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To Tina—my aperitivo ambassador—for the first place I called home in Italy, for lessons in pronunciation, Prosecco, and the importance of a placemat. E soprattutto per avermi insegnato preziose lezioni di vita, d’ospitalità, e sull’amore
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Introduction



The Art of the Italian Snack


Stuzzichini /stuz·zi·chi·ni/ (noun, plural)


Italian snacks served with aperitivo drinks before a meal.


Pronounced stoo-tzi-KEY-nee.


THE STORY OF STUZZICHINI


Order a spritz during aperitivo almost anywhere in Italy and you’re likely to find yourself awash in an entire spread of composed bites—often served on the house. The word aperitivo is a derivative of aprire meaning “to open,” in this case, the appetite. It refers to the time, typically around 7 p.m. or so, when Italians gather before their main dinner meal. They meet to have a drink and decompress, and stuzzichini, the little nibbles that come along with the cocktails, are the edible component of the aperitivo custom. Almost as much fun to say as to eat, the word nods toward the terms stuzzicadenti (“toothpicks”) and stuzzicare (“to tease”), and the little finger foods have enough personality to get you excited.


Stuzzichini are much more than just typical bar snacks like bowls of nuts, olives, and potato chips. Consider them the Italian answer to French hors d’oeuvres or Spanish tapas—an entire way of thinking about composing tasty bites that keep you coming back for more. They are creative and playful, thoughtfully curated and sourced, and oh-so-delicious.


Many stuzzichini also tell a story, reflecting the personality of their region. Take the Crostini di Estratto di Pomodoro (here), a bite that speaks of Sicily’s deep tradition of tomato processing, intensely hot sunshine, and passionate, dedicated people; or Crostini al Formaggio Liptauer (here), capturing in a bite the Slovakian and Austro-Hungarian influences on the northeastern part of Italy.


Most importantly, stuzzichini are symbols of the culture’s deep desire to extend a feeling of accogliente, or welcoming, to guests, whether they travel from abroad or from across town. Italy has experienced great periods of turmoil, but a commitment to hospitality, and to caring for guests and community, has endured.


Italian drinking culture is now known all over the world, with the aperitivo and its companion cocktails, familiar no matter what continent you call home. Take the ruby-red, beguiling, and bittersweet Negroni (here): It became the world’s most popular cocktail in 2022, according to Drinks International, and its companion, the sunny, sparkling Aperol spritz, needs no introduction. These drinks, along with a category of digestives known as amari and cocktails like the Americano and Garibaldi, have introduced the pleasures of the Italian bar to drinkers far from Rome or Milan.


Yet while aperitivo drinks have inspired bars from Manhattan to Tokyo, the accompanying food culture is not yet quite as well known, and it deserves to be.


BRING THE TRADITION TO YOUR OWN TABLE


Stuzzichini are abundant at local bars in Italy, but you don’t have to buy a plane ticket to have the full experience. This custom translates easily to the home environment, and this book equips you with recipes for stuzzichini that are approachable, use simple ingredients for maximum flavor, pair well with cocktails, and help you to offer something delicious to guests without having to re-create the Roman forum. In Italy, aperitivo is a daily ritual and connection point for community and family, though I often make stuzzichini-style dinners when dining alone, so you’ll also find recipes that can be translated to the home table for any size group or occasion.


Because they are often offered complimentary with a cocktail at Italian bars, stuzzichini are typically easy to make and economical to turn out. They also often provide a use for leftovers or ingredients that might otherwise become waste. That makes them perfect not just for a bar, but for your own home.


Stuzzichini are a study in snackable diversity. A perfect stuzzichino can be as simple as a plate of toasts topped with vegetables pureed into a spread, as in the Crostini di Paté di Fave (here), or as familiar as a staple fried into a crunchy new form, like Cubetti di Polenta (here). But many stuzzichini are showstoppers, as impressive as a fully composed meal, like Bruschette di Barbabietola & Burrata (here) and Crostini di Fegatini con Ciliegie Luxardo (here).


Recipes appear in chapters based on preparation, like fritti (fried bites), spiedini (skewers), and dolci (sweets). To put together a spread, choose a bite or two from a few different chapters so that you’ll have a range of textures and flavors. You’ll find notes when something can be made into a more substantial meal, or where substitutions can help accommodate various diets, seasons, or ingredients.


