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NOTE TO THE READER


Although recipe photographs in the original print book alternate between preceding and following the recipes themselves, please note that for clarity all recipe photographs in this ebook editon have been placed to follow their corresponding recipes.
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INTRODUCTION



One of the first things I learned to cook was an apple sponge cake. My great-grandma taught me how to do it after I set her on fire, when I was five and she was eighty-seven. I’ll tell you the fire story later in this book. I have a lot of stories—some funny and some that still make me cry today. Some will inspire you. Some will make people say, “I will never have kids.” But first, one other story about the apple cake: I once baked it for the Pope.


I had a lot of health problems as a kid. So when I was seven years old, my grandfather decided it would be a good idea to take me to Rome and get me blessed. I refused to leave the house without making not just one but two of these apple cakes, which my family called Fabio’s Cake, for the Pope. We arrived in the waiting room at the Vatican two hours ahead of time, and in those two hours, I got so bored I ate one whole cake by myself. The other thing I did to pass the time was yell a lot, very loudly. Seeing that I was causing trouble, various Cardinals came over to say hello and try to calm me down. When they bent down to talk to me, I tried to knock off their hats. My mom was not so happy about either the yelling or the hats.


By the time the blessing mass finally started, I was out of patience, and as soon as I saw the Pope I started to scream as loud as I could, “I have a cake for you!” Seeing all the chaos, the Pope came over to me and for ten whole minutes—longer than my family had ever seen before—I behaved. I gave him the cake, he gave me a hug and a blessing, and then, to thank him, I jumped up and yelled “Tu hai un bel cappello!” which basically means “Nice hat, dude!” Then I tried to whack off his tall ceremonial hat. Somehow he managed to hold it on with one hand while holding my cake in the other, and my parents got me out of there fast.


What can I say? That’s the kind of kid I was. I come from a passionate family—after all, we’re Italian. And a big part of being a passionate Italian is being passionate about food. It doesn’t matter where you’re from in Italy. It doesn’t matter if you’re a lawyer or a janitor: Food is your passion! My family has some very hardworking people, and my family has some lazy people, but all of them are crazy about food. The funny part is that they’re passionate about something that we never really had. We were very poor and we didn’t always have enough to eat, but it didn’t matter: Even just a piece of bread on the family table was a gigantic celebration.


Just because we didn’t have much didn’t mean we had no tradition. I learned at a very young age that where food is concerned, things have to be done in a certain way. For example, in my family, roasted chicken is made with rosemary, sage, and garlic. If you have a chicken and you have sage and you have garlic but there is no rosemary around, then you can’t do a roasted chicken! You have to do something else and everybody knows it. It’s tradition, and people get very animated about it.


So for me, this isn’t just a cookbook. I mean, it is a cookbook, otherwise you’ll say, “Fabio, you’re crazy! It’s a cookbook!” But it’s also twenty-six years of things that happened in my house that mostly revolved around food. It’s a celebration of the biggest part of my life so far—my family. If you want to get a really great meal in Italy, you have to go to somebody’s house. Once you’re there, you’re going to experience amazing food made with simple ingredients. So one of the things I emphasize in this book is getting back to basics and enjoying little things—the small pleasures. It’s incredible what you can do with an apple or an egg, for example, and tomato sauce is just tomatoes, olive oil, and garlic. That’s it. There is no bacon. There is no onion. It’s three ingredients that match perfectly, old world and old school.
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This is how I cook in my own home, for comfort through the day and so that everybody who comes there feels welcome. I make the dishes in this book, respecting Italian tradition, and I try very hard not to get too caught up in new kitchen technology.


That’s also why you’ll be able to cook 100 percent of the recipes in this book in your own kitchen. Actually, there are two reasons: First, because I say so; and second, because my food is not pretentious. My food is not complicated. My food is meant to be made and eaten. That’s it. It’s not meant to impress, it’s meant to feed people. I’m not putting this book in front of you because I want you to become a three-star chef. I just want to make sure that when you’re done cooking, every person you know will say, “That’s a great freaking dish. Delicious! I wish I knew how to do it.”


