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INTRODUCTION


Being the one responsible for putting food on my family’s table gives me a sense of pride, and it is how I express my love for those who gather at my table. Because it is a matter of love and affection when I prepare meals, I tend to add ingredients on whim and whimsy rather than according to instruction. That is to say, I do not typically follow formulas, but rather instinct and experience. I do not record my recipes (actually, I have never in my life written one down until now), nor do I ever really look at other recipes for inspiration. I suspect many home cooks operate the same way: add a little bit of this or that and adjust according to taste.
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So, why am I now gathering a collection of recipes that have been in my family for generations? In part, it is because of the name of the coauthor on this book, my son, Frank. I have happily spent a lifetime preparing food and caring for my family, and so when he approached me with the idea of recording my recipes, I saw it as an opportunity to spend time with my son while enjoying a lifelong passion. It would be a blessing if anything that I have learned over the years could be useful to someone else.


There is perhaps a notion of legacy in these pages, as well. The recipes I present here have gathered in my memory for decades; each one has at one time or another been prepared for my family or loved ones. I am humbled to remember those moments of satisfaction my children or my husband (or whomever I was cooking for) felt when they ate my food. And so, I associate memories with the meals I have prepared, and this collection is a way to honor those memories.


The other aspect of legacy is that now that I have this collection, I have something tangible to pass forward to my children and to others who may be interested in reading about the art of Italian cooking. I was not fortunate enough to have such a guide when I learned to cook, and so if these recipes are at all a help to the at-home cook, I am more than happy to share a few of my secrets.


Where do all these recipes come from? From a lifetime spent in the kitchen, taking simple ingredients and transforming them into something greater. In a way, each of the recipes is a story. To me, each meal is an amalgamation of what may seem like ordinary ingredients—tomatoes, basil, meats, and cheeses—but when they are put together in just the right way, and when done so with love and affection, they blend to create something much greater.


And isn’t this an interesting analogy for life? If one takes care to nurture the essential things—family, friends, and loved ones—they become the sustenance of life, capable of nourishing your soul and feeding your every pleasure.
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My appreciation for food derives quite literally from spending time with family. I first entered the kitchen as a very young girl at the hip of my Aunt Ida who was a celebrated chef and caterer in the province of Teramo, located in the Abruzzo region of Italy.


Whenever she was called on to prepare a meal for a wedding or party, or if someone asked her to make dinner for their family, my father would send me to help Aunt Ida. Was it because I was an expert sous chef? Was I particularly handy with a knife? Did I have an extensive knowledge of cooking and the delicate touch needed to create a meal from a pile of ingredients? No, it wasn’t for any of these reasons. In fact, I was quite the novice, a very young child who could not even reach the countertop even if I stood on the very tips of my toes.


No. Aunt Ida allowed me to go along to help because she didn’t trust anyone with her secret recipes. On many occasions we worked before sunrise, hidden away so no one would see what exactly she was using to prepare her masterpieces. I was simply a confidant, perhaps a bit shy, but also perhaps a bit too naïve to know what I was doing. I was the perfect patsy, unwilling or unable to really spill the beans on my aunt’s recipes.


In fact, I owe a tremendous amount to Aunt Ida because she instilled in me a love for cooking and taught me the skills I would later hone in my family’s kitchen. We lived humbly and simply in our small village of Poggio Valle on a farm where my parents, Alfredo and Maria Fantozzi, cultivated all the food we shared at our table. Truth be told, my father was not much of a farmer, but he was good enough to provide for the needs of our family.


Perhaps that was important training—we had just enough to get by, we could not want for much more, but at the same time, nothing could be wasted. This taught me that each ingredient is a precious thing to be cherished and treasured, a prized commodity that must be handled with care.


I recall fondly the memories of my early years in Poggio Valle, a simple community of twenty-five or so families. It is where I learned the importance of family and it is where I would one day meet my beloved husband, Francesco. I was stricken the moment he rode into town on a motorcycle looking for work as a bricklayer. Having already been promised to another, I tried to ignore him, but Francesco wooed me through a series of conversations late at night through a neighbor’s kitchen window. We were young and in love.


Perhaps we did not know much better, but fate brought us to the same place; and so, when we married, I felt like we were simply soul mates following our destiny.


Less than a year after we were married, Francesco was conscripted into a mandatory term in the army, which would separate us for 18 months. But before Francesco’s departure, I became pregnant with our first child, Nadia. These were joyous years, and we were proud of our growing family.


There was, however, one source of disagreement between us. Francesco desperately wanted to live in America, a land I had little desire to even visit. Although I was born in Italy, I had the ability to apply for US citizenship because my mother had gained citizenship and lived in the United States prior to my birth. I had little interest in doing this, but alas, I finally gave in and decided to at least try living in America.
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In April 1961, our family began the voyage from Italy to a new homeland. As a 23-year-old, I boarded the SS Independence for an arduous nine-day journey. Because Nadia’s paperwork got held up in bureaucracy, Francesco and my daughter would have to come later. This was actually quite a frightening thing to me: I would be a foreigner traveling to a new land without my family nearby to comfort me. I had never traveled outside of Abruzzo, let alone another country. It was the longest nine days of my life. But Francesco surprised me; he had secured the proper paperwork and had flown to America ahead of my arrival, and we were quickly reunited. I do recall having Francesco promise me that he would not fly with our daughter on a plane all the way to America. But the joy of seeing him when I arrived in Philadelphia tempered my frustration with him. Besides, the years have passed, and these small details tend to fade away in the face of happier memories.


