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Buried deep at the southern tip of the world, Argentina is the kind of 
place that is closer to a feeling. It is a place that knows no subtlety. 
Home to the tail end of the Andes where dinosaurs lie dormant, Argentina 
has wild Antarctic coastlines that swallow boats whole; humid northern 
jungles; central flat plains, which pull tight across the map; and a famed 
cosmopolitan city known as the ‘Paris of the South’. Everything there – 
the landscape, the history, the people, the food – hits you with the rush 
of a raw, sensual spirit at full force. Perhaps it is wrapped up in the way 
Argentines start the day with a hot burst of ‘mate’ tea, a heady top-of-the-
mouth bitter liquid that carries with it the earthy smell of a dried lucerne 
paddock and horse-trampled soil.

What can first overwhelm any visitor to Argentina is the sound. Not just 
the round-the-clock racket of a sleepless city, such as Buenos Aires, but 
the ever-bubbling ‘charla’ (chat) of the people. The art of conversation 
in Argentina is never about skipping over things – every detail of every 
moment is a part of the story, and for story-telling skills to evolve to such 
length and depth you need time and a training ground. For the Argentine, 
everyday eating and drinking is the only education they require. A ‘mate’ 
session among friends may take an hour or two. An ‘asado’ (the meeting 
of fire, meat and ‘machismo’) can take all day and/or night. To eat in 
Argentina one must sit. And to sit is to settle in.

Meals are long and languid – open-ended and with an open invitation. 
It can be said that the act of eating in Argentina is a performance, a slow 
show of seduction. It is a time and space where guests forget that someone 
else is in control (both the drinking of ‘mate’ and the eating of asado are 
ceremonial in nature and only one person is in charge of the preparation 
and serving).
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For the Argentine, the food is secondary. That’s not to say it isn’t vital, 
but it is a vehicle rather than the main affair. Dishes are humble in nature 
and have remained largely unchanged over the last tough Argentine 
century. Perhaps as a result, Argentines are fiercely loyal to their staple 
dishes: ‘milanesa’ (a crumbed, boneless cut of beef, closely related to the 
schnitzel), ‘sándwiches de miga’ (delicate crustless sandwiches generally 
filled with ham and cheese), ‘tira de asado’ (the quintessential beef cut 
eaten at asados) and ‘fideos’ (pasta) are some of the few constants, which 
can always be counted on. As such, every ‘milanesa’ or ‘sándwich de miga’ 
contains within it the memory of every ‘milanesa’ or ‘sándwich de miga’ 
that has come before. Argentine food ensures that the past remains intact, 
all safely tied up in a recipe.

ARGENTINE FOOD INFLUENCES
There are many who would argue that there is no such thing as Argentine 
cuisine. While gathering recipes for this book and talking to Argentines 
over the last two years, we were frequently asked, ‘Ohhhh, but what is 
Argentine food? Nothing originated here!’ Granted, many dishes have 
their origins outside of Argentina, but it is also true that the gastronomy 
of some provinces is heavily influenced by indigenous cultures. That said, 
as a country built largely from immigration, it is the immigrants – Spanish, 
Italian, Russian, German, Armenian, Welsh – who have so keenly left their 
mark across the dining tables of Argentina. Some recipes remain close 
to their roots, while others have evolved over time in new hands and with 
local ingredients. Given the colonial history of Argentina, many historic 
dishes are Spanish in origin, but the large numbers of Jewish Germans 
and Russians who moved to Argentina during the first half of the 20th 
century have also heavily influenced local cuisine, and remarkably, Buenos 
Aires has the only kosher McDonald’s in the world outside of Israel. 

During the huge wave of European immigration to Argentina between 
1895 and 1914, the Argentine population doubled from four to eight 
million, two million of which came from Italy, and today over sixty per 
cent of Argentines have Italian heritage. It is an influence, especially in 
Buenos Aires, that can be heard daily in the bouncy accent of ‘porteños’ 
(people from Buenos Aires), and is visible on every table at mealtimes.

SIMPLICITY
On the whole, Argentine food is simple and unfussy. Where Argentine food 
is more elaborate, it is generally found in the preparation of dishes. There 
are a number of classic home-style recipes that incorporate delicate rolling 
and folding, such as Matambre arrollado (see page 80), stuffing, such as 
empanadas and Pan choripán (see page 178) or constant stirring, such 
as the ultimate Argentine sweet treat Dulce de leche (see page 137). Of 
course, this may just be an extension of the Argentine’s tendency to be 
always moving their hands!

ABOUT THIS BOOK
To reflect the social nature of life in Argentina, we decided to structure 
The Food of Argentina around the different ways in which Argentines come 
together to eat. ‘Afuera’ is the Spanish word for ‘outside’ and, as such, this 
chapter features recipes that you will likely find in restaurants, cafés and 
on the street – places where Argentines come together to eat and socialise. 

‘En casa’, meaning ‘at home’, explores the importance of family in 
Argentine culture and this chapter celebrates the dishes that adorn the 
family table. The introduction to the asado chapter contains details on how 
to host your very own Argentine barbecue and explains why Argentines are 
so fixated on this all-day meat feast. 

Lastly, ‘la merienda’ or ‘afternoon tea’ is the meal that no Argentine misses. 
Dinner in Argentina is eaten late and so ‘la merienda’ is an important 
culinary pit-stop during the day. Pity the individual who sees ‘la merienda’ 
as nothing more than a fleeting moment to refuel. In Argentina, afternoon 
tea is a break in the proper sense of the word, and in this chapter you’ll 
find recipes for sandwiches, along with sweet and savoury pastries and 
decadent cakes, which match perfectly with that most important of 
Argentine drinks, the bitter and addictive ‘mate’ (yerba tea).
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