
		
			[image: 9781648295188-COV.jpg]
		

	

	

[image: ]





[image: ]








Copyright © 2025 by Lucinda Scala Quinn

Photographs copyright © 2025 by Mikkel Vang

Poem, © 2025 by Dorian Cirrone; reprinted with permission of the author

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file


ISBNs: 9781648292019 (hardcover); 9781648295188 (ebook)


Book design by Raphael Geroni

Cover design by Becky Terhune

Artisan books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Published by Artisan, an imprint of Workman Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

artisanbooks.com

The Artisan name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.







	

The grandparent is a rich mine of the Italian American imagination—mythical, real, imagined, idealized, venerated, or feared.

Start with a grandmother—those old women, sometimes illiterate or very little schooled, who had only their dreams, premonitions, and feelings to read for guidance. . . .

Feel an intense connection with the older generations and revere their iconoclasm, peculiarity, uncongeniality, and strength. In our grandparents is incorporated all of the past, all of tradition and custom, and, we imagine, some archetypal wisdom and native intelligence. We start from the people who came here.

—Helen Barolini, The Dream Book






After We Bury Her

How many times without complaint

Did her hands mix cold, raw meat, cheese

Eggs, parsley, breadcrumbs.

Fingers freezing, yolk oozing

Through knuckles, hours spent

Molding, mixing, browning,

Hands slippery with fat,

Washing bowls, scrubbing pans. . . .

—Dorian Cirrone, in The Milk of Almonds










Preface Aquilina’s Daughters



I am the proud great-granddaughter of a pistol-packing, beer-swigging, gambling, boss-of-her-block Italian American contessa who lived in turn-of-the-century East Rome, New York. Even before the 1906 train wreck that almost demolished the family row house, Aquilina Ferlo’s life was an arduous one. She ran the family’s boardinghouse and saloon, all the while often traveling back and forth to New York City’s Ellis Island to retrieve other arriving southern Italian immigrant families sponsored by her husband, my great-grandfather Thomas Ferlo, who owned the businesses and worked as the baker and grocer. Aquilina was the business head of the family. By 1912, she had already made a couple of transatlantic crossings herself, the first at fifteen years old, after my great-grandparents’ 1893 wedding in Aquilina’s native Rogliano, Cozenza. After an overland mule-and-buggy trek through the dry southern landscape of Calabria to a small boat in the Strait of Messina headed to the port of Naples for embarkation, they finally sailed the 3,000 miles to New York City. The December 11 manifest from the ship Kronprinz Fr. Wilheim listed Aquilina Spadafora’s occupation as “wife” (although her first name was actually written as “Angela” there). Tommaso, a twenty-six-year-old “farmworker,” was registered on the line above her, with his original surname, Ferraiuolo, still intact. Together they raised nine children to adulthood in America, while almost as many perished before or during childbirth or soon after.

Forty-five years ago, I began a journey to discover the history of the Italian women in my family. My late grandmother’s sisters, all in their eighties and nineties, mostly still lived within blocks of one another in Rome, New York. During my several visits with each of them, pictures were snapped, stories transcribed, and faded photographs collected—and we cooked. Their mamma, Aquilina Spadafora Ferraiuolo, like millions of Italian women from the Mezzogiorno between 1880 and 1924, fled poverty and starvation for the promise of a better life in America. Within these pages are recipes for a foodway built on the backs of our Italian great-grandmothers, grandmothers, mothers, and daughters who made their way in the Land of Plenty. But the story often overlooks the role these women played in creating Italian American food. This book honors their memory.
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Introduction: A Foodway Created by Our Italian Immigrant Grandmothers, Mothers, and Daughters



In America, nonna’s cooking is everyone’s favorite food. Chances are that pasta and pizza were among your first beloved meals as a child. All kinds of cooks in kitchens across the nation prepare some version of spaghetti swirled into bowls with red sauce, served under fluffy clouds of finely grated cheese. Italian American cuisine is comfort food so delicious that it is embraced by eaters globally and has become a cornerstone of the authentic American food story.


Our immigrant Italian mammas fashioned a whole new foodway despite being ostracized from the mainstream society of their newly adopted country. These remarkable women in Little Italys nationwide gave birth to a cooking style that their fathers, husbands, and sons then went on to monetize outside their homes. They recognized the value of this cooking, and before long, red sauce joints arose around the country in an attempt to approximate the flavors and feelings of eating mamma’s home-cooked food around an Italian family table. Its adoption by our culture transcends tasty physical nourishment. It also telegraphs the warmth of emotional wellness experienced at a multigenerational dining table rich with boisterous conversation and camaraderie. A male Italian American chef will give a nod to the memory of his grandmother’s Sunday dinner, but rarely are these women actually credited as the real founders of the cooking that became known as Italian American. This is their story.



The Immigrant Italian Woman

The job of an immigrant Italian wife at home was a herculean one. Although it is well documented that most male Italian immigrants worked at manual labor jobs, while others became bakers, cheesemakers, fishermen, butchers, or pushcart produce vendors, much less has been written about the women who toiled away at the equally demanding physical and psychological labor involved in domestic chores and child-rearing. They alone had to prepare the family meals through the sheer grit of necessity. Multiple mouths needed to be fed every day with little money and few other resources. Valuable imported provisions (often purchased at the expense of rent) like olive oil, salt, cheese, and prosciutto, kept hidden away under a floorboard to safeguard them, were rationed out to flavor the daily bread, macaroni, beans, greens, soups, sauces, and cheap meats.