I will admit that life was strange in America, where I learned English watching episodes of I Love Lucy. I often got lonely because, while Francesco, my brother, his wife, and cousins who had come before us, all had jobs to go to, I was alone in the apartment with Nadia. We were fortunate to settle in Philadelphia among a community of like-minded Italian immigrant families and as time passed, I began to make some friends. At times, it could feel very much like Poggio Valle—a collection of families sharing in the struggle of trying to provide for the necessities of family. Yet, I still believed that our stay in America would be temporary and that we would soon return to the more familiar confines of Italy. My hopes for a return to Italy were dashed after my second child, Agnes, was born with a medical disability. She received excellent care in America, and I felt she had to stay close to her doctors and nurses. And so, I had to resign myself to a new reality—I would never return to live in Italy full-time.


Despite never having much money, we were a happy family, and I took great pride in being able to prepare meals for my family and care for their basic needs. We would be blessed with another child, a son, Frank, and we would continue to make many great friends. I would also find salvation after the death of my daughter when fate and chance brought me to the doors of the Don Guanella School run by the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, where I found a career caring for children with special needs as a housekeeper and cook. Over 35 years later, I still work with these lovely children, and it gives me a sense of purpose and belonging to be in their company. They were my salvation after I lost my daughter, and again now that Francesco has also been taken from me. They need me, and I need them.
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I have seen a great many things in my life, from unbelievable joy and happiness to moments of sadness and hardship; through it all, I have found meaning and purpose in my family and my ability to care for them in the best way I know how. I was blessed with a talent for cooking, and so I am honored and humbled to share these skills now in this collection of recipes. I would like to dedicate this collection to my beloved Francesco. I was fortunate to spend over fifty-five years with him, building a family and living an extraordinary life together.


When I say that preparing food is a responsibility, it means so much more than that. It means caring for family, nurturing the kinship of friends, and sharing good times despite life’s struggles. It means giving a little of yourself each time you put food on a plate to share with whomever has gathered at your table. It means taking the time and care needed to lovingly collect ingredients and shape them into something more. Food is a way to tell a story, to share yourself, to create, to care for, to nurture. Food . . . is love.




















ABOUT ABRUZZO


The region of Abruzzo sits east in Italy’s long, narrow peninsula. About two-thirds of the region is mountainous, but it also borders the coastline along the Adriatic Sea. It is considered part of Southern Italy.


The province’s economy is supported by the farming of local fruits, olives, and livestock. Ventricina teramana, an especially fat salami that is fine-grained and spreadable, light in color, and spicy, is produced between the mountains and hills of the Gran Sasso. Millefiori mountain honey is especially tasty. Extra-virgin olive oil, also harvested in Abruzzo, seasons many typical dishes of my region. One of the most recognizable symbols of the Teramo Province’s cuisine is sheep arrosticini, little pieces of mutton cooked on a skewer. Abruzzese lamb in general is considered superior in flavor to other meats and lamb found elsewhere because of the animals’ mountain-grazed diets rich in herbs. The steep mountains in part of the countryside lend themselves well to sheep and goat herding. Pork is an omnipresent meat staple and a particular favorite in Italian sausages as well as smoked and cured meat products. Chicken, turkey, and wild fowl are plentiful. Parsley, rosemary, and garlic hold prominent places in the flavoring of dishes.


Also famous in my region are the spreadable sausages flavored with nutmeg, liver, garlic, and spices. They are made with large pieces of fat and lean pork, pressed, seasoned, and encased in the dehydrated stomach of the pig itself. They are then sealed in jars, and served as lunch with some fresh bread for those working in the fields. Mortadella is another famous product from my region, a small cured meat with a longish oval-shape. Inside, the meat is married with white columns of fat. It is generally sold in pairs. Together, they are about as big as two cupped hands put together. Another name for mortadella in Italian is coglioni di mulo, or donkey’s balls.


Several flavors and dishes rise far above the others to help define Abruzzese cuisine. In this cheese-loving region, mozzarella and scamorza are very important to the dairy market. Both are cow’s milk cheeses; they are mild, creamy, and sweet with a smooth texture that allows them to hold up equally well in baked dishes or on their own as table cheeses.


Although tasty, these cheeses play second fiddle to the Pecorino cheese made from sheep’s milk in the most remote mountain towns, like that of my hometown, Poggio Valle.



MAZZARELLE DI FEGATO


SEE PAGE 26
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Ragù is quintessentially Abruzzese, and refers to a generalized term for any type of meat-based sauce. Ragù is heavily associated with the cooking of Southern Italy as well, and seems to have begun its migration southward from this particular region. Pairing perfectly with hearty Abruzzese dishes is a locally loved table wine, Montepulciano d’Abruzzo, made from Montepulciano grapes grown in Tuscany but employed heavily in the winemaking of the Abruzzo region. From the basics—olives, grapes, and pasta—to the bizarre—lamb’s intestines cooked with intentionally rotten cheese—Abruzzese cuisine is beginning to again capture the attention of cooks around the world seeking to return to the heart and soul of Italian cooking.