Having said that, please understand that this is not a book of Five-Minute Fixes by Fabio. Some of the dishes take some time, and you’ll want to pour a glass of wine and a take deep breath before you make them. They aren’t hard, but you have to create momentum around these recipes. If something needs to braise for three hours, go on with your life while it’s cooking! Do the laundry, get another glass of wine, chase your dog, plant some tomatoes. It’s not going to cook faster if you look at it. If you want to be lazy, avoid those recipes—you still have about 140 to choose from. But remember: There are people, maybe even people in your family, who enjoy braising something for six hours (and will probably also keep you company while you cook).


I hope you really enjoy these recipes. And as you’re sipping a fantastic soup or deciding to make a risotto or pasta the way my grandmother made it, think about me as a little Italian boy everyone called Fabiolino, eating these same dishes as I struggled and learned and grew up. The way my family cooks is not the only way, of course, but it’s the only way we do it. For me, sharing these memories and recipes is like reconnecting to my family in Italy. I am so happy to bring you together with them around the table.




If you want to get a really great meal in Italy, you have to go to somebody’s house.





PS: Common sense always applies in the kitchen. Yes! Developing smart associations will help you a lot more than just following recipes precisely, so try to train your common sense as you cook. If you taste something you’re cooking and you think it is missing salt, but you already added the pinch of salt I safid you need, add another one! I won’t come kidnap your pets in the night!


Another example: I often say pasta should be cooked in salted boiling water. What I mean by salted boiling water is about a gallon of water and a handful of salt. Now, I would like to make a speech about a handful: If you have a hand that is big like a sumo wrestler’s head, then maybe you need only half a handful of salt. But if you have the hand of a three-year-old baby, then you probably need two handfuls of salt. See what I mean? (For the record, a handful of salt is usually about two to three tablespoons.)


And caramelization: When chefs say to cook something “until caramelized, about 15 minutes,” they’re thinking about their stove, their fire, their pots and pans. At your house, you need to cook it until it looks caramelized. That’s why you’re much better off understanding what “caramelized” means rather than walking away for fifteen minutes and coming back to disaster. Caramelized is when you can see color. Vegetables release water, and you’ll see that, too, in the form of a very light steam all over the veggies. Then they’ll start to look translucent. Caramelized is the next step after that. All the moisture has disappeared, the vegetables will start to brown lightly on the edges, and the bottom of the pan has little brown bits here and there. In order to caramelize, vegetables have to touch the pan and the oil, so when you use a wider sauté pan, caramelizing takes less time than when you use a taller pot with a smaller-diameter bottom. I don’t know how long it’s going to take in your pan, because I don’t know what pan you have! Welcome to common sense.




If you taste something you’re cooking and you think it is missing salt, but you already added the pinch of salt I said you need, add another one! I won’t come kidnap your pets in the night!
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NOTES FROM
 FABIO’S KITCHEN



ON RECIPE BASICS IN THIS BOOK




• When I say “olive oil,” you can use either regular olive oil or light olive oil at your discretion. But I strongly recommend using light olive oil for any cooking that involves high heat, like sautéing, frying, or roasting. Extra-virgin olive oil, which has a peppery, delicious taste, should only be used for drizzling, finishing, dressing salads, and other places where you want a strong olive flavor or are not cooking it for long, like in a quick pasta sauce. In Italy you’ll never see somebody waste extra-virgin olive oil on cooking meat sauce. In the recipes where I think you should use extra-virgin olive oil, it’s listed in the ingredients.


• When I say “salt and pepper,” it’s always kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper unless otherwise specified.


• When I say “butter,” it’s always unsalted butter unless otherwise specified.


• When I say “Parmesan,” I mean imported Parmigiano-Reggiano from Italy, which is what I use. Or, if you want a less expensive alternative, get a good local American Parmesan cheese.


• When I ask for eggs (or egg yolks or whites), always try to use organic or free-range if possible, and always use large eggs.


• When I ask for parsley, it’s always Italian flat parsley.