As they were for most non-English-speaking immigrant women in the United States in those days, options for work, marriage, and overall life choices were limited by the conventions of the times. The gauzy lens of my third-generation memories and clichéd images of smiling bighearted Italian mammas, ready to selflessly feed everyone, belie a much deeper truth. At the turn of the twentieth century, the kitchen and the dining table were the only creative power centers for immigrant Italian women. The stove was their canvas, the kitchen their studio, and the family seated around the dining table their audience. This was both a gift and a never-ending burden. For most people, being able to afford a meal outside the home was impossible. But despite living in a male-dominated culture, irrevocably dependent upon on their fathers, husbands, brothers, and/or sons, Italian women in cities and towns nationwide managed to endure. They each made their own special sauce, which not only is still cherished today but also inspired a whole canon of beloved, iconic recipes. Every Italian American family has its own personal interpretations of the classics.
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The Journey from the Mezzogiorno to America

Between 1880 and 1920, more than four million southern Italians migrated to the United States from Liguria, Abruzzo, Campania, Calabria, Apulia, Basilicata, and Sicily. Life in the Mezzogiorno (southern Italy and Sicily), ruled by Spanish Bourbons for 264 years, was under a stranglehold because of the discriminatory practices of the feudal landlords who dominated that southern economy. Land and grazing animals were loaned to peasants in exchange for crops and livestock care, but most of the produce and meat went to the overlords. Any hopes for real reform in post-unification 1871 Italy were soon dashed by the ruling policies of the north. Crippling taxes and little investment resulted in one of the greatest mass migrations in world history. Before the unification of Italy, only 25,000 refugees (most of them skilled artisans) came to the United States from northern Italy. Consequently, Italian American cooking emerged largely from the culinary practices of the south. These recipes have descended from those impoverished immigrants who used newly available ingredients to re-create the taste memories of their ancestral homes.

The first and largest groups of immigrants were male, the so-called “birds of passage” who were either single men (many of whom eventually returned to Italy to find a wife) or husbands who left their families behind in Italy to establish a life in America, where, reputedly, the streets were “paved with gold.” The majority of early emigrés came from rural regions. Some were enticed by (often-broken) promises from steamship agents or labor recruiters who supplied unskilled laborers for American owners of mines and factories. A financed voyage and job guarantee unknowingly came with high interest rates to be paid back through the garnishment of future wages. Other sons of the Mezzogiorno simply took the historic opportunity to break free of a father’s control over a dead-end future. Unmarried daughters and sisters had no such path forward.

The women left behind in Italy shouldered the significant burden of keeping their families together, often safeguarding a daughter’s reputation (and their own), while facing the risk of being abandoned by their husbands for other women in America. These women endured an impoverished yet familiar lifestyle in rural villages where everyone spoke the same dialect, lived and died in the same dwellings, and observed the same celebratory patron saints’ days. Husbands and fathers abroad managed to keep close tabs on their families’ activities back home through written messages and word-of-mouth travel reports. It wasn’t uncommon for the early Italian immigrants to make multiple voyages back and forth to their hometowns in Italy.

By 1900, letters with enthusiastic reviews of life in the United States were arriving in the Mezzogiorno. Along with the prospect of a continuous stream of money from homesick relatives and friends, these lured other family members as well as further waves of the population to make the journey overseas. In addition, most prospective travelers were sponsored by family and friends already settled in America. Catholic aid organizations coordinated with parishes in Italy and the U.S. to assist immigrants, no longer just men but often families, who lacked support and aid from legitimate sponsors. Catholic hostels, missions, schools, and hospitals were created to help settle them in their new country. The Church (and its community) would continue to play a critical role in their lives beyond religious worship.

During the grueling transatlantic crossing, single women were separated from men on board. Families were crammed into tiny cubicles. The overcrowded steerage class, vermin-filled and redolent of waste, was down below next to the ship’s deafening steering equipment. Passengers slept on straw mattresses with life-jacket pillows and ate dried bread and watery soups. When stormy seas subsided, they took turns outside on the tiny open deck space shared with laboring crew members in dirt-filled air from the smokestacks. The long sixty- to ninety-day voyage culminated in arrival at a crowded port of entry such as Ellis Island in New York City, which was the largest. None of the new immigrants understood English, but families had to pass a government health inspection, hoping to avoid both separation and exploitation by opportunists. Some immigrants settled in New York, while others still had weeks of further travel before reaching their destinations. Once they had been cleared by immigration, “home” usually meant family upon immigrant family crammed together in a tenement building. It didn’t take long for the prevailing myth of America to be overturned. One glimpse of the human multitudes in a port city—a cacophony of noise, serious overcrowding, and the scent of filth—could be an assault on all the senses.

When these southern Italian immigrants arrived in America, they became generically “Italian,” lumped together with countrymen and -women from dozens of different regions. Yet families from the same villages or provinces were able to find their own in the first newly adapted enclaves in the cities of the eastern seaboard. New York City, or, often, Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, or Providence, was the starting point for most. Others—either to connect with sponsors or enticed by news of jobs—headed to upstate New York, other parts of Pennsylvania, Connecticut, or Vermont. Early on, New Orleans received many Sicilians who had been lured there by the citrus trade. Other immigrants traveled west to family and jobs in Chicago, San Diego, or San Francisco. By 1910, districts of Italian immigrants escaping urban congestion had cropped up in every corner of America to farm or fish commercially, toil in the mines, or build the canals, reservoirs, highways, and railways of the growing, prosperous country. Grocers, butchers, and bakers fed the Italian laborers and their families with familiar foods. Some Italian markets dating back to 1896 still operate here today (see Shopping Resources).


My Family Story

Every summer of my childhood, my parents undertook a twelve-hour overnight car trip to visit our Italian grandparents’ house in upstate New York. The four of us kids slept side by side in the “way back” of our woodie station wagon, like linguine noodles in a box. Despite the early-morning arrival time, there would be trays of lasagna, baked ziti, pots of meatballs, and platters of cannoli waiting to greet us. We played in the greenhouse and gardens among tall vines of pole beans and fragrant tomato plants, visited Utica bakeries for tangy-sweet cups of lemon ice, and picnicked with cousins, aunts, and uncles at Lake Delta, just as the old-timers did. Little me was vaguely puzzled by the all-encompassing domestic work of my grandmother and aunts, while at the same time fascinated by the cigar-smoking, anisette-sipping great-uncles, who sat together all afternoon under a cloud of fragrant tobacco, playing cards, arguing, and laughing.

