out their grit. You should see 
sand at the bottom of the bowl. Lift out 
the clams and transfer to a colander. With 
a stiff-bristled brush, scrub them vigor-
ously until really clean. 

2 Heat a large saucepan over 
medium-low heat. Coat the bottom 

with olive oil and add the garlic and bay 
leaves. Cook, stirring continuously, until 
very aromatic, bubbling, and golden, 
about 5 minutes.

3 Add the clams and toss to coat 
in the mixture and get a sizzle 

going on them. Add the wine and 
cilantro sprigs. Cover, raise the heat to 
medium-high, and cook, shaking the 
pan frequently, until the clams start 
to open. The liquid should be boiling 
vigorously. Start pulling out the early 
birds that open first and transfer  
them to serving dishes. Cover the  
pan again and continue cooking and 
pulling until all the clams open. After  
5 minutes more, throw out any clams  
that haven’t opened.

4 Discard the bay leaves and cilantro 
sprigs. Strain the sauce into a large 

bowl. Swirl in a little olive oil, then fold 
in the clams and cilantro leaves. Serve 
immediately with plenty of crusty, but-
tered bread.

* Raimundo António de Bulhão Pato was 
a nineteenth-century poet and politician 
from Lisbon, best known now for creating 
this dish. 

+  kosher salt
2 dozen  littleneck clams
+  extra-virgin olive oil
4 cloves  garlic, sliced very thinly crosswise
2  fresh bay leaves, notches torn every ½"
1 C  dry white Vinho Verde 
4 sprigs  + 1 C leaves cilantro

I N G R E D I E N T S

AMÊIJOAS 
À BULHÃO 

PATO*

CLAMS STEAMED  
WITH VINHO  

VERDE, GARLIC,  
AND CILANTRO

Makes 4 servings
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HEAVINESS PERVADES THE NORTHERN CITY 
OF PORTO. But it’s the good kind of 
heavy, like a thick novel. Its name-
sake fortified wine coats the palate, its 
bridges are of the sturdy iron sort, its 
churches are baroque, and its iconic 
Francesinha sandwich layers ham, 
steak, sausage, and cheese with beer 
sauce. Even its seafood tastes hefty. 
Mendes and I have come for octopus, 
a specialty of this hilly, forested region. 

Restaurant A Grade is a mom-
and-pop taberna that looks like it’s 
been run through an Instagram fil-
ter, the way the squat sconces cast a 
sepia glow. But there’s no such affect 
in the food. Its old-world charm 
comes from its actually being old. 
And good. Its thick wooden benches 
are packed with regulars who’ve all 
ordered the polvo assado—sliding 
butter knives through the charred 
tentacles, spearing chunks with 
hot potatoes, swiping them in the 
intense olive oil at the bottom of the 
terra-cotta casseroles, taking fork-
fuls with saffron basmati rice. 

Mendes has been obsessively 
checking his phone—staffing problems 
back home—but after a few bites, 
leans back and says, “I’m not worried 
about anything right now. This is so 
fucking good. Life slows down.” 

1 Preheat the oven to 250°F. 
Combine the carrot, fennel, pep-

percorns, 1½ teaspoons coriander 
seeds, and octopus in a small roast-
ing pan. Add enough oil to com-
pletely cover the octopus. Bring to 
a simmer over medium-high heat, 
then cover the pan tightly with foil.

2 Transfer to the oven and bake 
until the octopus is completely 

tender, 8 to 12 hours. The timing 
varies widely from octopus to octo-
pus. Start checking at 8 hours; there 
should be very little resistance when 
pierced with a cake tester or thin-
bladed knife. Remove the octopus 
from the pan and reserve. You can 

strain and reserve the cooking oil to 
confit one more time, within 3 days. 
Raise the oven temperature to 375°F.

3 Heat a large, shallow cocotte 
over medium-low heat. Coat 

with 2 tablespoons oil, then add the 
onion, garlic, and bay leaf. Season 
with salt. Sweat, stirring occasion-
ally, until crisp-tender, about 5 min-
utes. Add the remaining teaspoon 
coriander seeds and the pimentón. 
Cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Add 
the tomatoes and cook, stirring, for 
1 minute. Fold in the potatoes and 
then spread in an even layer. Gener-
ously season with salt and drizzle 
with enough oil to coat the potatoes.

4 Transfer to the oven and bake 
until the potatoes are tender, 

about 40 minutes. When you press a 
potato with your fingertip, it should 
give under the pressure. Transfer to 
the stovetop. Raise the oven tem-
perature to 425°F.

5 Fold in the thyme, rosemary, 
wine, and octopus. Spread in 

an even layer. Bring the wine to a 
simmer over medium heat, then 
return to the oven. Roast until the 
liquid is thick and bubbly, about 
15 minutes. Discard the thyme and 
rosemary. Sprinkle with parsley, 
cilantro, and sea salt. Drizzle with 
oil and serve.