ON KITCHEN GEAR


Let’s talk about utensils for a second. Everything on this list is something you can use in making at least one of the recipes in this book. But even if you don’t have all of these things, you’ll still be able to make most of the recipes. After all, we didn’t have any fancy gadgets when I was a kid, and somehow we made all of them. Think of these as suggestions rather than requirements.


Electricals


Food processor


Ice cream maker


Stand mixer or handheld electric mixer


Stick blender


Pots and Pans


Baking sheet / sheet pan


10-inch cake pan


Dutch ovens or heavy casseroles with lids (medium and large)


Rectangular Pyrex or other baking dishes (6 × 9-inch and one other, larger size)


Saucepans (small, medium, large)


Sauté pans (small, medium, large)


Deep sauté pan


Ceramic nonstick sauté pan


10-inch and 9-inch round springform pans


Stockpots (large, extra large)



Knives


2 chef’s knives, one big for chopping, one smaller for dicing


Small, sturdy boning/filleting knife


Small flexible knife for cleaning fish and cutting very thin slices


A few paring knives


7–8-inch Santoku knife


Serrated knife


Miscellaneous Items


Butcher’s twine


Candy thermometer


Cheese grater


Cheesecloth


Colander


2-inch round cookie cutter


Cookie mat


Cutting boards


Ice cream scoop


Ladle


Mandoline


Meat mallet


Meat thermometer


Melon baller


Mesh strainer


Metal and glass mixing bowls (various sizes)


Microplane


Mortar and pestle


Pizza cutter


Plastic spatula


Potato masher


Potato ricer


Rolling pin


6-inch wooden skewers


Slotted spoon


Tongs


Whisk


Wire rack for cooling


Wooden spoons


ON MY PANTRY AND YOURS


The pantry is your in-house supermarket. When you’re missing something on your kitchen counter for your recipe, you go to the pantry. In my house it was never very full, but we always had the things we needed to make a few good dishes. No boil-in bags, no packaged stuff, no canned spaghetti—stuff to make food preparation easier, not to make prepared food. That’s the whole principle behind my family recipes, but you have to have a well-stocked pantry. In my house the pantry was like the secret weapon. Every time you opened it, there was something there you could use. You have to take care of your pantry, though; an unstocked pantry is a disaster. And don’t confuse storage space with a pantry. A pantry is for food, storage space is for your socks, your shoes, your cat food, your toilet paper. I don’t want to go looking for cannellini beans and end up with a roll of toilet paper in my hand. A pantry is a lifestyle, so embrace it. Here’s what I like to keep in mine.


Anchovies


Arborio rice (for risotto)


Artichoke hearts


Baking powder


Baking soda


Balsamic vinegar


Canned beans


Dry beans (borlotti, cannellini, pigeon)


Breadcrumbs (for frying, coating, and using in meatballs and meat loaf)


Capers (for a quick sauce with lemon)


Dried chilies


Chocolate (it’s always good to have chocolate)


Cinnamon sticks


Canned clams


All-purpose flour


Bread flour


Chestnut flour


Chickpea flour


Semolina flour


Whole wheat flour


Gelatin powder


Graham crackers


Various dried herbs and spices (rosemary, oregano, thyme, bay leaves, basil, sage, red pepper flakes, whole black peppercorns, whole and ground nutmeg, fennel seeds, mustard seeds, mustard powder, paprika and smoked paprika, saffron, ground cinnamon, ground white pepper, whole cloves, garlic salt, onion powder, celery salt, juniper berries)


Honey


Kosher salt (for texture)


Dried mushrooms (such as porcini or shiitake—for grinding into powder to add flavor to stocks or soups)


Mustard (grainy, yellow, and Dijon)


Nuts (hazelnuts, pine nuts, walnuts, any other nuts you love—great for pesto and other recipes)


Extra-virgin olive oil


Light olive oil


Regular/Classic olive oil


Green olives and black olives (your refrigerator can be part of your pantry, too!)