Like many Italians in this country, some of our relatives held strong to their culture, while others strove to assimilate and drop the old language in search of an Anglo-Saxon ideal. My grandmother Mary, the first educated woman of the family, disapproved of her mamma, Aquilina, with her big, boisterous, autonomous, broken-English personality. She aspired to a more genteel life of propriety and luncheons. Her old recipe box is filled with formulas for the family meatballs, minestrone, and tomato sauce, but it also includes such random recipes as one for an aspic ring and another for crab-salad–stuffed tomatoes. As a young serviceman, my father, Carmine George Scala, dropped “Carmine,” unable to brook the ridicule his name brought upon him; henceforth, he always signed his name C. George Scala. He revolted against his overbearing Italian mother, marrying our mom, the tall, blue-eyed beauty, and so-called WASP, of his dreams. Mom’s stories of her first introduction to his Italian family sounded as if an alien had descended on Earth. Over time, though, the Italian aunts and sisters-in-law embraced her completely, especially Dad’s sister Gina, a unique and independent teacher and single mother of four, modeled more after her unapologetic grandmother Aquilina than her very proper mother, Mary. It is ironic that my mother not only mastered her mother-in-law’s Italian cooking, as expected of any good Italian wife, but transformed, streamlined, and improved on those recipes, which my brothers and our families still cook today.

For every indomitable Italian immigrant woman like Aquilina, who carried the weight of the family on her back, there was someone from the next generation like her oldest daughter, Mary—educated and desirous of liberation and change from cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry for the men and children in her life. Still, options remained limited for women. By the mid-twentieth century, cooking in the family kitchen and serving at the dinner table were still the major creative outlets for most immigrant Italian women in America, whether they liked it or not. Holidays and regular Sunday dinners were the main events over which the mammas were the maestros. No family member dared to miss Sunday dinner.

Now I’ve practically become that Italian grandmother—the one who cooks food that you can’t resist, stuffs your belly at any chance, and begs for you to stay at the dinner table just a little longer—with one crucial difference. Unlike my great-grandmother, my grandmother, and her sisters, I have a choice, a choice I have had the privilege to make on my own. The independent Italian woman in America was decades in the making. Nevertheless, along the way, she sowed the seeds for the birth of an original Italian American foodway. Even if that food is not a part of your personal heritage, it is our collective one now. In America, one is likely to have had a neighbor, roommate, or friend whose multigenerational Italian family swept her up into their kitchen and dining room. Today, all around this country, we flock to Italian American restaurants when we are seeking our favorite comfort meals.
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American-Made Italian Food

Most Italian families who arrived in early-1900s America landed in very challenging living situations. Mamma began every morning stoking the stove to heat water for bathing herself and her children, and for cleaning the apartment or house, clothes, and kitchen sink, before a meal was ever made. With few opportunities outside the home, some women did work in factories, but most took in sewing or washing or sold two-cent squares of tomato pie from their tiny kitchens. Some women, after cooking dinner for their own families, set up a few tables in the living room to feed others to make ends meet. Those meals of home-cooked food served to paying guests were the forerunners of the true Italian American restaurant as we know it today. Soon nonna’s food, recognized by husbands and sons to be in demand, was being taken to a corner store or underground rental space, places where the first Italian American trattorias began. Behind every Patsy’s, Rao’s, or Carrabba’s Italian American restaurant, there’s a trail of mothers and grandmothers whose ingenuity made it possible.

American-made Italian cooking is a descendant of a cooking style known as “cucina povera” (the cooking of the poor), which is found in all regions of Italy. The food of peasants throughout the country—whether in the cities or the countryside, and regardless of the varied cultural influences—relied on easily available ingredients and an imaginative use of them to turn them into a desirable meal.

One hundred years ago or so, the daily diet of impoverished residents in southern Italy was based primarily on grains, beans, and limited produce. Durum wheat and chestnuts were ground into flour and mixed with water for bread or macaroni. Clever methods of breaking up and hydrating the dried leftovers repurposed them into a completely different meal. Foraged wild greens were simmered in soup with dried lentils or fava beans. Homegrown seasonal vegetables such as tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants were harvested and eaten fresh, of course, but the rest were “put up” to be consumed during the colder months. Women of the community gathered together in the fall to dry tomatoes in the sun and prepare large batches of tomato paste that were formed into small dried bricks for the larder.

Meat was eaten rarely, reserved for very special occasions. Every part of the animal was used. Slow-simmering tenderized the tough cuts and coaxed out the deep flavors. Techniques to preserve various parts of the animal produced endless varieties of sausage and salumi. Inland shepherds made pecorino cheeses from fresh grass-fed sheep’s milk and aged it to various stages of ripeness for storage. Coastal southerners ate fish and seafood—especially less-desirable, inexpensive species like eel and squid. Cod, at the time teeming in local waters, was both salted and air-dried to preserve it. Many Italian sweets owe their origins to the fruits that thrived in the blistering southern Italian sun, including citrus, plums, and melons. Cooking habits developed from bare necessity in Italy became prized practices upon arrival in America.

These traditional cooking techniques and ingredients that immigrated with our ancestors blossomed into an expanded cuisine once they merged with America’s lush bounty of produce. This was the true manifestation of the myth—rather than the streets being “paved with gold,” our fields, forests, and farms were. If once a provenance of the poor, cucina povera gradually evolved into a respected and even desirable way of cooking in more modern times.