1  small carrot, peeled and sliced
1  small fennel bulb, trimmed 

and thinly sliced
¾ t  white peppercorns
1½ t  black peppercorns
2½ t  coriander seeds
4 (5 lbs) octopus tentacles
+  extra-virgin olive oil
1  medium yellow onion, quar-

tered and cut into ¼" slices
8 cloves  garlic, thinly sliced crosswise
2  fresh bay leaves, notches torn 

every ½"
+  kosher salt
1 T  pimentón (sweet smoked 

paprika)
4  medium tomatoes, peeled, 

seeded, and diced
16  baby fingerling gold potatoes, 

scrubbed
6 sprigs  thyme
2 sprigs  rosemary
½ C  dry red Portuguese wine
+  parsley, finely chopped
+ cilantro, finely chopped
+  Maldon sea salt

I N G R E D I E N T S
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1 Heat a medium cocotte over medium-low 
heat. Coat with 1 tablespoon oil, then add 

the onion and chopped garlic. Season with 
salt. Sweat, stirring occasionally, until light 
golden brown. Add the saffron and cook, stir-
ring, for 2 minutes. Add the tomato, raise the 
heat to medium, and cook, stirring occasion-
ally, until the tomato releases its juices then 
becomes dry. Stir in the pimentón.

2 Add 2 tablespoons oil and stir in the 
rice. Season with salt. Continue stirring 

until the rice is toasted, 3 to 4 minutes. Stir 
in ½ cup of the stock and bring to a sim-
mer. Cover, reduce the heat to low, and cook 
for 5 minutes. Meanwhile, bring a medium 
saucepan of salted water to a boil.

3 Stir the remaining 2½ cups of the stock 
into the rice. Bring to a simmer, cover, 

and cook just until a soft bite remains, 
about 15 minutes.

4 While the rice cooks, drop the lobster 
tail and claws into the boiling salted 

water. Cook the tail for 4 minutes and the 
claws for 6 minutes. Transfer to a cutting 
board. When cool enough to handle, remove 
and discard the shells. Cut the meat into 
chunks for serving.

5 Divide the Vinho Verde, smashed garlic, 
and cilantro sprigs between two medium 

saucepans. Bring both to a boil. Add the mus-
sels to one saucepan and the clams to the 
other. Cover and cook just until the shell-
fish open. Immediately transfer to a plate. 
Combine the cooking liquids, straining them 
through a fine-mesh sieve; discard the solids.

6 With a sharp paring knife, score both 
sides of each scallop in a crosshatch 

pattern. Season with salt and white pepper. 
Heat a medium skillet over high heat until it 
is very hot. Lightly coat the bottom with oil 

and heat until a wisp of smoke appears. Add 
the scallops in a single layer. Cook, pressing 
flat with a spatula, until brown, about 1 min-
ute, then flip them quickly. Cook the other 
sides until brown, about 1 minute more. 
Transfer to a plate.

7 Return the skillet to the stove. Lightly coat 
the bottom with fresh oil and heat until 

lightly smoking. Add the shrimp in a single 
layer. Cook just until golden and orange, about 
10 seconds, then flip quickly. Cook for 10 sec-
onds more and immediately transfer to a plate.

8 Gently stir the shellfish cooking liquid 
into the cooked rice. Season with salt 

and pepper. Fold in the lobster, mussels, 
clams, shrimp, and scallops and heat for 2 
minutes. Arrange the sea-urchin tongues on 
top at the last possible moment. Drizzle with 
oil and sprinkle with the lime zest, chopped 
cilantro, and fleur de sel, and serve at once.

I N G R E D I E N T S

+  extra-virgin olive oil
¼ C  diced white onion
3 cloves  garlic (1 chopped, 2 smashed)
+  kosher salt 
Pinch  saffron threads
1  small tomato, peeled, seeded, and diced
1 t  pimentón (sweet smoked paprika)
1 C  long-grain rice,  preferably Carolina Gold
3 C  shrimp stock (3 C water in which shrimp 

shells have been  simmered)
1  lobster tail and 2 claws from a small lobster
1 C  dry white Vinho Verde 

2 sprigs  fresh cilantro (+ finely chopped  
leaves for garnish)

8  Prince Edward Island mussels 
8  littleneck clams 
4  large sea scallops, tough  

muscles removed
+ freshly ground white pepper
8 large shrimp, peeled and deveined
8 sea-urchin tongues, preferably from West 

Coast urchins
+  lime zest
+  fleur de sel

A  H U G E  F I S H  T A N K  D I V I D E S  T H E  D I N I N G  R O O M  at Cervejaria da 
Esquina in Lisbon’s residential Campo de Ourique neighbor-
hood. The food here is the classic fare of the capital city’s 
cervejarias (beer halls). Seafood dominates the menu. You 
can order fresh-from-the-tank whelks, scarlet shrimp, 
or gooseneck barnacles and get them simply steamed. 
Or choose from a roster of classics, like garlicky seared 
shrimp, or parsley-and-mayonnaise-laced crab.

In a traditional arroz de mariscos, rice, tomatoes, and 
seafood stew together until the rice is soft and the shellfish 
chewy. Here, the chef prepares it with fragrant long-grain 
rice rather than the more commonly used short grain. Both 
varieties grow on nearby paddies, but the longer grains 

release just enough starch to thicken the seafood stock 
into a light soup-meets-risotto silkiness, unlike the short 
grains, which make the mix heavy and a bit sticky.

Mendes and I eat—like, scrape-the-pot-clean eat—
that arroz de mariscos on our first night in Portugal, and 
we talk about it every day for the rest of the trip, and con-
tinue when we get back home. Mendes insists he can’t do 
it better. But I think he does, by applying different cooking 
techniques to each type of seafood—highlighting their best 
qualities. Lobster is meatiest when simply boiled; mus-
sels and clams get juicy when steamed in wine; scallops 
and shrimp benefit from searing. His final touch of barely 
warmed sea urchin makes the dish. 
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