Orzo


Pasta shapes (some long, some short)


Polenta


Red wine vinegar


Kosher salt


Table salt (mostly for salting pasta water)


Sugar


Brown sugar


Powdered sugar


Canned or boxed tomatoes


Tomato paste


Tomato purée


Vanilla (extract and pods)


Vegetable oil (peanut or soybean)


Wild rice


Wine (preferably red, and it should be the kind you can drink)


Dry yeast packets




A pantry is for food…. I don’t want to go looking for cannellini beans and end up with a roll of toilet paper in my hand.
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Fresh Egg Pasta Dough


Basic Risotto


Potato-Ricotta Gnocchi


Semolina Gnocchi


Grandma’s Polenta


Chunky Basil Pesto


Fabio’s Tomato Sauce with Oil and Garlic


Brown Butter Sage Sauce


Caper Sauce with Burnt Lemon


Grandma’s Meat Sauce


Homemade Ricotta


Sundried Tomatoes


Roasted Lemons


Olive, Zucchini, and Tomato Bread Topping


Cherry Tomato Salad with Orange, Cucumber, and Feta


Garlic, Anchovy, and Caper Dip with Raw Vegetables


Naked Ravioli with Ricotta and Spinach


Classic Pizza
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I have done so many things for the first time, from counting to three to counting to a thousand, from riding a bike to driving a car, from making a friend to finding a girlfriend. With dinner, you have the first glass of wine, then the first bottle. You kiss, you make love. You get your first gelato, then you make your first gelato. These are first steps—baby steps. Primi passi.


Everything that you experience in life will feature a primi passi section, but these primi passi are the basis for cooking. They are the foundation of this book. They will boost your morale and build your culinary backbone. You’re going to master and then use these primi passi through the whole book.


Italian food is very simple, so our first steps are not going to be hard. The problem many people have is they set their sights too high at the beginning. If you’ve never run, you don’t want to start by running a 5K. Just run around the block. Run around the park. Then run around your neighborhood. Then run around your neighborhood twice. Then, when your next-door neighbor is wondering what you’re doing every morning running around the neighborhood, run a 5K. You have to acquire expertise by accomplishing very little things, and primi passi are those tiny things, those little moments of joy—the chopping, the searing, the roasting. Never underestimate the power of basic.


By the time you have completed the whole primi passi section successfully, you’re gonna feel like the chef is in the house. Of course, if these recipes are things you already know how to do, move on! They’ll always be here for you, just like they are for me.
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FRESH EGG PASTA DOUGH



Pasta Fresca


SERVES 4 ITALIANS OR 8 REGULAR PEOPLE




I grew up with fresh egg pasta. The way my great-grandma kept me from destroying the household was to have me crack eight eggs on a cutting board and hand mix them with flour for hours. It’s a very time-consuming maneuver! I am all about preserving tradition, but what about improving the execution of tradition so you can have traditional flavor in a tenth of the time? That’s the way I teach people to make pasta. By following my way, anyone can make it. All you need is a food processor and a blade attachment.







10 egg yolks


Pinch of table salt


½ tsp. ground black pepper


2 tsp. olive oil


2 cups flour








Place the egg yolks in a food processor with the blade attachment, add the salt, pepper, and olive oil, and pulse a few times.


Add half of the flour and pulse until the eggs absorb it and you have a semi-thick paste. Add the rest of the flour and allow the blade to rotate continuously. When the dough is ready, you should see a ball-shaped mass of flour and eggs bouncing around the canister. If the dough is still too wet to the touch, add an extra tablespoon of flour. If it is a bit dry, add a little water as needed.


Take the pasta out and roll/shape according to the directions of the recipe you are making. If you’re saving it for later, wrap it in plastic wrap and place it in the fridge for up to 6 days. (But pasta, according to my grandpa, must be consumed right away, or you should just make a risotto instead!)













TIP: Remember—even though I always ask for large eggs, egg sizes vary. If you see that after you put in the egg yolks, your pasta is sticky, add more flour, 1 tablespoon at a time.





 





BASIC RISOTTO



Risotto


SERVES 6




People don’t do risotto, because they believe you have to sit there and stir for hours and hours and hours. Guys, get off your ass! So you have to go to the stove and stir every five minutes. Come on, that’s a basic skill! If you cannot make circles with your hand and a wooden spoon, you don’t deserve to eat risotto.