Whenever I make the food of my immigrant Italian family, I try to embody the spirit and reality of the women who were cooking at the end of the nineteenth century. They didn’t follow recipes from cookbooks. And of course they didn’t have modern preparation equipment like blenders or food processors or dishwashers to clean all the dirty dishes. This book steps into the shoes of a genuine nonna churning out meals every day at home. These classic recipes rely on an old-school mindset, combined with streamlined directions, using as few ingredients as possible to create a platonic ideal of modern Italian American food. Over time, some dishes have been adapted, new ingredients added and others retired, and recipe titles have changed. After all, isn’t that what we have always done? Subsequent generations personalize traditions, replace outmoded ideas, and teach future cooks who, in turn, will make Italian American food their own way.
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Mamma Knew Frugal Ways to Cook in Your Own Kitchen



Immigrant grandmothers, mothers, and daughters, who did all the cooking in their family kitchens, as well as canning and preserving food, plus the housecleaning, laundry, ironing, sewing, and shopping, knew a thing or two about organization. Children underfoot, small spaces, and very limited resources underpinned their everyday lives. Fortunately, nowadays men share these domestic tasks with women. But the first generations of Italian mothers and daughters were raised in twentieth-century America on fifteenth-century southern Italian customs. Even the most autonomous woman was captive to the patriarchy, albeit often the power behind the throne.
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With their feet now planted tenuously on American soil, these women made the survival and well-being of their families their focus. Family and food were their essential responsibility and the well from which they derived their self-worth and power. Along the way, they employed instinctive strategies for everyday survival that you can employ in your own kitchen and that are still relevant today.


Waste Nothing

Always save the tops and tails of green beans and other vegetables: Collect usually discarded trimmings and scraps of produce in a large resealable freezer bag whenever you peel and cut an onion, chop celery or zucchini, strip the leaves from parsley stems, pull off the tough outer leaves of a cabbage, or core a cauliflower or tomatoes. Keep the bag in the freezer, and when it is full, add all the bits to a pot of boiling water, reduce the heat, partially cover, and simmer for 40 minutes. Strain and season this vegetable broth and store in the refrigerator for 4 or 5 days or in the freezer for up to several months.

Modern recipes often direct us to discard rather than retain the liquids left from soaking and/or cooking nutritional ingredients. Instead, save starchy macaroni cooking liquid, bean liquor, and grain-soaking water. These are flavorful, frugal ways to enrich soups, sauces, and stews. The same goes with the hydrating liquid from dried mushrooms and sun-dried tomatoes. Strain the liquids through a sieve and use immediately, or label and store in reusable 1-pint (475 ml) containers (2 cups are more often called for in a recipe than a whole quart/950 ml). Tightly cover these once cooled and refrigerate for a few days or freeze up to 6 months. (You can freeze smaller quantities in ice-cube trays, wrapped in plastic.) Frequently these flavorful liquids can replace chicken or beef stock in a recipe.

Stretch or Swap Ingredients

Buy whole birds and cuts of meat: Lower your costs by customizing these at home (see here). Store chicken backs and wing tips in a resealable freezer bag until you have enough to make a rich chicken broth for soup or stew. Debone that pork or lamb leg yourself (or have the butcher do it). Then the meat can be cut up or otherwise prepared per the recipe instructions. Bones make rich broths or can flavor a pot of beans for another meal.

Make and elevate your own breadcrumbs: Yesterday’s bread heels and today’s crusts can be ground together to both stretch your protein and bind ingredients. Hydrate dried breadcrumbs in milk or water to moisten, lighten, and stretch ground meat mixtures. Toast breadcrumbs in olive oil with salt and anchovy to replace expensive grated cheese and sprinkle them over macaroni. Tailor-make your own flavored breadcrumbs with fresh herbs and spices.

Use what you have: Within these pages are recipes for success. When necessary, flip your thinking around and lead with the ingredient first. If you crave eggplant Parmesan but there’s zucchini in your garden, use the zucchini instead. When spinach or Swiss chard is called for in a soup, most other leafy greens can be substituted beautifully. Dried beans, properly cooked, are interchangeable in most dishes. Grated hard cheeses, like Parmesan and Romano, can be swapped for each other. Think like the mammas who cooked at home every day by maximizing available ingredients.

Flavor Every Bite

Season your food properly: Salt makes all food taste good. It also preserves and heightens flavor. Home-cooked food well seasoned with good salt is vastly more healthful than any commercially processed food. When searing meat or fish in a hot pan, pat it dry with a paper towel and salt it just before adding it to the pan. If it is salted too early, the surface of the meat will sweat and prevent it from browning. (Early salting for tenderness is an entirely different technique, not applicable to the recipes here.) Wait to season a simmering pot of soup or sauce until the end of cooking. As the simmering liquid evaporates, the flavors will concentrate and the dish could finish up too salty.

As for spiciness, many varieties of red chili peppers thrived in the sunny, arid landscapes of southern Italy whereas black pepper was an expensive luxury that most arriving cooks in America had not yet encountered. Thus, red pepper has retained a prominent place in flavoring and preserving in Italian cooking in America.

Assemble a Set of Basic Kitchen Tools

You need one big pot and one big skillet. Use a large heavy oven-safe pot with a tight-fitting lid for simmering and boiling on the stovetop or for cooking in the oven. Even if you cook for just a few people, using a pan with a large surface area, such as a 12- or 14-inch (30 or 35 cm) skillet in which all the ingredients can be cooked at once, will economize on time. Then choose a cast-iron, enameled cast-iron, carbon-steel, or stainless steel lidded frying pan to keep near the stove, ready and easy to pull out and use every day. A large pasta boiling pot, a baking sheet, a casserole dish, a cake pan, and a pie plate complete the vessel kit.
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Try to develop an instinct for using your pot or pan lid to add or reduce cooking time to aid in the final texture and flavor of a dish. There’s a world of options beyond just “uncovered,” “covered,” and “partially covered” to hasten the cooking time or slow it down, to evaporate liquid or retain it.

You also want a large cutting board, preferably one that you can lay on the counter between the sink and the stove. A sturdy colander for draining is also a must, along with prep bowls in a few sizes, measuring cups and spoons, and a cheese grater. A trio of knives—chef’s, paring, and serrated (along with a sharpener)—plus a strong pair of kitchen shears will enable you to achieve all your cutting tasks.

Keep a countertop crock filled with the essentials: One large and one small wooden cooking tool to stir, scrape, and serve. A utility cooking fork to lift and turn proteins and vegetables during prepping, breading, or frying and to transfer ingredients from a prep plate to a pan and vice versa. A pasta “spork” to stir and taste noodles for doneness. A stainless steel whisk.