The most flavorful local recipes started out as necessity, ways to use readily available ingredients and leftovers to produce food that was both practical and pleasant. Almost every edible part of any ingredient is utilized somehow in Abruzzese cooking. Nothing is wasted, and little is lost. The people are frugal but hearty. Today’s Abruzzese dishes hold true to their past, and marry earthy flavors with spices to make the palate sing. Isn’t that what we really want from Italian food? It is how I have prepared meals for my family and friends for decades. Along the coast, it is possible to taste the seafood hors d’oeuvres, typical of Giulianova; it is based on prawns, squids, clams, and sole. On Christmas Eve it is traditional to cook stockfish, a very tasty dish based with oil and spices that requires hours of preparation.


Many travelers came and went through the center of Italy, through Abruzzo’s provinces of Teramo, Pescara, Chieti, and L’Aquila. Some left influences from distant parts of Italian culture and from other countries as well. Travelers and pilgrims came and went, and some stayed, lending more and more diversity to the heritage of Abruzzo, and to its cuisine. The region’s history of variety has culminated in contemporary times to produce some of Italy’s most unique and interesting dishes.


Today, the Abruzzo region of Italy lies somewhat outside the country’s normal tourist route, and many travelers who come choose to visit the beaches of Pescara and Giulianova. Other travelers take the more traditional tourist attractions in the Lazio region (home to the country’s capital of Rome), adjacent to Abruzzo over the Gran Sasso mountain, or a pilgrimage to the shrine of San Gabrielle in Isola, my husband’s hometown.


Abruzzo, then, is a perfect destination in which to discover the time-tested flavors of oldworld Italian food unencumbered by the normal tourist trappings. While Abruzzo is fascinating year-round, August is full of festivals, family gatherings, and food preparation for the winter months. It is when we prepare our most important pantry ingredient, tomato sauce!




















COOKING TIPS




• Always have salt and pepper close by when you are cooking. Sometimes you need to be the judge if your dish needs an extra pinch of these cooking essentials.


• When you are sautéing or roasting always have a cup of water handy. If your pan looks dry, add ¼ cup of water at a time to keep your dish from drying out.


• When boiling water for pasta add a tablespoon of olive oil to prevent the pasta from sticking together. And never discard all of your pasta water.


• When making egg-based pasta dough, depending on the size of the eggs, you may need to add some extra flour. If the dough is too moist, add flour; if it is too dry, add water.


• Every oven is different. When cooking something for the first time, watch it closely; you may have to adjust the cooking time or temperature to fit your oven.


• Throughout my recipes I mention Pecorino Romano cheese because most grocery chains carry it. However, if you can find Pecorino d’Abruzzo, I recommend you purchase it. It is from my hometown and has a much stronger flavor.


• Do not get discouraged the first few times you attempt to bake bread and the dough does not rise. Making bread is difficult and takes practice. You cannot control the activeness of the yeast, and the room temperature plays an important role in the success of dough rising.


• When preparing a dish that requires frying, always place it in the oven afterward and bake for a few minutes to reduce the greasiness of the dish.


• Always use fresh ingredients. Plan to visit the market the day you plan on cooking.


• Make a list and check it twice.


• Serving sizes—I have omitted serving sizes for some dishes and cookies. Sometimes you cannot judge how much your guests will take! Rest assured, being Italian, my serving size for 4–6 people may translate to 8–10 people. But that is okay, just offer your guests seconds, and serve it to them before they have a chance to say no.


• Visit my website for more detailed step-by-step instructions and videos of me preparing my favorite dishes at www.italianmomscooking.com.























ANTIPASTO


RISOTTO FRIED BALLS
—ARANCINI


SEE PAGE 12


FRIED POLENTA
—POLENTA FRITTA


SEE PAGE 20


CHEESE BALLS
—ABRUZZESSE POLPETTINE


SEE PAGE 22
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CLAMS PROVENÇAL


INGREDIENTS




• 40 littleneck clams


• 1 cup dry white wine


• 1 cup fresh parsley, chopped


• ¼ cup olive oil


• 1½ cups Italian-style bread crumbs


• ¼ cup scallions, chopped


• 1 cup heavy cream


• 2 small tomatoes, peeled and chopped


• ½ cup pancetta or bacon, minced


• 4 tablespoons butter, softened


• Fresh Parmesan cheese, grated


• Salt and fresh black pepper to taste





DIRECTIONS


Wash and brush the clams in a strainer under cold water.


In a large saucepan, combine wine, scallions, parsley, and clams, cover with a lid and let cook on medium to high heat until all the clams have opened. If you plan on serving over pasta, double the clams used, and set some opened clams aside for decoration. Remove the clams from their shells; be careful not to break them apart. Save ¼ cup of the broth from the pan for later. Set the separate clams off to the side.


Heat the olive oil in a large skillet and add the breadcrumbs. Sauté the breadcrumbs for 2–4 minutes and blend them thoroughly with the olive oil. Add the tomatoes, salt and pepper to taste, and sauté for another 2–4 minutes. Finally add the pancetta or bacon and sauté for 2 minutes. In a separate bowl, add the clam broth you saved to the heavy cream and blend thoroughly.


Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.


Place a layer of the breadcrumb mixture in six buttered scallop dishes, or an 8 x 8-inch glass casserole dish. Place a layer of clams on top of the breadcrumb base and cover with a layer of the cream mixture. Add a second layer of the breadcrumb mixture. Brush the tops with butter and add the remaining cream to the top. Sprinkle some additional breadcrumbs on top and place in the oven. Bake for 10 minutes or until lightly browned on top, remove and set aside for 5 minutes. Garnish with some chopped parsley and Parmesan cheese.


PASTA OPTION


Add the heavy cream and clam broth to the breadcrumb mixture and mix with a wooden spoon. Add the clams and simmer until the pasta is ready. Strain the pasta, and pour the clam sauce over the pasta. Garnish with the clams still in the shells you set aside earlier. Sprinkle evenly with some fresh chopped parsley, Parmesan cheese, and fresh ground black and crushed red pepper on top.




“This can be served as an antipasto or served over linguine as a pasta course.” —Elisa
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PHILLY CHEESESTEAK SANDWICHES
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PANINI DI BISTECCA


INGREDIENTS




• ¾ pound beef top chipped round steak


• 2 teaspoons vegetable oil


• 2 small yellow onions, sliced


• 1 teaspoon crushed red pepper


• Pinch of salt and fresh black pepper


• 4 slices American cheese


• ¼ cup fresh mozzarella cheese


• ¼ cup roasted red peppers


• Fresh Italian long rolls





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.


In a medium-sized frying pan, add the oil and sliced onions. Sauté the onions for about 5 minutes. When they begin to show some darkening in color add the beef, salt, and black pepper.


Allow the meat and onions to cook through for 10 minutes. While the meat is simmering, slice the roll and spoon out half of the center to make room for the filling and place on oven rack to toast for 5 minutes, then remove from the oven.


Add the cheese to the pan and reduce the heat. As the cheese melts, add the roasted red peppers and mix with a wooden spoon. Remove from heat and fill the roll.




“I call these sandwiches by this name now, but I have been preparing them since I was a teenager, when I would pack sandwiches for a picnic. I always have the ingredients to whip up these quick and easy sandwiches. I feed them to my son, when he gets restless, which tells me he needs a snack. You can also prepare these as antipasto, by slicing them down for everyone at the table to enjoy!” —Elisa





 



RISOTTO FRIED BALLS
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ARANCINI


SERVES 4 PEOPLE (2 EACH)


INGREDIENTS




• 3 cups cooked risotto


• ¼ cup Parmesan cheese, grated


• ¼ cup Pecorino Romano cheese, grated


• 3 eggs


• ½ cup fresh mozzarella, cubed


• 3 cups Italian-style breadcrumbs


• 3 cups vegetable oil


• 1 cup fresh marinara sauce (see recipe under Sauces, page 126)


• A pinch of salt and fresh black pepper





DIRECTIONS


THE RISOTTO SHOULD BE PREPARED A DAY PRIOR TO MAKING YOUR ARANCINI.


Remove the risotto from the refrigerator. Combine the risotto, Parmesan, Pecorino Romano, mozzarella, and 1 egg in a medium bowl and use your hands to thoroughly combine the mixture. Form each arancini by taking a small portion of the mixture, the size of a small orange, and squeezing it firmly into a nice round shape. Repeat this process to form 8 arancini. Whisk together the remaining 2 eggs. Dip each arancini in the eggs and then roll them in the bowl of breadcrumbs, shaking off any excess. Place them in the refrigerator for 15 minutes.


Preheat the oil over medium heat in a saucepan. The oil should be 4 inches high in the saucepan. Reduce the heat of the oil slightly, and add 2 or 3 of the breaded arancini to the saucepan and fry them until golden brown and cooked throughout, approximately 5–7 minutes. You can also use a deep fryer.


Use a slotted spoon to remove the fried arancini from the pot and transfer them to a paper towel–lined plate. Repeat the frying process with the remaining arancini. Serve the arancini warm with a side of warm marinara sauce.
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VEGETABLE PIE
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TORTA DI VERDURE


INGREDIENTS


PASTRY DOUGH:




• 3 cups all-purpose flour


• ⅓ cup extra virgin olive oil


• ¾ cup water


• 1 teaspoon salt





FILLING:




• 2 cups of green vegetables, boiled


• 2 cups of ricotta cheese, drained


• ⅓ cup of Italian-style breadcrumbs


• 1 garlic clove, chopped


• 1 egg


• ¼ cup of fresh Parmesan and Pecorino Romano cheeses, grated


• Salt and pepper to taste





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.


Place all dough ingredients in a stand mixer. Using the dough hook, knead until the dough is smooth and combined. Wrap in plastic and refrigerate while you make the filling. To create the filling, mix the vegetables and the ricotta cheese in a large mixing bowl. Add the egg, grated cheeses, breadcrumbs, garlic, and salt and pepper and mix well. Unwrap your dough from the plastic and divide it into two equal parts. Using a rolling pin, roll out each dough ball on a lightly floured surface to create two circles, the size of dinner plates. Place your first circle on a baking sheet or pizza pan and evenly spread the mixture leaving 1 inch from the edges. Sprinkle the filling with some additional Parmesan cheese. Cover with the second circle of dough. Seal the edges with your hands, and then use a fork to press down the edges.