4 cups vegetable stock (see recipe on here)


2 tbsp. olive oil


5 tbsp. butter, plus a dollop (about 1 tbsp.) more


1 large onion, finely chopped


2 cups Arborio rice


2 wine glasses of dry white wine


Salt and pepper


5 tbsp. butter


½ cup Parmesan cheese, grated









Heat the stock to a low boil.


Put the olive oil and the dollop of butter into a separate pan over low heat, add the onion, and cook very slowly for about 15 minutes without letting it caramelize. When the onions have softened, add the rice and turn up the heat to medium.


The rice will now begin to lightly fry, so keep stirring it. After a minute it will look slightly translucent. Add the wine and keep stirring until the rice has absorbed the wine. Then add your first ladle of hot stock, a good pinch of salt and a dash of pepper.


Turn the heat down to a simmer so the rice doesn’t cook too quickly on the outside. Keep adding stock one ladle at a time, stirring and reducing at the same time over medium-low heat, allowing each addition of stock to be absorbed before adding the next. It will take around 15–20 minutes to add all the stock.


Remove from the heat and add the 5 tablespoons of butter and the Parmesan. Stir well. Let the risotto sit for a few minutes before you serve it.










If you cannot make circles with your hand and a wooden spoon, you don’t deserve to eat risotto.












NOTE: The stirring process can be cut almost in half if you have a good nonstick pan. Be careful: some nonstick pans with black coating will release chemicals if heated for too long, so if you want to use nonstick, use a ceramic pan. Risotto also cooks well in a copper pan, which requires more stirring, but conducts heat better.








 





POTATO-RICOTTA GNOCCHI



Gnocchi di Patate e Ricotta


SERVES 6




Gnocchi for a chef is bragging rights. You go anywhere and the chef is like, “Oh, I make the best gnocchi in town.” Guys, get over it. The best gnocchi is my grandma’s gnocchi. It’s like a small pillow from heaven that’s going to burst in your mouth. You will probably cry once you try my grandma’s gnocchi. Make sure you plan ahead to make these the day before so the potato mixture can cool overnight.







6 medium potatoes (russet or any other baking potato)


1½ a whole nutmeg, grated


1 tbsp. salt, plus pepper to taste


1 egg yolk


1 cup ricotta cheese


1 cup semolina flour


2 cups flour








Preheat the oven to 425°F.


Bake the potatoes for an hour until they are crispy on the outside and fluffy on the inside. Cool for a couple of hours, remove the insides with a spoon, and mash them, using a potato ricer or a fork, until they are very smooth.


Place the potatoes in a bowl and add the nutmeg, the salt, a pinch of pepper, the egg yolk, and the ricotta. Mix together to combine and let rest overnight in the refrigerator, uncovered.


The next day, spread the semolina flour in an even layer on a baking sheet or tray.


Then place the potato mixture in the bowl of a stand mixer and, using the paddle attachment, add the flour on low–medium speed. Once the mixture has come together, remove it from the bowl and cut it into fist-size balls.


Roll each ball in the palms of your hands and then form it into a cigar shape. Cut each of these tubes into 1-inch pieces. Place them on the bed of semolina flour on your tray and put the tray in the fridge for 10–20 minutes to set.


To cook the gnocchi, drop them into salted boiling water. When the first few rise to the top of the pot, remove all the gnocchi with a slotted spoon.















NOTE: The potatoes have to be cold. Hot potatoes create steam, steam absorbs flour, and flour makes gnocchi chewy. Hello! Cold potatoes will absorb just enough flour for you to be able to cut and shape them.








 





SEMOLINA GNOCCHI



Gnocchi di Semola


SERVES 4–6




The inside of these gnocchi will be lava-hot when they come out of the oven. Wait to eat them or just like my grandpa you will curse your lungs out because your tongue is blistering and you are in great pain. The best way to make them is by not planning to make them. Do it the next day when you have leftover polenta.







