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DINNERS WITH MARIO BATALI


A Recipe Sampler from America—Farm to Table
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The single most important trick to elevating the home cook’s potential to create quality, restaurant-level food is the sourcing of quality ingredients. Such ingredients yield better results than buying the oven or immersion circulator I use. Instead, buy the same tiny waxy golden potatoes, or the rainbow chard, or the real farm-fresh eggs, or the exact baby arugula borne of seeds carried by hand from the shadow of Vesuvius and grown by a farmer I know and love.


The real story here is that the farmers from whom chefs buy produce and meat are capable of changing the food you eat at home much more significantly than equipment or cookbooks or tips or TV shows you watch. This creates the new paradigm: Where chefs once ruled the waves, local small farmers are the new rock stars…


After hearing about and tasting the great products of these farmers, I was inspired to create recipes that featured them in all their glory, and that is what you’ll find on the following pages. These are not the actual recipes gleaned from a restaurant or a television show, but are instead a loose itinerary, or road map, that will hopefully lead you to develop relationships with local farmers, as well as to the improvisational style of cooking that will elevate the flavor of the dishes you create in your own kitchen when you buy products from a farm or at a farmers’ market and bring them directly to your table.



















BLACK RISOTTO with Oysters and Fennel


SERVES 4




Risotto is intimidating only if you get obsessed with the constant stirring. If you start well with a good soffrito, you really can check in with risotto just every 3 or 4 minutes. The trick in this case is to add the oysters literally in the last 20 seconds, after you take the pan off the heat. You can buy squid ink at your fishmonger or online.







12 fresh oysters, scrubbed


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil


1 medium Spanish onion, cut into ¼-inch dice


1 bulb fennel, cut into ½-inch dice


1½ cups arborio rice


1 cup dry white wine


4 to 6 cups Vegetable Broth (recipe below)


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


2 tablespoons squid ink


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


¼ cup fennel fronds, chopped









Shuck the oysters over a strainer set over a small bowl to collect their liquor. Set aside the oysters and their liquor.


In a 12- to 14-inch frying pan with 3-inch sides, heat the olive oil over medium heat. Add the onion and fennel and cook until softened but not brown, 6 to 7 minutes. Add the rice and cook, stirring continuously, until opaque, about 2 minutes.


Add the wine and cook for 1 minute, then add the vegetable broth, ladle by ladle, until the rice is covered. Raise the heat to medium-high and continue to cook, stirring intermittently, maintaining the level of the liquid to just about the level of the rice, for 15 minutes. Taste for salt and pepper and season accordingly. Continue cooking until the rice is tender but still al dente. Remove from the heat, add the squid ink and the butter. Stir for 30 seconds to incorporate.


Gently stir in the oysters with their liquor and the fennel fronds and let rest for 1 minute, then serve. Risotto should be wet and settle flat on the plate, with a little liquid edging out from the side.













VEGETABLE BROTH


MAKES 2 QUARTS




2 red onions, halved


2 carrots, scrubbed, cut into thirds


4 heads garlic, halved


2 leeks, split and rinsed well


1 bay leaf


4 quarts water









Place the onions, carrots, garlic, leeks, and bay leaf in a stockpot with the water and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to maintain a simmer and cook until reduced by half, 15 to 20 minutes. Strain out the vegetables in a conical sieve over a large bowl and press firmly to extract all of the juices. Return the liquid to the same pot, set on the stovetop, and return the broth to a simmer to use in the risotto. If not using immediately, let cool and then store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days, or freeze for up to 1 month.
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