This book includes classic recipes from across the twenty regions of Italy, as well as some of my own riffs showing how customizable stuzzichini can be. It teaches fundamentals, but I also hope you’ll feel inspired to get creative with stuzzichini specific to your own life and traditions.


Along the way, I’ll share stories about producers and farmers, customs and traditions, the raw materials and environments that make stuzzichini, aperitivo, and Italian culinary culture so special. Because you may want a little conversational fodder to serve your guests, too.


I aim to honor a tradition that transcends language and borders, that captures a custom founded on comfort and care, hospitality and heart.


Salute!


APERITIVO: AN OPENING


The Arrival of Aperitivo: Nuova Comunità


Unlike so many Italian traditions, aperitivo is not a centuries-old practice. Drinking vermouth or something bitter or sparkling can be traced back for centuries, but the custom of an aperitivo hour as we know it is relatively new—with the modern interpretation developing as recently as the last twenty years.


“When I grew up, [aperitivo] was something much smaller than what we have today.” This is Lucia Soldi, a professor of Italian literature and culture in Florence. “It was for grown-up people, especially for men who would go out before lunch on Sundays, to meet their friends at the bar before then going back to the family… a drink with some nibbles.”
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Today, the vibrant, ubiquitous aperitivo looks very different. So what changed? Aperitivo grew in popularity “in relation with the decline of the economy,” says Lucia. In the wake of World War II, the Marshall Plan gave Italy an infusion of cash and resources that facilitated an economic boom. But in the 1990s, a changing political wind resulted in economic and social shifts—including three recessions in the next few decades. Jobs and opportunities became scarce, and more concentrated around the peninsula. This coincided with the age of the internet, and an ability for mobility, both socially and geographically (the nuova mobilità, or new mobility).


Aperitivo’s popularity grew as a result of this migration, according to Dr. Danielle Callegari, professor of Italian Studies at Dartmouth and certified wine specialist. “We can mark the movement from more rural areas into urban areas, and as people moved strongly toward major urban centers like Milan and Rome to find employment [they] looked for community.”


In Italian culture, social needs are as critical to living as economic stability. “You need both food and friendship,” Danielle emphasizes, and aperitivo was a way for people who were suddenly far from their families and seeking affordable meals to find both.


Snacking with Purpose


This snack-style dining wasn’t just useful for patrons. For restaurants in a culture that vehemently avoids food waste, it was a way to repurpose leftovers. They rolled vegetables into a puff pastry, fried bits of leftover bread or herbs, and transformed pasta and risotto into bites that could be served with surplus sauce, all while encouraging crowds to linger for another drink.


Stuzzichini also helped establishments ensure guests weren’t drinking on an empty stomach. While enjoying alcohol is part of the culture, drunkenness is frowned upon, and Italians feel it’s generally unhealthy to drink without food.


For some, aperitivo eventually took the place of a full meal. “[People would] go out more often [for aperitivo] rather than to a trattoria or restaurant and having a proper meal. It’s quicker, there’s less of a commitment in terms of money, time, [and choice] of place,” Lucia says. And as the practice spread, this low level commitment presented another opportunity—a cultural introduction.


Bite-Sized Introductions to Modern Italy


Food is “a real cultural driving force,” says Danielle, and “a casual, informal way of sharing pieces of specific regional or subregional culture.” In that sense, stuzzichini are bite-sized lessons in regional identity. Too timid or cash-strapped to gamble on a full serving of horse meat tartare in Sicily, or Tuscan lampredotto (tripe)? Give the classics a whirl with a small complimentary crostino instead, and get a window into what is produced locally, what the people have created, and what the land provides.


And because aperitivo is a practice mostly enjoyed by a younger generation of Italians, it is also a window into modern Italian life and culture—which is dynamic and diverse, influenced not only by the past, but by a very active present, by immigration and evolving tastes—through accessible small bites, in the company of friends.


In the last few decades, tourists have taken note, initiating a vast global exchange. Travelers returned home looking to re-create their experiences, and bars abroad responded. Pretty soon almost every bartender under the sun was stirring bitter drinks—aided by the simplicity of many of these tipples, like the equal parts gin/vermouth/Campari formula for the Negroni, or the 3-2-1 recipe for the Classic Spritz.


All that remains is to spread the joy of stuzzichini!















Iniziamo!



Let’s Begin!