1 quart whole milk


1 cup heavy cream (for richer texture) or water (for lighter texture)


3 tsp. salt


1 tsp. pepper


1[image: Image] cups semolina flour


2 large eggs


2 cups Parmesan cheese, finely grated, divided in half


1 tbsp. butter, plus more for buttering the baking dish


½ cup breadcrumbs








Preheat the oven to 375°F.


Heat the milk, cream or water, salt, and pepper in a saucepan over medium heat.


When it starts to simmer, add the semolina flour, stirring constantly with a whisk to make sure lumps do not form. Continue to whisk for 10 more minutes over low heat until the batter has become thick. Remove from heat and whisk in the eggs, half of the Parmesan, and the butter.


Pour into a sheet pan or onto a large wooden cutting board, making sure that the thickness is about [image: img] inch overall. Let it cool down completely. Once it is firm, cut the semolina into gnocchi using the mouth of a water glass or a 2-inch round cookie cutter.


Butter a baking dish, place the gnocchi in it in a single layer (it’s fine if they overlap a little), and sprinkle them with the breadcrumbs and the rest of the Parmesan. Bake until golden brown, about 7–10 minutes. Serve with Brown Butter Sage Sauce (see recipe on here)
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TIP: Be like my grandma! For cutting out the gnocchi, wet the top of the polenta sheet with water to keep the glass or cookie cutter from sticking.





 





GRANDMA’S POLENTA



Polenta della Nonna


SERVES 4 AS AN ENTRÉE OR 8 AS AN APPETIZER




Butter, Parmesan, fancy cheese, truffles… that’s all great. But you can have a delicious polenta with a pinch of salt, boiling water, and a bunch of fresh herbs. It’s the ultimate cheap peasant food. We had a big wooden kitchen table and we used to serve the polenta right off the table in a gigantic pile. No dish, nothing. A nice way for you to serve this would be on a slab of marble in the middle of your table.







1 quart milk


1 quart water


2½ cups semolina flour or polenta


5 egg yolks


3 cups Parmesan cheese, grated


Salt and pepper


1 tbsp. rosemary, finely chopped


8 tbsp. (one stick) butter








Bring the milk and water to a boil in a large pot. Add the semolina flour or polenta and whisk until it becomes thicker but is still creamy, about 15–20 minutes.


Beat the egg yolks in a bowl with a little water, then add them to the semolina mixture along with the Parmesan and salt and pepper to taste. Stir and remove from heat.


In a sauté pan, cook the rosemary in the butter for about 5 minutes over medium heat, then mix it into the polenta.


Serve creamy or let it cool down. The more it cools down, the firmer it will become. You can also let it sit in the fridge overnight on a flat sheet pan and the next day cut squares and fry them in oil for a great treat.













TIP: Flavor the polenta with whatever soft cheese you like or have left over. Grandma won’t be too upset.









NOTE: Semolina flour and polenta are both made of corn. The only difference is that semolina is more finely ground, which will give you a smoother consistency than the coarser, more traditional polenta. It’s like the difference between steelcut oatmeal and regular oatmeal.








 





CHUNKY BASIL PESTO



Pesto


MAKES 4 CUPS




Anyone with at least one finger can make pesto, and if for some reason you’re not equipped with fingers, you can press the food processor button with your elbow. That’s how easy this is. If you want to season a pasta, add a bit more oil so it’s more liquid. If you want to use it as a topping or a spread, make it nice and thick. And if you have a date, ease up on the garlic.







3–4 cups basil leaves, packed


2 cups extra-virgin olive oil


1 cup pine nuts


5 cloves garlic


Salt and pepper


1½ cups Parmesan cheese or Romano cheese, grated








In a food processor, combine the basil leaves, olive oil, pine nuts, garlic, salt, and pepper and process until just mixed but still chunky.


Add the Parmesan or Romano and pulse to combine. Do not over-process. Store in the fridge in an airtight container or jar, topped with a layer of olive oil.
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Anyone with at least one finger can make pesto, and if for some reason you’re not equipped with fingers, you can press the food processor button with your elbow.





 





FABIO’S TOMATO SAUCE WITH OIL AND GARLIC



Pomarola


MAKES 2 CUPS




This is the simplest of sauces out there, so simple I don’t even feel I want to call it cooking. But it’s also delicious, so it does deserve the name of sauce.