Place a small bowl in the middle of the pie and press lightly to make an indentation.


Use your fork to press lightly. Cut the dough into strips approximately 1-inch wide, keeping it attached at the center. Twist each slice and continue the twisting until each slice is twisted. Bake the pie for 30 minutes or until golden. Remove from oven and cool on a wire rack. Serve warm.




“This is a type of Stromboli that we prepare for special celebrations. I tend to use broccoli rabe, but you can use spinach, asparagus, traditional broccoli, or a mixture of a few vegetables.” —Elisa
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BRUSCHETTA BALSAMICO


SERVES 8 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 8 fresh tomatoes, diced


• ½ cup fresh basil, chopped


• ¼ cup fresh Parmesan cheese, grated


• 2 garlic cloves, minced


• 1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar


• 1 tablespoon olive oil


• A pinch of salt and fresh black pepper


• 1 loaf fresh Italian bread





DIRECTIONS


In a bowl, toss together the tomatoes, basil, Parmesan cheese, and garlic. Mix in the balsamic vinegar, olive oil, salt, and pepper. Serve on toasted bread slices or in a bowl with warm fresh-baked bread.


 



CAPRESE SALAD
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INSALATA CAPRESE


SERVES 4–6 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 3 large ripe tomatoes


• 1 pound fresh mozzarella cheese


• 1 bunch fresh basil


• ¼ cup olive oil


• 2 tablespoons red wine vinegar


• Pinch of salt





DIRECTIONS


Slice the tomatoes and mozzarella cheese into ¼-inch- thick slices. Layer alternating slices of tomatoes, then a basil leaf and then mozzarella on a serving dish. Drizzle the salad with the olive oil and drips of the vinegar. Garnish with a pinch of salt and serve with prosciutto-wrapped bread sticks.
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CHILLED ITALIAN SEAFOOD SALAD
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FRUTTI DI MARE FREDDO


SERVES 8 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS


FOR THE SALAD:




• 1½ pounds calamari rings


• 1½ pounds small fresh shrimp, peeled and deveined


• 1½ pounds small scallops


• 3 cups dry white wine


• 4 bay leaves, whole


• 3 garlic cloves, minced


• 3 lemons


• 1 cup celery, chopped


• 1 cup yellow & red peppers, chopped





FOR THE DRESSING:




• 2 cups olive oil


• 1 cup lemon juice


• 3 garlic cloves, minced


• ½ cup fresh parsley, chopped


• ½ cup fresh basil, chopped


• 2 teaspoons crushed red pepper


• 2 lemons, sliced


• Salt and pepper to taste





DIRECTIONS


In a stockpot, combine 10 cups of water, white wine, bay leaves, and crushed garlic. Cut the lemons in half and squeeze the juice into the mixture. Drop the lemons into the pot, then bring the mixture first to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium low. Add the shrimp to the pot, and cook for 2 minutes and remove from the pot with straining spoon and set aside in a bowl. Add the calamari to the pot for 2 minutes. Remove from the pot with the straining spoon and add to the bowl as well. Repeat the same procedure for the scallops, cook for 2 minutes.


Once you have finished adding all the fish to the bowl, add the chopped celery and peppers. Prepare the dressing, and toss with the fish. Cover and let marinate 6 hours in the refrigerator. Just before serving, give it a toss, and garnish with fresh black pepper, chopped parsley, basil, and lemon wedges. Serve at room temperature.
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ROASTED RED PEPPERS
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PEPERONI ARROSTI


SERVES 4–6 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 4 large red peppers


• ¼ cup olive oil


• ¼ cup fresh parsley, chopped


• 2–3 garlic cloves, chopped


• ½ teaspoon salt





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven to 400 degrees F.


Cut peppers into quarters and remove the stem and seeds. Place the peppers skin side up on a baking sheet and bake for 1 hour. The peppers should be wrinkled. Remove and cool to room temperature. Peel away the skin and cut into ¼-inch strips. Place peppers in a bowl and add the olive oil, parsley, garlic, and salt. Mix well, cover bowl with plastic wrap and set aside to marinate until ready to serve.
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FRIED POLENTA
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POLENTA FRITTA


INGREDIENTS




• 1 pound Italian sausage, sweet or hot, depending on your audience


• 2 cups yellow Italian polenta


• 6 cups water


• 1 teaspoon salt


• 2 teaspoons red pepper flakes


• ¼ cup fresh Parmesan cheese, grated


• ¼ cup fresh Pecorino Romano cheese, grated


• 1 teaspoon fresh black pepper


• 2 cups vegetable oil





FOR THE GARNISH AND DIPPING:




• 2 cups fresh marinara sauce (see recipe under Sauces, page 126)


• ¼ cup fresh Parmesan and Pecorino Romano, shredded





DIRECTIONS


Bring the water to a boil in a large stockpot. Add 2 teaspoons of salt and gradually whisk in the polenta. Reduce the heat to low and cook until the mixture thickens and the polenta is tender but still very loose and creamy, stirring almost constantly for about 20–25 minutes.