QUANTO BASTA—MEASUREMENTS, ITALIAN STYLE


I once asked my grandmother about the recipe for her famous anise cookies. Her response began: “Take a glass of sugar, a glass of flour, a glass of oil…” The “glass” was of unspecified size and shape, and the rest of the details were equally fuzzy. When I asked her how many cookies I could expect, she shrugged. “Depends how big you make them, no?”


Today’s home cooks are looking for more specifics, but my nonna had a point. The yield for many of these recipes does depend on how you choose to make and serve them, but most are designed for 6 to 8 servings.


Also in the spirit of much Italian cooking, I encourage you to take an Italian approach and allow instinct and preference to guide you rather than adhering to the letter (and numbers) of a recipe. On that note, you’ll see the abbreviation q.b. throughout. This is a common “measurement” in Italian recipes and refers to the phrase quanto basta. Literally, it translates to “just enough,” but English speakers might recognize the similar “to taste.”


The recipes that follow are, for the most part, blueprints. Stuzzichini are often created to use up leftovers, reduce waste, or highlight a particular seasonal ingredient or regional specialty, so they’re rarely static. Along the way you’ll find notes on how to adapt the recipes for your own palate, and primers on prodotti tipici from Italian regions for inspiration. Make a pizzette with local produce. Switch up the filling of a girelle. Bring a memorable meal or flavor combination back to life in the form of a crocchetta.


TOOLS


You can accomplish almost anything in these pages with a sharp knife and a hot oven, but I can’t deny that I lean on a few specialty gadgets, especially when they can manage more than one function. My Ooni Koda 16 outdoor oven turns out a lot more than just pizza: I also use it to roast vegetables, sear meats and skewers, and get an intense char on something like fett’unta in seconds. I keep a Ninja Speedi Rapid Cooker & Air Fryer in constant rotation, especially since it also acts as a steamer, a slow cooker, and an Instant Pot, all of which can be useful when pulling together a stuzzichini spread. I give my dehydrator a run for its money as I convert sliced veggies into crispy chips, create cocktail garnishes, and even invent spice blends, powders, and other flavorings. And lastly, for sorbetti and gelati, a countertop ice cream maker is a handy thing to have around to make spritz-inspired flavors or float cocktails like the sgroppino (here).
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INGREDIENTS


When it comes to sourcing ingredients, I have some tried-and-true favorites on both sides of the Atlantic.


Italian Provisions


Acetaia Giusti has been making balsamic vinegar in Modena since 1605, so one might say they know what they’re doing. Their range of vinegars, aged for various lengths of time and in different barrels, runs from fairly affordable to a very serious investment (a worthy one, in my opinion). All are true expressions of traditional balsamic. Giusti now offers cocktail-friendly shrubs, vermouth, chocolates, and a special-occasion Easter Colomba laced with thick swirls of balsamic and drizzled with dark chocolate, of which I dream once a week.


I love Luxardo for the iconic cocktail cherries (more here), as well as their line of liqueurs, not to mention jams and marmalades. When it comes to sweets, Caffè Sicilia (based in Noto) is famous for its gelato and pastry selections but ships a variety of products, from raw vacuum-packed almonds and pistachios to treats like torrone and nougat, candied citrus, and a variety of spreads. Cioccolato di Modica Sabadì and Antica Dolceria Bonajuto are producers of traditional Modica chocolate.


For tomato paste, passata, and salsa, Pianogrillo and Alicos are specialty producers, and when it comes to accessibility and reliability, I love Mutti, which can be found in many grocery stores.


Pastas from Faella, Afeltra, and Monograno Felicetti are impressive examples of this Italian craft. I also stock up on Molini del Ponte flour from a Sicilian miller working to preserve ancient grains.


I’m obsessed with anchovies from Testa, and in Italy my fridge is rarely without a jar of ROI olives, both of which can be found from U.S. importers.
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American Provisions


While enjoying a rare import is a special experience, the Italian philosophy of buying locally and in season will always pay off, wherever you are. Get to know the folks who grow your food in your community. Try something new from your farmers market. Ask your local pizzeria for a pound of dough. See if your bakery will sell you some of their house yeast.


You can also source incredibly high-quality, Italian-inspired, thoughtfully grown and produced goods made in the U.S. On your grocer’s shelf, you’ll likely find bottles of olive oil from California Olive Ranch, my favorite daily brand. I love to indulge in a bottle from Brightland, a female-founded California company that packages gorgeous olive oils and vinegars. Sutter Buttes, also from California, and Texas Hill Country Olive Co. in Dripping Springs sell exceptional olives that are perfect for stuzzichini, as well as oils and vinegars.


