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A Very Versatile Vegetable

Gardeners the world over have a love/hate relationship with zucchini. They love how easy it is to grow in most temperate climates and how productive the plants are, but they also know what a challenge it can be to use up that bounty, even when they resort to sneaking around the neighborhood leaving bags of it on doorsteps.
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But is there really such a thing as too much zucchini? Not in my book! In fact, I think zucchini is the most versatile of all the vegetables. You can use it raw or sautéed to keep the garden-fresh flavor, or bake or roast it to transform its taste completely.

There’s a reason we celebrate National Zucchini Day on August 8 in the United States. Zucchini season comes at the height of summer, my favorite time in the kitchen. There’s a saying that what grows together, goes together, and zucchini are proof of that.


If you make every recipe in this book, you’ll have used more than 75 pounds of zucchini!


Squashes, which belong to the botanical family Cucurbitaceae, are native to Central America and the northern parts of South America, where they have been grown for at least 8,000 years. Early explorers to the Americas brought squashes back to Europe where their cultivation began in the 1400s. The zucchini used around the world today was developed in Italy in the nineteenth century near Milan. It spread throughout the Mediterranean, eventually finding a place in cuisines the world over.
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Its name comes from the Italian word for squash, zucca. And although zucchini is usually served as a vegetable, botanically it is a fruit.

Zucchini is a good source of fiber as well as vitamins A, B, and C. Cup for cup, zucchini has as much potassium as a banana and is ridiculously low in calories. Many studies suggest that eating zucchini can improve digestion, lower blood sugar, support healthy circulation, improve eye health, boost energy, aid with weight loss, improve thyroid function, and protect against inflammation.



Size Matters

Zucchini are best harvested young, while the skins and seeds are still tender. Actually, it is rare that a zucchini recipe calls for the vegetable to be peeled before using. The larger a zucchini grows, the tougher the skin becomes.
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Most folks agree on the following as a reasonable standard of measurement for sizing zucchini:


	
Baby: 2 to 4 inches long and weighing less than 6 ounces, usually eaten whole

	
Small: 4 to 6 inches long and weighing 7 to 11 ounces, about 3⁄4 cup shredded

	
Medium: 8 to 10 inches long and weighing 12 to 16 ounces, 1 to 11⁄2 cups shredded

	
Large: anything more than 16 ounces




Recipes in this book call for zucchini by size when the outcome of the recipe doesn’t depend on an exact measurement. When a more accurate measurement is desired, such as in a baking recipe, the recipe calls for a cup measurement (2 cups shredded zucchini) and then a suggested amount to purchase at the market (2 medium zucchini) is provided.
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Storing and Prepping Zucchini

In the refrigerator. Store unwashed zucchini in a plastic bag for no more than three days, preferably in the humid vegetable bin. Before using, thoroughly wash under cold running water. Trim off the stem end and any areas on the skin that are broken or indented. Peel only if specifically indicated in the recipe.

In the freezer. Shred zucchini and store in 1-cup portions in resealable freezer bags. Dry thawed zucchini with clean dish towels before using.



Salting Before, During, or After Cooking?

Your grandmother may have insisted that zucchini be salted and set in a colander to rid the vegetable of excess water. Although some cooks still “degorge” zucchini this way, it isn’t necessary. I’ve noted the few recipes where drying the zucchini makes a difference. My preferred method is to spread the shredded zucchini on a clean dish towel and to roll it up to gently press out excess moisture.
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Salting vegetables during the cooking process is a tricky business. I taste as I go, seasoning to taste at every stage. You won’t see exact salt and pepper measurements in most of these recipes. Start on the low side and add to your taste.


Slicing and Spiralizing

A mandoline produces thinner, more consistent cuts than a knife, but watch your fingers with what is most likely the sharpest tool in your kitchen.

“Zoodles” made with a spiralizer are a healthy and delicious alternative to pasta. Trim off both ends of the zucchini and place the fatter end closest to the blades. Secure the stem end and crank in one direction as the spiralized zucchini exits the blades into a bowl.
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What about Yellow Squash?

The two most common types of summer squash are zucchini and yellow squash. They are interchangeable in these recipes, or you can substitute half of the zucchini for yellow squash. A bowl of spiralized zucchini and yellow squash looks amazing!









Pimento Cheese–Stuffed Zucchini Flowers

Makes 12 flowers

Stuffed zucchini flowers are a traditional Italian dish, but I’ve added a Southern touch by stuffing them with pimento cheese. Use blossoms that have petals just beginning to separate for opening. Look in higher-end grocery stores if you don’t grow your own.

It’s a crime to make a smaller batch of pimento cheese than this, so know that you’ll have some left over as a cook’s treat, or for cheese and crackers. The recipe also doubles easily.
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Pimento Cheese


	
6 ounces cheddar cheese (or half sharp cheddar and half white cheddar), shredded

	
1 (4-ounce) jar diced pimentos, well drained

	
1⁄2 cup mayonnaise

	Salt and freshly ground black pepper




Batter


	
1⁄2 cup Wondra flour or all-purpose flour

	
1⁄2 tablespoon cornstarch

	
1⁄2 teaspoon baking soda

	
1⁄2 cup water




Flowers


	
12 fresh zucchini flowers

	Vegetable oil, for frying




Instructions


	To make the pimento cheese, stir the cheese, pimentos, and mayonnaise together in a medium bowl. Taste and season with salt and pepper. Spoon into a resealable plastic bag and snip off one bottom corner.

	To make the batter, whisk together the flour, cornstarch, and baking soda in a small bowl. Whisk in the water until just barely incorporated.

	To make the flowers, use scissors to cut out the pistils from inside any open flowers. (This isn’t necessary with closed blossoms.) Wipe away any soil with a damp paper towel. Squeeze about 2 teaspoons of pimento cheese from the snipped bag into each flower.

	Add oil to a depth of 2 inches in a medium Dutch oven and place over medium-high heat. When the oil is shimmering (350°F/180°C), dip each stuffed blossom into the batter, allowing excess to drip back into the bowl, and slip the flowers into the hot oil. (To avoid overcrowding the pan, cook in batches as needed.) Cook the first side for about 2 minutes, turn, and cook an additional 2 minutes, until the batter coating is crispy. Move to a serving platter and cook remaining blossoms. Serve immediately—they don’t keep well.




Notes

The blossoms can be battered and fried without stuffing.

Anchovy paste stirred into drained ricotta cheese is also a marvelous stuffing.

This batter produces a very thin coating, just right for the delicate blooms. Wondra flour produces a near lump-free batter, but all-purpose flour can be substituted.






Air Fryer Zucchini-Parmesan Chips

Makes 12–15 chips

These addictive little crispy bites are as satisfying as the deep-fried versions and have far fewer calories and less fat. Use your favorite jarred marinara for dipping or make your own.
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Ingredients


	Equipment required: Air fryer

	Cooking spray

	
1 cup panko bread crumbs

	
1⁄2 cup grated Parmesan cheese

	
11⁄2 teaspoons Italian seasoning

	
1⁄2 teaspoon salt

	
1⁄2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	
1⁄4 cup all-purpose flour

	
2 eggs

	
1 medium zucchini, sliced in 1⁄4-inch rounds

	
1 cup marinara sauce




Instructions



	Line a rimmed baking sheet with parchment paper. Preheat the air fryer to 400°F (200°C) and spray the cooking basket or tray with cooking spray.

	Stir the panko, Parmesan, Italian seasoning, salt, and pepper together in a medium bowl. Add the flour to a small bowl. Whisk the eggs in another small bowl.
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