Remove the sausage meat from the casing and crumble into the polenta in the saucepan. Add the cheese, pepper flakes, salt, and pepper. Continue to stir continuously for 10 minutes.


Remove and pour Polenta mixture into a greased 13 x 9 x 2-inch glass casserole pan and refrigerate for at least 4 hours. I recommend you prepare this a day before, and refrigerate overnight. Once you are ready to fry, preheat the oil on medium high heat in a skillet. Remove the polenta from the refrigerator, and cut the polenta into 2-inch by 1-inch slices. Reduce the heat slightly, and place 2–4 pieces into the oil, frying and turning using tongs, until all sides are golden brown, roughly 3–4 minutes for each side. Remove and dry on a paper towel–covered wire rack. Garnish with the shredded cheese and serve with a side of sauce.




“You should prepare the polenta for this dish the day before you plan to fry and serve. This dish has a kick, so I hope you like spicy.” —Elisa
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STUFFED RED PEPPERS
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PEPERONI ROSSI RIPIENI


SERVES 8 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 8 medium-sized red peppers


• 1 cup chopped onion


• ½ cup fresh Italian parsley, chopped


• ½ cup celery, chopped


• 1½ cups eggplant, chopped


• 3 ounce boneless ham steak or 3 ounces of prosciutto, chopped


• 1 cup mozzarella cheese shredded


• 2 eggs


• 1 cup Italian-style breadcrumbs





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. While oven is heating, add the olive oil to a medium-sized saucepan and heat.


In a large mixing bowl, combine the onions, parsley, celery, eggplant, and choice of meat. Mix thoroughly and then add to the saucepan. Sauté the mixture for 10 minutes. In a small mixing bowl, beat the eggs, and add the mozzarella cheese and breadcrumbs. Mix thoroughly.


Add the egg mixture to the saucepan and cook for another 30 seconds, mixing continuously. Remove from heat and set aside. Remove the top of the peppers with a knife and remove the seeds. Fill each pepper with the stuffing mixture and place in a baking dish. Add two tablespoons of water and two tablespoons of olive oil to the baking dish and bake for 1 hour.




“Traditionally I use long red peppers, but you can use red, green, and yellow peppers to create a festive presentation.” —Elisa
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CHEESE BALLS
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ABRUZZESE POLPETTINE


SERVES 8 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 4 cups Italian-style breadcrumbs


• ¼ cup fresh parsley, finely chopped


• 2 garlic cloves, minced


• 8 eggs


• 10 ounces Parmesan cheese, grated


• 10 ounces Pecorino Romano cheese, grated


• 1 cup olive oil


• 2 cups fresh marinara sauce (see recipe under Sauces, page 126)





DIRECTIONS


In a bowl, mix the breadcrumbs, cheese and eggs. Complete the mixture by adding the garlic and parsley, and form the balls into the size of an olive to be fried. Place them in the refrigerator for 1 hour.


Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan. Once the oil is hot, add 4–6 of the cheese balls to the pan at a time and fry them until golden brown and cooked throughout, about 4–6 minutes. Use a slotted spoon to remove the cheese balls from the pan and transfer them to a paper towel–lined plate. Repeat the frying process with the remaining balls. Serve the cheese balls warm with a side of warm marinara sauce you have already prepared.


 


SPINACH & ONION OMELET
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FRITTATA DI SPINACI E CIPOLLE


SERVES 4–6 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 8 eggs


• 1 cup cooked spinach


• 1 cup onions, chopped


• 1 tablespoon olive oil


• ¼ cup Pecorino Romano cheese, shredded


• Salt and black pepper to taste





DIRECTIONS


Beat the eggs in a glass mixing bowl. Use a 10- or 12-inch nonstick pan with a thick bottom and rounded edges. Pour the olive oil onto a paper towel and grease the pan, and heat on medium heat for 2–3 minutes.


Pour the beaten eggs into the pan; add the spinach and gently mix before the eggs begin to cook. Sprinkle half the cheese over the eggs, add a pinch of salt and pepper and let cook until firm. Flip the omelet over and sprinkle with the remaining cheese, and add another pinch of salt and pepper. Cook for an additional 2–3 minutes and remove from pan. Slice like a pie and serve warm or cold.
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EGGPLANT MINI MEATBALLS
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DI MELANZANE POLPETTE


SERVES 4–6 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 5 large eggplants


• 2 large eggs, lightly beaten


• 2 cups Italian-style breadcrumbs


• ½ cup fresh Parmesan cheese, grated


• ¼ cup fresh Pecorino Romano cheese, grated


• 1 garlic clove, minced


• 1 teaspoon salt


• 1 teaspoon fresh black pepper


• ¼ cup fresh basil, finely chopped


• 1 cup olive oil


• 2 cups fresh marinara sauce for dipping (see recipe under Sauces, page 126)





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven to 400 degrees F.


Wash and peel the skin from the eggplant and place whole on a baking sheet lined with foil. Bake for approximately 45 minutes, turning once, until very soft, and remove from the oven. Slice and remove any seeds. Drain any remaining liquid from the eggplant using a strainer.