Beyond that, a clean wine bottle can stand in for a rolling pin. Parchment paper comes in handy for all sorts of kitchen uses. It’s hard to imagine any modern kitchen without the convenience of a blender and/or food processor, but all the jobs in this book can be done by hand.

Plan Your Time

Plan prepping and cooking around other at-home chores. With groceries on hand, it takes little time to chop and assemble ingredients for many recipes, but some need hours to cook, which is the time to multitask other activities. Conversely, plan on quick-cooking dishes or a meal of repurposed leftover components on days when your time at home is limited. If you take the time to properly label, date, and store basics such as chicken stock, tomato sauce, breadcrumbs, and pastry or cookie dough in your freezer in resealable bags or containers, or to store leftovers in the fridge, then organizing meals to suit your schedule will be much easier.

Clean Up as You Cook

It’s important to tidy up as you go, no exceptions, especially when you must perform multiple tasks in the same small space. Think ahead to the next meal or chore and begin with an organized area and a clear head. Wash, dry, and put away dirty dishes, pots, and pans as you go. Leave no dirty dishes in the sink! Wipe down the counters and sink. Sweep and wash the floor. Teach your family members and others to do the same.

Enlist Help

Historically, the women responsible for feeding multiple mouths in a family banded together to share the work of daily cooking duties by tag-teaming their efforts. Today most modern households don’t adhere to bygone roles of duty. Dads, moms, sons, and daughters, as well as roommates, generally share household duties. Teach the members of your household how to pitch in and help with shopping, meal preparation, and cleanup. Many hands make for lighter work. Start modeling this behavior for your kids when they are young. Do their future adult selves a favor!

When it comes to meals, if need be, employ the use of some convenience foods, a luxury unthinkable to our nonnas. Good-quality jarred pasta sauces, frozen ravioli, fresh pizza dough from the bakery, and store-bought antipasto ingredients can augment home cooking without supplanting it.

Feed Everyone

Prepare as much food as you can afford to make every time you cook. Offer everyone seconds. And be prepared for last-minute guests: Don’t turn anyone away from your table. Another seat or two can always be squeezed in. There should always be enough to feed another mouth or for leftovers to save for another meal or snack. With that in mind, the serving quantities in this book refer to the number of ample servings a dish makes, not how many people I think it should serve. Also, all these recipes can be doubled (or halved).




Aspetta

“ASHpet!” Anyone who grew up with an old-timer Italian American in their lives heard this all the time. Uttered with a sense of surprise or urgency, or to call attention to a detail, it beckons us to hang on for one more thing. Before a thought is forgotten, “Aspetta.”

The pronunciation depended on one’s dialect. I can imagine it came often from the lips of my grandmother and her sisters, corralling my dad, the firstborn child of his generation, whom they affectionally called “Boy.” Dad said “Aspetta” to us kids a lot, usually accompanied by the finger purse: pinched fingers waved back and forth with a wrist-bending hand gesture. It rolled off his tongue to express a whole range of emotions: humor, joy, irritation, patience, lack of patience, you name it.

When you see “Aspetta” following one of the recipes on these pages, I am using it to say just one more thing before you move on—meaning there is another tidbit of information I can offer you. “Aspetta”: Here’s how you do it.

Read through any recipe you plan to cook before you get started. Assemble all the ingredients on your counter. Pull out the pot or pan you need. Wipe down your cutting board. Lay out your knife, cooking spoon, and measuring utensils. Prepare your ingredients before you start cooking. Wash the greens, scrub the shellfish, chop the onions, and mince the garlic. Place items that will be added at the same time together in one prep bowl or container as you work. Pull out a working platter if, for example, meat will have to be removed from a skillet while the sauce is made. Have a clean empty garbage bowl or bin ready. Heaven forbid there are dirty dishes in the sink; if there are, wash, dry, and put them away so you have space for newly used ones as you go.

Cooking is more relaxing and even fun when you can flow easily from one action to another, without having to stop and dig around to find something you need. Once the pan is fired, you should stay focused on the cooking, without having to stop and do another prep task before you can resume.










Provisions to Have on Hand



Italian American cooking relies upon a constellation of fundamental building blocks used separately or in combination. Many recipes are made entirely from long-lasting, shelf-stable ingredients. While some meals require a trip to the grocer for fresh goods, the tried-and-true foundational ingredients, starting with olive oil and canned tomatoes, remain the same. Preparation techniques may change, cooking vessels and heat sources needed to achieve the diverse dishes we’ve fallen in love with may vary, but no recipe in this book requires hard-to-find components. If you’re an everyday cook, it’s comforting to know that you’re prepared to produce a meal at a moment’s notice. Improvisation requires forethought, so keep a list of your standard staples and restock the pantry and refrigerator as necessary so you don’t run out.
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Shelf-Stable Ingredients

Extra virgin olive oil: For daily cooking, buy extra virgin olive oil in bulk, for both value and practicality. Store it in a cool, dark place. Fill a small cruet to use daily, kept at the ready near your cooking area.

Purchase the oil from a popular purveyor that turns over their products frequently to ensure quality. There are dozens of brands to choose from, with a vast range of provenance, flavor, and price. If a bottle is simply labeled “olive oil,” it means that most of the natural flavor has been treated and refined out of it to yield a dull, flavorless oil. Extra virgin olive oil is 100-percent cold-pressed, from the olives’ first pressing. It is subject to strict regulations, from picking to processing and bottling. Look at the label for the bottling date, and use the oil within 2 to 3 years. A dark-colored bottle with a tightly sealed cap helps reduce degradation from light and oxygen. Depending on where you live, you might want to look at private labels from companies such as Costco that buy good-quality oils in enough volume to pass on value to the customer. Some good commercial brands to look for in the United States are California Olive Ranch Extra Virgin Olive Oil and Partanna Sicilian Extra Virgin Olive Oil. It’s the single most important ingredient in this foodway. Even mamma, back in the day, with a limited budget, did not scrimp on olive oil.