6 cloves garlic


8 tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil


1 28-oz. can of whole plum tomatoes (packed only in tomato juice)


Salt and pepper


10 basil leaves








Smash the garlic with the back of a knife. Place the garlic and 5 tablespoons of olive oil in a saucepan and cook over medium heat until the garlic is golden brown. Add the tomatoes and generous pinches of salt and pepper.


Cook over medium-high heat until the sauce is thick and no longer watery, about 10–15 minutes. Add the remaining 3 tablespoons of olive oil and turn the heat to high. Stir, crushing the tomatoes with the back of a wooden spoon. Cook until the oil turns red, then turn off the heat and add the basil at the very end.













TIP: Make 3 times the Pomarola you need and freeze the extra in Ziploc bags. It will last up to 6 months.
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BROWN BUTTER SAGE SAUCE



Burro Bruno e Salvia


MAKES 1 CUP




Italy is not about the fuss, it’s all about the flavor. When you brown butter slow and low, the protein in the butter goes to the bottom of the pan and starts to caramelize and create a nutty, intense popcorn flavor. The addition of the sage is just a step beyond—because we like to go bold and big before we go home. This is a great drizzle for any pasta or gnocchi, and a fantastic topping for steak or fish.







½ lb. (2 sticks) butter


1 cup fresh sage leaves (about 12–14)


Salt and pepper








Put the butter and the sage in a large sauté pan over low heat and cook until the foaming subsides. The sauce should be golden brown in color and the sage leaves will be nice and crispy.


Season to taste with salt and pepper. If the sauce looks separated or too oily, add a bit of warm water; if it looks too watery, keep it on the heat and reduce for a few minutes until it thickens.











 





CAPER SAUCE WITH BURNT LEMON



Capperi e Limone


MAKES 1 CUP




This is great on chicken dishes (see my recipe for Chicken Piccata on here), and you can also use it on fish. It’s very sour and a little salty. It also adds pizazz to vegetable dishes. Make some roasted or grilled vegetables and drizzle it on top—it’s amazing. It will keep for about a week, but why would you make it and let it sit there for so long?







1 whole lemon, sliced into 10 rounds


½ cup unbleached flour


2 tbsp. olive oil


1 clove garlic, minced


½ cup capers packed in water, drained


1½ cups chicken stock (see recipe on here)


1 tbsp. butter


Salt and pepper








Flour the lemon slices. Put the oil and lemon slices in a hot pan over medium heat and cook until the lemons are caramelized and nicely browned on all sides. The flour will stick to the bottom of the pan a bit (but it’s all good).


Add the garlic and the capers, then deglaze the pan with the stock, scraping the bottom to release any flour bits. Reduce the sauce over medium heat until it has thickened a little and has a denser consistency. Add the butter at the end to make the sauce smoother, and season with salt and pepper to taste.













TIP: When you cook a sauce or meat, you get little caramelized brown bits and drippings stuck to the bottom of the pan. These have a lot of flavor, so when you deglaze, add wine, stock, or some other liquid to get them off the bottom of the pan and back into the dish.










GRANDMA’S MEAT SAUCE



Sugo di Carne della Nonna


MAKES 2–3 QUARTS




The original of this sauce comes from the city of Bologna in northern Italy. For hardcore flavor, you can replace a quarter of the meat with mortadella. If you have the time, I beg you to make this recipe with the heat on low. It will take six to eight hours, but you will double the flavor.







3 tbsp. olive oil


2 cups celery, diced


2 cups carrots, diced


2 cups onion, diced


1 sprig rosemary


1 sprig sage


5 cloves garlic, smashed


1 cup white wine


2 lb. ground beef


2 cups red wine


2 cups Fabio’s Tomato Sauce (see recipe on here)


1 cup tomato paste


Salt and pepper








Heat a large saucepan over medium-high heat and add the olive oil. When it has heated up, add the celery, carrots, onion, rosemary, and sage and cook until caramelized, about 15 minutes. Add the garlic, cook for 2–3 minutes more, then deglaze the pan (see here for a tip on deglazing) with white wine and reduce until the pan is almost dry.