Place the eggplant into a large bowl and add the eggs, 1 cup breadcrumbs, cheese, garlic, salt, pepper, and basil. Stir the ingredients together until mixed thoroughly. Place the other cup of breadcrumbs in a small bowl. Form the mixture into little balls the size of walnuts. Roll them between the palms of your hands and roll in the breadcrumbs. Line up the balls on a baking sheet and refrigerate for 1 hour.


Heat the olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat and add the balls to the hot oil a few at a time, without overcrowding the pan. Fry over medium heat, turning so all sides cook evenly to a golden brown color. Cooking time should be 3–5 minutes depending on your stove. Dry the balls on a paper towel–lined plate, then transfer to a serving platter and serve hot with the tomato sauce for dipping.
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ZUCCHINI & RICOTTA FRITTERS
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FRITTELLE DI ZUCCHINE E RICOTTA


SERVES 6–8 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• ¾ pound fresh zucchini, coarsely shredded


• 2 garlic cloves, very thinly sliced


• 3 scallions, very thinly sliced


• ½ cup whole ricotta cheese, drained


• 2 large eggs, lightly beaten


• 1 lemon peel, grated


• 1 teaspoon salt and fresh black pepper


• ¾ cup all-purpose flour


• 1 cup olive oil, for frying


• Lemon wedges, for garnish





DIRECTIONS


In a large bowl, combine the zucchini, garlic, scallions, ricotta, eggs, lemon zest, salt, and pepper. Mix well and then stir in the flour and blend. In a large skillet, heat the olive oil. Working in batches, add heaping tablespoons of the zucchini batter to the hot oil in a single layer. Be careful not to overcrowd the pan.


Fry over medium heat, turning once, until browned and crisp on each side, about 3 minutes total. Drain the fritters on a paper towel–covered wire rack and serve immediately, with lemon wedges.


 


ITALIAN SAUSAGE & CHEESE FRITTATA
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FRITTATA DI SALSICCIA E PECORINO


INGREDIENTS




• ½ pound Italian sausage, crumbled


• 1 cup onion, thinly sliced


• ½ cup red bell pepper, thinly sliced


• ½ cup green bell pepper, thinly sliced


• 6 basil leaves, crumbled


• 4 large eggs


• ¼ cup olive oil


• ¼ cup heavy cream


• Salt and fresh black pepper to taste


• ¼ cup fresh Pecorino Romano cheese, grated






DIRECTIONS


Heat 1 teaspoon of the olive oil in a 10- or 12-inch skillet. Add the sausage and sauté for 5 minutes over medium-high heat until it is no longer pink. Add the onion, bell peppers, salt, and pepper. Continue to sauté for 5 minutes, and then add the basil.


In a glass mixing bowl, beat the eggs, cream, cheese, and a pinch of salt and pepper. Add the hot sausage–pepper mixture, beating and stirring quickly to avoid scrambling the eggs, add some olive oil to the skillet and pour the mixture back into the skillet. Cook over medium heat 10 minutes, or until set and golden on the bottom. Flip the frittata and allow the other side to brown slightly.


Cut like a pizza into desired slice size. Serve hot or at room temperature.
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STUFFED OLIVES
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OLIVE RIPIENE


SERVES 4–6 PEOPLE


INGREDIENTS




• 1 8-ounce jar large pitted green olives


• ¼ pound fresh Italian sausage, crumbled


• ½ cup ground veal


• ½ cup ground chicken or turkey


• 1 garlic clove, minced


• ½ cup all-purpose flour


• Pinch of nutmeg


• 2 tablespoons butter


• 3 tablespoons fresh Parmesan cheese, grated


• 2 eggs


• 2 cups Italian-style breadcrumbs


• ¼ cup olive oil


• 2 cups vegetable oil


• Salt and fresh black pepper to taste





DIRECTIONS


In a medium skillet, sauté the olive oil, sausage, veal, and chicken until the meat is no longer pink. Drain and place the meat in a bowl. Add 1 beaten egg, butter, garlic, cheese, and nutmeg and mix thoroughly.


Drain the olives and rinse them under cold water. Stuff the olives with the mixture. Beat the remaining egg in a separate small bowl. Add the flour and breadcrumbs to separate bowls as well.


Heat the vegetable oil in a deep skillet over medium heat. Roll the olives, one by one, in the flour, then in the beaten egg, and then in the breadcrumbs. Drop the olives into the heated oil for 2–3 minutes, carefully rolling the olives so they fry evenly. Drain the olives on a paper towel–lined wire rack and transfer to your serving platter. Serve hot.


 



STUFFED PORTOBELLO MUSHROOMS


INGREDIENTS




• 8 portobello mushrooms caps


• 1 cup pancetta, cubed


• 1 cup fresh Parmesan cheese, shredded


• 2 eggs


• ½ cup Italian-style breadcrumbs


• 1 garlic clove, chopped


• ½ cup red bell pepper, chopped


• ¼ cup fresh parsley, chopped


• 2 tablespoons olive oil


• ¼ cup fresh Pecorino Romano cheese, grated


• ½ cup dry white wine


• Pinch of salt and fresh black pepper





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven at 400 degrees F.