Canned tomatoes: Whole canned tomatoes can be chopped or pureed according to the recipe and will generally retain more flavor than factory-cut or processed ones. Don’t bother buying the various chopped or pureed versions available. Compare and taste brands. Buy according to flavor preference (not too acidic, although too much acidity can be offset with a pinch of sugar) and budget. Avoid succumbing to those marketing labels of a romantic pastoral Italy, which often hide oils of inferior quality. Bianco DiNapoli and Muir Glen Organic from California are solid, reliable American brands.

Dry pasta: Keep a supply of three types in your cupboard: long strands (spaghetti, linguine, capellini), short ridged macaroni (rigatoni, penne, ziti), and small or tiny shapes (ditalini, pastina, orzo) for soups or stews. Experiment with premium brands if possible, as these usually have better flavor and stand up better to cooking. DeCecco and DeMartino are good commercial choices.
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Bread and breadcrumbs: I use standard crusty Italian bread. Buy two loaves at a time and immediately freeze one (cut in half) while still very fresh to have on hand. Wrap it tightly in parchment paper, plastic wrap, or foil and place in a sealed freezer bag. The texture and taste of defrosted fresh bread is way better than that of day-old bread. Store the heels and dry bread in a resealable bag in the fridge or freezer to use for homemade breadcrumbs. Avoid preseasoned store-bought breadcrumbs. But you can use plain panko breadcrumbs, which are dry with a large surface area, to make crunchy coatings or contribute to a fluffy filling; if necessary, they can be chopped or processed to a smaller size.

Beans and legumes, dried or canned: Ceci beans (chickpeas), cannellini beans, and lentils, once lowly foundation ingredients of the Italian peasant diet, are superstars today. Dried beans are cheaper than canned and tastier when cooked. Soak and cook them, portion them into containers, and freeze for several months. But canned beans are a convenient backup option, especially ceci beans, which don’t usually overly soften as the others often do.

Sea salt: Coarse salt has larger crystals than table salt, which makes it easier to pinch with your fingers when seasoning food by eye. Use one brand with crystals of the same weight and size consistently for cooking, and the salt level of your food will be predictable. Cubed sea salt and large flaky salts vary in volume. I recommend Diamond Crystal kosher salt for everyday cooking and baking. Flaky Maldon sea salt is considered the gold standard for garnishing.

Dried red pepper: For years, southern Italians have grown piquant red peppers for seasoning, which became part of Italian American cooking. Commercial red pepper flakes will bring heat without much flavor. If you can find small whole Calabrian peperoncini, stock up and store them in an airtight container. When ready to use, crush or crumble them yourself for a fruity yet lightly smoky note along with heat. See Peppers.

Black pepper: Buy whole black peppercorns and grind the pepper in the moment, especially when using it for a finishing flavor. Crushed whole peppercorns enrich stocks and broths. Avoid preground commercial black pepper, with its weak, generally inferior taste.

Dried oregano and thyme: Oregano is the most beloved (and sometimes abused) herb in the Italian American recipe canon. Buy dried oregano in small quantities and always taste before using. If your dried herbs are old, replace them if you want their true flavor to come through.

Bay leaves: Dried bay leaves bring a beautiful undertone not just to savory soups and stews, but also to sweet recipes (think herbal-floral, vaguely eucalyptus flavor). Fresh bay plants will thrive inside the home, and they bring a lighter herbal taste to food than the dried leaves do.

Onions, garlic, and shallots: While all three alliums have their own distinctive identities, they can replace one another in a pinch. Italian American recipes do use garlic, aka “the stinking rose,” but not as much as you might imagine, if the other ingredients are thoughtfully chosen and well balanced. While mamma’s belief in its ability to ward off the evil eye is doubtful, garlic does have intense health-giving properties that are now well documented. Buy U.S.–grown garlic, firm to the touch and wrapped snugly in dry, taut skins.

Vinegar and wine (red and white): Vinegar-wise, regardless of budget, choose an affordable, reputable brand, as it’ll be used often. Wine-wise, cook with what you like to drink. Marsala, Italy’s most famous fortified wine, from Sicily, is used in both savory and sweet recipes. All three varieties—dry, semisweet, and sweet—are rich and nutty, with varying alcohol content. For everyday use in cooking and baking, stock Cantine Florio dry Marsala, or a similar dry Marsala.

Jarred cherry peppers: Italians in America have grown and preserved their favorite peppers for years, but restaurants and home cooks have long relied on jarred spicy cherry peppers to enliven sautéed dishes or to serve on an antipasto platter. In cooking, the brine can be used to deglaze the pan and brighten cooked dishes; see Pork Chops with Vinegar Peppers for an easy sauté made with these peppers.
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Olives: Although there are multitudes of Mediterranean olives available, two classic types, Gaeta (black) and Castelvetrano (green), are good all-around choices to keep on hand for both snacking and cooking.

Dried mushrooms: Italians have a love for mushrooms of all kinds, and shelf-stable dried ones are a wonderful way of getting a concentrated mushroom flavor into your food. Porcini are the most commonly available. If they are stored in an airtight container, their flavor will last almost indefinitely. Hydrate them in water, chop, and use for fillings or sauces; save the soaking liquid to enhance a broth or sauce.

Anchovies: Canned or tinned anchovies bring a deep, briny undertone to many dishes without adding a fishy flavor. Many sauces, rubs, dips, and dressings benefit from just a small amount of them. Salted and oil-packed anchovies both benefit from a rinse before using. The whole preserved little fish are preferrable to anchovy paste, which can have an inferior taste. When anchovies are added to hot oil during cooking and mashed, they completely dissolve. Ortiz is a fine commercial brand of jarred anchovies.
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Canned tuna: One of the greatest Italian fish from ancient to modern times, tuna has been seasonally harvested in southern Italy and Sicily for millennia. Before refrigeration, preservation methods were essential. Canned tuna remains a pantry staple in American food. I always stock a few cans of “solid” or “fancy” chunk tuna. Imported jars of tuna packed in olive oil are relatively expensive but have a richer flavor than canned.