California’s Muir Glen is a go-to for all things tomato, from paste to peeled whole fruit to prepared sauces.


Sfoglini Pasta in Brooklyn and Etto Pastificio in Paso Robles, California, make beautiful pastas. Millers like Grist & Toll in Los Angeles and Janie’s Mill in Illinois are among many sources for fresh grains, and Rancho Gordo in Napa, California, is an excellent source for popcorn, polenta, and all things legume.


Edwards Virginia Smokehouse makes some of my favorite products “in the tradition of imported European cured meats,” like their Surryano ham (a great stand-in for prosciutto), and La Quercia in Iowa was founded by a couple who fell in love with cured meats while living in Parma, and now provides a version of everything from prosciutto to pancetta to ‘nduja—all perfect for recipes in this book.


Cheesemakers like Cowgirl Creamery in Point Reyes, California, and Vermont Creamery can easily guide you toward a regional replacement for fresh or aged cheeses referenced in the pages to come, and the U.S. has an abundance of other incredible dairies that are more than up to the task.


Fishwife is a female-owned tinned fish curator out of the Pacific Northwest with an emphasis on ethically sourced, sustainable options, including anchovies and smoked salmon.


Virginia Chestnuts is working to bring the tradition of chestnut farming back to the United States with their operation.


For spices, Diaspora Co. and Burlap & Barrel are both U.S.–based importers who source with great care and prioritize freshness and equitability.


When it comes to booze, Americans are innovating with Italian flavors, big-time. At St. Agrestis in Brooklyn, Louie Catizone is channeling his Italian heritage to create a line of drinks that has evolved with the times. Paradiso and Inferno are perfect for making your own Negroni and spritz at home, but the company also sells canned and bottled ready-to-drink versions that are super convenient for sharing. St. Agrestis has even concocted nonalcoholic options like the Phony Negroni and Amaro Falso, and their own version of the cocktail cherry made with their amaro. I’m also a huge fan of St. George, Leopold Bros., Faccia Brutto, Amaro Angeleno, and Matchbook Distilling among the many emerging distillers and producers out there today.


In terms of trusty retailers in the U.S., Eataly, with locations throughout the country as well as an extensive online emporium, was designed to make just about all your Italian dreams come true. Gustiamo is a web-based importer of Italian goodies, with a focus on farmers and makers and the “wonderful people dedicated to their land and traditions” in order to promote authentic Italian food.





Cin Cin



Italians are notoriously superstitious. Maybe that can be credited to centuries of conflict, colonization, famine, poverty, and strife. Origin stories may be heartbreaking or harrowing, but their modern-day manifestations feel quirky and ceremonious. Here are some guidelines to successfully raise a glass with the traditional toast, “cin cin” (pronounced cheen cheen).




[image: image] Toasting with water is a major no-no.


[image: image] When toasting with multiple guests at the table, never cross arms with another person.


[image: image] Look directly in the eyes of the guest with whom you’re toasting.


[image: image] Spilling a drink can work for or against you. Spilling on a new outfit or tablecloth is considered good luck. That said, losing wine is a misfortune, so dab a bit of the spilled liquid behind your ear to ward off more bad luck.


[image: image] Say a few words of appreciation for your food and company, and buon aperitivo!
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CROCCANTE


Crunchy


For aperitivo, crunchy bits abound. Popcorn, potato chips, and nuts are excellent choices, but beyond that trifecta, it’s endlessly satisfying to eat a little something croccante (“crisp”) along with a cocktail.



















Noci Glassate con Aperol 
Aperol-Glazed Nuts 


Popcorn alla Salvia & Burro Bruno 
Sage and Brown Butter Popcorn 


Biscotti Salati con Mousse di Salmone Affumicato 
Salty Biscuits with Smoked Salmon Mousse 


Patatine di Farfalle con Crema di Parmigiano 
Farfalle Chips with Parmigiano Cream 


Cracker di Polenta al Burro Bruno 
Brown Butter Polenta Crackers 


Piselli Croccanti alla Menta 
Minty Crunchy Peas 


Caldarroste 
Roasted Chestnuts 


Caldarroste di Cioccolato Arancia 
Chocolate Orange Roasted Chestnuts 


Caldarroste di Spezie di Zucca 
Pumpkin Spice Roasted Chestnuts 


Ceci Canditi all’Anice 
Anise-Candied Chickpeas 


Croccantini di Torta di Riso al Burro di Acciughe 
Anchovy Butter Rice Cake Crunchies 