Remove the stems and gently scrape the interior of the mushrooms, rinse under cold water, and pat dry. In a large bowl, beat the eggs, and then add the pancetta, ¾ cups of the Parmesan cheese, the breadcrumbs, garlic, bell pepper, parsley, and olive oil and mix thoroughly.


Using a tablespoon, fill the mushroom caps. Top the mushrooms with the remaining Parmesan cheese and grated Pecorino cheese. Add a pinch of salt and black pepper to the tops. Line the mushrooms in a glass casserole dish and drizzle the white wine over the mushrooms. Bake for 20–25 minutes, until the tops are lightly brown and crispy. Remove and serve.


 


LIVER MAZZARELLE
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MAZZARELLE DI FEGATO


INGREDIENTS




• 2 pounds lamb liver or lamb meat


• 2 bunches fresh parsley


• 1½ pounds scallions


• 1 bunch green garlic with stems


• 4 hearts romaine lettuce


• Cooking twine


• ½ cup olive oil





DIRECTIONS


Bring a large stockpot of water to a boil. Wash and dry off the liver. Slice the liver into pieces 1 inch wide and 3 inches long. Slice the scallions and green garlic, including the stems, into 3-inch slices. Chop the parsley into 3-inch bunches. Rinse and dry the lettuce and slice into 4-inch slices. Begin with 2 of the lettuce slices, overlapping them slightly, and then layer the remaining ingredients. Begin with a couple slices of the liver, then a handful of parsley, then a few scallion slices, and finally a few green garlic slices. Cover the filling with two additional leaves of lettuce. Using cooking twine, wrap the lettuce bundle very tightly, tucking in the ends to keep the filling from spilling out.


Drop the wraps into the boiling water and allow to cook for 45 minutes, until the lettuce is tender. Remove with a slotted spoon and adjust the twine if they appear loose. Heat the olive oil and a ladle of the water from the stockpot over medium heat, and add the wraps. Sauté over medium-low heat for 30 minutes. Remove, plate and serve at room temperature.
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SAUSAGE POPPERS
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POLPETTE DI SALSICCIA


INGREDIENTS




• 1 pound hot Italian sausage, crumbled


• ½ cup fresh Pecorino Romano or Parmesan cheese, grated


• ¼ cup fresh parsley, finely chopped including the stem


• 3 cups all-purpose flour or Bisquick





DIRECTIONS


Preheat oven to 375 degrees F.


Combine all the ingredients in a glass mixing bowl and mix well with your hands. Take tablespoon size amounts of the mixture and roll into a ball and place on a waxed paper–covered cookie sheet 1 inch apart.


Bake for 20–25 minutes. Remove from oven and arrange on a serving platter.


 


STUFFED ARTICHOKES
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CARCIOFI RIPIENI


INGREDIENTS




• 4–6 medium-sized artichokes


• 3 cups Italian-style breadcrumbs


• 2 tablespoons fresh parsley, chopped, including the stem


• 2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


• 1 lemon


• 1 teaspoon salt


• 2 cups fresh Pecorino Romano or Parmesan cheese, or a combinationof the two, grated


• ½ teaspoon fresh black pepper


• ½ cup olive oil for the stuffing and ¼ cup for the pot


• 4–5 cups vegetable stock





DIRECTIONS


PREPARE THE STUFFING:


In a small bowl, add the breadcrumbs, garlic, parsley, olive oil, salt, and pepper and mix well with your hands. Refrigerate until ready to use.


PREPARE THE ARTICHOKES:


Wash the artichokes well, remove the tough outer leaves until you reach the lighter colored tender inner leaves, and then cut the stem off evenly so the artichoke will stand up. Using a knife, cut the point of the artichoke off flat at the height of the tips of the outermost leaves, then core it, removing the innermost leaves (just the innermost leaves above the heart) and any fuzz there may be in the center of the artichoke heart. Set aside the leaves removed, but discard the fuzz.


Next, spread the remaining leaves of the artichoke a bit with your fingers, and set the cored artichoke and the reserved leaves to soak in a bowl of water with the juice of a lemon.


When you’ve finished coring the artichokes, take the stems; if you look at a freshly cut surface you will see that the heart is lighter, and surrounded by a ring of darker green. Trim away the green outer parts, which are bitter. Julienne the white inner stems and add them to the reserved leaves and heart.


Remove the stuffing from the refrigerator, and spread the leaves of the artichokes like the petals of a flower and gently press the stuffing between them as well as into the central cavity.


Place artichokes in a heavy-bottomed pot over medium heat, and pour in ¼ cup of olive oil, then stand the artichokes upright in the pan. Allow them to cook for 5 minutes, then add the vegetable stock to cover the artichokes halfway up the sides and cover the pot tightly, reducing the heat to a slow simmer. Spoon some of the stock over the artichokes and simmer for 40–50 minutes, adding more stock as necessary to keep the artichokes from drying out.


Then uncover the pot and simmer until the water is evaporated; continue to baste the artichokes occasionally to keep them from sticking. Remove from the pot and serve.


 



STUFFED TOMATOES
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POMODORI RIPIENI


INGREDIENTS




• 5-ounce can tuna in water, drained


• 4 fresh medium to large tomatoes


• 2 cups Italian-style breadcrumbs


• 2 tablespoons fresh parsley, chopped, including the stem
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