All-purpose flour: All-purpose flour works well for all the breads and baked goods in this book. However, you can expand your pantry to experiment with a few specialty flours. With its higher gluten content, which results in a stronger and more elastic dough, bread flour will enhance the texture of the dough for the Prosciutto Bread or the Tomato Pie. Double 00 flour can swap in for all-purpose for homemade pasta. It also has a higher percentage of gluten than all-purpose flour (though less than bread flour), which results in dough with less elasticity, making it easier to roll out. But neither is mandatory for good results!

Yeast: Keep yeast on hand to satisfy a craving for fresh homemade bread or pizza. Unopened dry yeast will remain active for up to 2 years. If stored in the refrigerator or freezer, it generally keeps longer than the sell-by date.

Refrigerated and Fresh Staples

Cheeses, including Pecorino Romano, Parmigiano-Reggiano, ricotta, mozzarella, and provolone: Although when you are preparing trays of lasagna or ziti in bulk, it’s tempting to use packaged pregrated cheese, there is no comparison between cheese freshly grated from a wedge and packaged pregrated cheese. The flavor of freshly grated is far more intense. Traditionally Pecorino cheeses (from various degrees of aging) were primarily used by southern Italians, with access to milk from local sheep. These recipes use a basic aged Pecorino with a hard, crumbly texture and rich, salty flavor. A sturdy cheese grater is a must. When the cheese is used up, the rinds (collect them in a resealable freezer bag) will lend deep flavor to soups and stews. Mild, salty, and quick-melting fresh mozzarella tastes the best, but commercial varieties will work just fine. Provolone, which has a big, complex nutty flavor, slices and melts well for sandwiches and brings power to baked pasta dishes. And it’s easy to make fresh ricotta at home. Whether homemade or store-bought, fresh ricotta spoils quickly, so use it within 3 days.

Cured meats, including salami (soppressata and capicola), prosciutto, and mortadella: Picture the days before refrigerators were common, when southern Italian peasants had to invent ways to safely preserve meat from a whole animal, and or to supplement meager supplies of fresh protein. Few ingredients embody the history of a people as salumi does. Salumi is the general term for cured meats preserved from the whole animal, while salami refers to specific aged varieties. Fast-forward to modern days, when sliced cured meats are a star of antipasto platters and Italian sandwiches. Small quantities are used to augment and season many savory dishes and to flavor a pasta sauce or stuffing. These salty pork products can sometimes be used interchangeably in a pinch.
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Herbs, including basil, rosemary, oregano, and sage: Plant fresh basil (an annual) every summer. It’s the quintessential aromatic for fresh vegetables. Rosemary, sage, and oregano are perennials that thrive year-round in gardens and window boxes to yield year after year. Store-bought fresh herbs are expensive and rarely used up in one go. Herbs with roots attached last longer stored upright in a container with water. For others, add a damp cloth to the container to help them last a little longer. Fresh herbs also have a milder flavor than dried herbs. Adjust the amount used in a recipe when one is switched for the other.

Citrus, including lemons and oranges: Cooked dishes and baked goods with roots in Sicily and the rest of southern Italy rely heavily on citrus fruit for flavor and sweetening, as it has always grown there abundantly, and fresh citrus zest and juice are ubiquitous in Italian American recipes. For candied citrus rind, seek out an imported variety.





 


Simmered on the Stovetop Saucy Meats and Hearty Soups
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Sunday Sauce


	Meatballs in Tomato Sauce

	Beef Braciola

	Rigatoni with Meat Sauce (Ragù)

	Bucatini with Sausage Ragù

	Chicken Parm Meatballs

	Italian Wedding Soup

	Cannellini Bean Soup

	Green Minestrone

	Tomato Sauce (Sugo)




In every iconic Italian American home kitchen, there is a pot filled with tomato sauce simmering away on the stovetop at least one day a week, often more. “Stir the sauce” is both mamma’s mental reminder to herself and a shout-out to anyone heading through the kitchen. Whether you’re cooking in a humble or high-end household, a small kitchenette or a large gourmet kitchen, someone will stroll up to the stove, inhale the aromas from your pot, and seed a feeling that will create warm future memories. In an instant, one whiff can trigger that memory. One single inhalation of a bubbling red sauce, and we instantly time-travel back to our Italian grandmother’s kitchen.

Sunday Sauce is chock-full of meats and a couple dozen simmering meatballs, and, on special occasions, Beef Braciola. The quicker-cooking Sausage Ragù is built on crumbled and sautéed richly flavored sausage meat. Sometimes a simple dish of spaghetti twirled in a buttery smooth Tomato Sauce is all you want! For weekday meals, Cannellini Bean Soup and vegetal Green Minestrone are both sufficient in themselves when accompanied by crusty bread and a glass of wine. Along with Italian Wedding Soup, each of these is a perfect starter for a larger feast on a special occasion. Regardless of what’s inside that pot, it’s a vessel of nourishment—a lifeline that holds the family together and fortifies body, mind, and soul.




Sunday Sauce


A tomato sauce with the thickness and consistency of gravy, flavored with a base of meat drippings, is called “gravy” in the Italian communities of New Jersey and South Philadelphia. In the densely populated Italian American communities of Boston, Chicago, Rhode Island, and San Francisco, it’s just “sauce.” Regardless, it’s meant to feed the whole extended family abundantly on Sunday after Mass, during the so-called day of rest. Let’s face it, making the sauce is not exactly restful for the cook, but it’s a labor of love. It anchors a feast, large or small, meant to be consumed languorously at the table over several hours.

As a rule of thumb, plan on about 1 pound (455 g) of meat per 28-ounce (800 g) can of tomatoes, and 3 garlic cloves per pound of pasta; use a combination of bone-in and boneless beef, pork, and/or veal, depending on what you prefer or is available at the market. Less-expensive braising cuts like chuck or shank, with their marbled fat and bones, bring the most flavor to the sauce. Trim off any excess fat to prevent the sauce from being too greasy. The meatballs get dropped into the simmering gravy to cook toward the end. Sausages vary widely in saltiness and seasoning, so unless you’re using a familiar source, cook them in a separate pan and then add at the end to prevent them from overpowering the final flavor. If you’re a regular Sunday sauce family cook, you’ll want a large Dutch oven (such as an enamel-coated cast-iron pot) and an extra-large boiling pot to accommodate up to 2 pounds (910 g) of macaroni at a time. Finally, meal preparation is much more fun, and less exhausting, if you shop a day or two in advance and prep a few things ahead on Saturday, so you can get a fresh start on cooking the food and setting your table on Sunday morning.