Add the ground beef and cook, breaking it into small pieces, until no traces of pink remain. Add the red wine and reduce until it has disappeared. Add the tomato sauce and then the tomato paste, and reduce until the sauce is thick and rich. If you prefer to cook the sauce faster, turn the heat to medium-high and make sure to stir freqently to prevent the sauce from burning at the bottom of the pan. It will take about 2 hours this way.


Season with salt and pepper to taste. Serve over pasta. Something long like fettuccine or spaghetti works well, but anything is fine. (See note on pasta/sauce pairs on here.)













TIP: For a perfect meat sauce, don’t use ultra-lean meat; a little fattier meat means more flavor!
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HOMEMADE RICOTTA



Ricotta della Mamma


MAKES 2–3 CUPS




1 gallon whole milk


[image: img] cup white wine vinegar


1 tbsp. lemon juice


A pinch of salt








Bring the milk to a boil in a large saucepan, letting it reach 181°F. You will need a thermometer for this unless you’re my grandma.


Turn off the heat, add the vinegar, the lemon juice, and the salt. As the milk begins to curdle, stir it with a whisk just a few times to mix in the lemon and the salt.


Cover and let the mixture cool down for about 2 hours. When it is cool, strain it through cheesecloth over a pot, pressing the curds with a wooden spoon to squeeze out the liquid. It will keep for 4–5 days in the fridge.















TIP: For a creamier ricotta, substitute heavy cream for half the milk.





 




SUNDRIED TOMATOES


Pomodori Secchi


MAKES ABOUT 1½ LB.




If you start making these at eleven o’clock at night, the next morning at six you’ll have the best sundried tomatoes for breakfast that you ever had. Yes, for breakfast. Because they will smell so good that you cannot wait.







3 lb. Roma tomatoes, cut in half and seeds squeezed out


2 tbsp. olive oil


½ cup fresh thyme, chopped


1 tbsp. salt


1 tbsp. pepper








Put all ingredients into a metal bowl, mix well, and let rest for about 1 hour. The tomatoes will release more water.


Preheat the oven to 225°F.


Put a wire rack onto a sheet pan, then place the tomatoes on the rack cut side up. Roast for about 7 hours.


Store in olive oil in a mason jar in your fridge.











 





ROASTED LEMONS



Limoni Dolci


MAKES 10 LEMONS. (IF YOU WANT TO DO IT WITH 6 LEMONS, GUESS WHAT—IT’S GOING TO MAKE 6 LEMONS!)




When you roast citrus, you bring out the sweetness. Try some iced tea with caramelized lemon; make some vinaigrette dressing with it. From now on, every time you are going to use a raw lemon, unless you’re using a slice in your water, try a roasted one instead.







10 lemons, cut in half crosswise


2 tbsp. fresh thyme, chopped


Salt and pepper


2 tbsp. olive oil


Butter or olive oil for roasting (if using a pan rather than a grill)








Mix all the ingredients together in a bowl. Place the lemons open-face down on a really hot grill or in a hot sauté pan with a touch of olive oil or butter over medium to high heat.


Grill for about 10 minutes, moving the lemons around, until the open side is caramelized.











[image: image]


 





OLIVE, ZUCCHINI, AND TOMATO BREAD TOPPING



Dadolata di Olive, Zucchine, e Pomodoro


MAKES 6–10 APPETIZERS




This recipe uses olives, zucchini, and tomatoes, but a good dadolata can be made from any other vegetables that are about to get too old to eat. It can be used as a topping for bread or served as a side.







30 small cherry tomatoes


2 whole zucchini, diced


1 cup green or black olives, pitted


1 cup extra-virgin olive oil


2 tbsp. balsamic glaze (see recipe on here)


1 tsp. pepper


1 tsp. salt


1 clove garlic


1 sprig thyme, leaves only


Juice of 1 lemon








Starting with the tomatoes, put the ingredients in a food processor with the blade attachment, pulsing each ingredient for about 20 1-second bursts before adding the next.


Serve over sliced bread or as a side dish.
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