NUTTY FOR NOCCIOLINE


POTATO CHIPS IN ITALY: From San Carlo to Stuzzichini


LOVABLE LICORICE















[image: image]
















Noci Glassate con Aperol



Aperol-Glazed Nuts




[image: image]VEGETARIAN, GF


Makes about 3 cups




While living in Florence, I spent an awful lot of time at Mercato Centrale—a temple to all things Italian eating. But in particular, I went to regularly pay a visit to a corner vendor with a mind-boggling array of nuts and dried fruit, all ripe for inspiration. I bought hazelnuts for chocolate spreads and pistachios to crumble over pasta, roasted almonds to stuff inside fat dried figs, and pine nuts to make biscotti or blend into pesto. But I especially loved the crunchy, sugar-coated nuts he sold, which I snacked on and brought home to pair with a spritz.


Nuts are integral to aperitivo hour, so I was inspired to experiment with this idea. I’d made bourbon-glazed almonds in the past, and swapped out the American spirit for Italian flair. Aperol adds brightness and depth, while the honey and sugar keep the alcohol’s bitterness in check. You can substitute Campari, another favorite amaro or liqueur, or grapefruit or orange juice. Salty, sweet, toasty, and a touch bitter, these nuts pair well with cocktails of all kinds, or can be simply enjoyed as a snack on their own.







½ cup (100 g) granulated sugar


1 teaspoon (3 g) kosher salt


3 tablespoons (45 mL) Aperol or Campari


1 tablespoon (20 mL) honey


1 large egg white


1 pound (450 g) raw nuts (the crunchier the better: almonds, hazelnuts, or a mixture)


Grated zest of ½ grapefruit (use the remaining rind to make candied citrus [here], and the juice for a spin on the Garibaldi here)









Preheat the oven to 250°F / 120°C and line a sheet pan with Silpat or parchment.


In a large bowl, stir together the sugar and salt and set aside. In a separate medium bowl, combine the Aperol and honey, then add the egg white and whisk until the mixture froths. Stir in the nuts and toss using a rubber spatula or by hand until well-coated. Drain in a sieve or colander, then add the nuts to the bowl with the sugar and salt, stirring to coat evenly.


Spread the nuts on the lined sheet pan and bake for 1 hour to 1 hour and 15 minutes, tossing every 20 minutes or so using a rubber spatula to prevent clumping. Once the nuts are golden brown and toasted, remove from the oven and sprinkle with grapefruit zest, then allow to cool to room temperature. The nuts may clump a bit and will be sticky while hot, so toss by hand to break up any remaining candy coating once cooled.


Serve in a bowl to accompany a cheese board, or crush and use as a topping for bruschette, salads, or vegetables—even yogurt or gelato! You can store them in an airtight container for up to 2 weeks, but they probably won’t last that long.











note This recipe yields an unexpected by-product that has become one of my favorite pantry additions. After breaking up the nuts, you’ll have an orange-hued, bittersweet crunchy sugar remaining. This stuff is sweet gold. Package it up in a jar or airtight container and keep it on hand to use as a finishing sugar for baked goods, a topping for gelato, or a rim garnish for a spritz or similar cocktail. Seriously. It’s packed with flavor.





Nutty for Noccioline



Italians are crazy for nuts, which are referred to by the term frutta secca. This may seem misleading as it translates literally to “dried fruit,” but the phrase is technically accurate; nuts are indeed the seeds of fruit, dried and hardened.


Here’s a quick primer on some of the nuts you’ll find in Italy. Both domestic and imported varieties are used in savory and sweet preparations, from pesto to prized gelato flavors and about a million other iterations.


MANDORLE


Almonds


Almonds are prevalent in Sicilian cuisine, where you’ll find them in pesto alla trapanese, pasta di mandorla, frutta martorana, gelato, and granita, but northern regions use them, too, especially to decorate Colomba at Easter and stud their torrone—a chewy nougat treat—during the holidays.


CASTAGNE


Chestnuts


In central areas like Tuscany, these nuts are ground into flour for classics like necci (a chestnut-flour crepe, here) and castagnaccio (a traditional chestnut-based cake), and it’s even common to find chestnut in pasta form—either in the dough, or sprinkled throughout a dish for texture. Piemonte is often credited with the candied version, marron glace, but these days those confections are found widely (and are mass produced by confectioners like Baratti & Milano as well). During the colder months, it’s easy to find a vendor on a city street corner selling caldarroste (roasted chestnuts), the recipe for which you can find here.