[image: ]


Makes 8 to 10 servings


	1 pound (455 g) pork ribs—country-style, back ribs, or spareribs

	1 pound (455 g) bone-in beef shank, chuck, or short ribs

	Coarse salt and freshly ground black pepper

	
1⁄3 cup (80 ml) extra virgin olive oil

	9 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

	1 onion, halved lengthwise, root end left intact to hold the layers together

	Three 28-ounce (800 g) cans whole tomatoes, coarsely blended or chopped

	1 pound (455 g) meat mixture from Meatballs in Tomato Sauce, formed into twelve 2-inch (5 cm) meatballs

	2 large sprigs fresh basil

	1 pound (455 g) sweet or hot Italian sausages (optional), each poked in several spots

	3 pounds (1.4 kg) macaroni, such as rigatoni, penne, fusilli, or campanelle

	Grated Parmesan or Romano cheese for serving





Aspetta

Keep a stash of reusable storage containers on hand to fill with any leftovers (pasta, sauce, and meat) and send home with your guests. Or store the leftovers in the refrigerator for 3 to 4 days or in the freezer for up to 6 months.
 





	
Generously season the pork and beef with salt and pepper. Heat a large heavy pot over medium-high heat and swirl in the olive oil. When it glistens, and working in batches, add the meat to the pot and sear on all sides until golden brown, 8 to 10 minutes. Transfer to a plate.

	Pour off most of the excess fat, leaving about 1⁄4 cup (60 ml) in the pot. Reduce the heat to medium, add the garlic and onion, and cook, stirring constantly, for a minute, being careful not to burn them. Pour in the tomatoes, then half-fill one can with water and add to the pot, scraping the brown bits off the bottom. Return the meat and any accumulated juices to the pot and simmer, partially covered, for 11⁄2 hours.

	Remove the onion halves from the pot and discard. Increase the heat to high and carefully drop in the meatballs one by one, gently stirring (so they don’t break apart before they are firmly set) as you go to coat them in the sauce. Add the basil sprigs, reduce the heat to low, and simmer, partially covered, until the meatballs are cooked through, about 30 minutes.

	Meanwhile, poke each sausage a couple of times with a fork or sharp knife. Place the sausages and 1 cup (240 ml) water in a large skillet and bring to a simmer over high heat. Simmer, turning to brown the sausages on all sides, until most of the water has evaporated, about 8 minutes. Pour off any excess fat and add 1 cup (240 ml) of the simmering tomato sauce to the pan; remove from the heat and cover to keep warm. (When ready to serve, add the sausages to the bowl with the rest of the meat.)

	While the sausages are cooking, bring a large pot of salted water to a rolling boil and warm a large serving bowl. Add the macaroni (1 pound at a time unless the pot is very big) to the pot and cook for 2 minutes shy of the package instructions (the pasta should be slightly soft but with a firm chew to it). Drain the noodles, transfer them to the warm bowl, and stir in some sauce to coat. Repeat with the remaining macaroni. (If cooking all 3 pounds/1.4 kg of pasta at once, drain the noodles, return them to the pot, and stir in some sauce to coat. When ready to serve, fill the warm bowl with the sauced pasta and refill as necessary.)

	If serving family-style, warm another large serving bowl and fill it with the meat and sauce. If serving individually, heat the pasta bowls or plates before serving by setting them on or next to the oven, on a warm stovetop, or in a low oven. Place extra sauce and meat in a small warm bowl on a plate, with a large spoon or small ladle. Either way, place a small dish (or two) of grated cheese on the table.








Meatballs in Tomato Sauce


Descendants of Italian immigrants all have their own meatball formulas, handed down from their grandmothers and mothers, and fierce arguments over what makes the best meatball can arise. In the kitchen when my grandmother, her sisters, and sisters-in-law were cooking together, tempers flared among these strong women as they debated whether to fry the balls first before adding the tomatoes for the sauce (my preferred way) or to drop the raw meatballs into the simmering sauce to cook (my brother’s preference). The great-aunts would no doubt shudder at today’s meat options (only pork was used back then) and scoff at the idea of oven-frying. Pecorino Romano (more flavorful and less expensive than Parmesan) is the grated cheese of choice. And fresh parsley always, no dried herbs (but do use them if desired). For this recipe, I use hydrated bread rather than dried breadcrumbs to moisten and lighten the balls. Be careful not to overwork the meat mixture, or your meatballs may be spongy and tough.

Meatballs cooked and cooled in the sauce freeze beautifully for several months. You can also freeze rolled raw meatballs on a tray until firm, then transfer to a sealed freezer container and cook as you please at a future date.
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Makes fifteen to seventeen 11⁄2-inch (4 cm) meatballs; 4 to 6 servings


	One 1⁄2-inch-thick (1.25 cm) slice white bread or 1 cup (105 g) breadcrumbs, homemade or store-bought

	
1⁄4 cup (60 ml) milk, heated until warm

	1 pound (455 g) ground meat: pork, beef, veal, turkey, or chicken, or a combination

	
1⁄3 cup (35 g) grated Romano or Parmesan cheese, or a combination

	1 large egg, beaten

	1 large garlic clove, minced

	Leaves from 3 sprigs fresh flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped (2 to 3 tablespoons)

	
3⁄4 teaspoon dried herbs, such as oregano, thyme, or basil, or a combination (optional)

	
1⁄2 teaspoon kosher salt if using Pecorino cheese, 1 teaspoon if using Parmesan, or more to taste

	
1⁄2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

	One 28-ounce (800 g) can whole tomatoes, pulsed to a puree
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