NOCCIOLE


Hazelnuts


Italy is the second largest producer of hazelnuts in the world, and the northern regions treat them like the crown jewels of their cuisine. They are a key ingredient in gianduja (an addictive spread made from sugar, hazelnuts, and chocolate—a preceding cousin of Nutella), which was invented in order to stretch precious and pricey chocolate. You can find hazelnuts in savory items, too, crushed and sprinkled over the utterly indulgent tajarin pasta paired with umami-bomb porcini mushrooms in fall.


PINOLI


Pine Nuts


The oily, spunky pine nut is a personal favorite. It’s foundational to pesto genovese, fantastic when used to crust a fish, and exceptional when toasted and generously deployed to flavor an indulgent gelato. You’ll find these little guys crowning the top of a torta della nonna, indispensable to eggplant caponata, and sprinkled into sautéed greens or baccalá alla Romana. On the stuzzichini table, pinoli add texture and depth as a finisher for crostini.


PISTACCHI


Pistachios


Middle Eastern in origin, the pistachio has become almost synonymous with Italian cuisines up and down the peninsula. In Sicily, at the foot of Mount Etna, you’ll strike oro verde or “green gold”: The famous Bronte pistachio (which actually has a purple tint) is so important that the entire village comes out to participate in its harvest. Elsewhere, pistachio remains one of the most popular gelato flavors in the country, and the nuts are found crushed into and crusting everything from cannoli to codfish, and as a base for brittles and biscotti.


NOCI


Walnuts


Walnuts’ bitterness is well suited to the Italian palate—and the aperitivo table. They’re commonly found toasted and tossed in pastas like pansoti in salsa di noci in Liguria or stuffed into dried figs and dates at Christmastime, and then there’s my favorite form—a liqueur made from unripe walnuts called nocino.


















Popcorn alla Salvia & Burro Bruno



Sage and Brown Butter Popcorn
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Makes about 12 servings




It was in New York City that I first had a dish of agnolotti with brown butter and sage, at a little Italian restaurant in the West Village. But it was my first autumn in Tuscany, where the small alleyways that snake around any of the region’s piazze transform into pipelines for the aroma of this perfect flavor pairing, drawing diners from sightseeing or daily tasks to a candlelit table for a taste, when I really fell in love with the flavor combination.


In Italy, luscious brown butter and sage are well known for being paired with pumpkin or butternut squash pasta in the fall, but here the flavor profile is swapped out for a more poppable, aperitivo-friendly iteration. The butter is an effective carrier of flavor, and the sage infusion creates a heady, satisfying cocktail complement that is delicious on any continent.







1 cup (125 g) popping corn


3 tablespoons (45 mL) extra-virgin olive oil


3 tablespoons (45 g) unsalted butter


1 teaspoon (5 g) chopped fresh sage leaves


Kosher salt, q.b.









In a large, heavy-bottomed pot, heat the popcorn and oil together over medium heat. As the popcorn begins popping, cover the pot and shake periodically. It should take 2 to 3 minutes to pop fully. (If you have a few holdouts, don’t feel too bad; there are almost always a handful of kernels that refuse to pop with the rest of them. I am usually stubborn enough to return them to the pot after removing all the fully popped corn, but you should have plenty if you don’t feel so inclined!) Set finished popcorn aside.


Brown the butter in a small frying pan over medium heat until brown flecks form, then remove from the heat and add the sage. Toss the popcorn with the melted sage butter and salt, making sure to coat evenly, and serve. This is delicious still warm, but like all popcorn preparations, it’s perfectly enjoyable at room temperature, too.
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Biscotti Salati con Mousse di Salmone Affumicato



Salty Biscuits with Smoked Salmon Mousse




Makes 6 to 8 servings




Inspired by one of my first experiences with stuzzichini at Caffè Gilli in Florence’s Piazza della Repubblica, where for 300 years it has served as a second home for locals and tourists alike, this light and airy salmon mousse makes for an elegant and impressive (and impressively easy) bite.


The salty “biscuit” bases offer textural contrast, but it is a useful recipe on its own. Use the biscotti as a foundation for other mousses or spreads, or snack on them in place of patatine. When making the dough, you can mix in chopped olives, nuts, sun-dried tomatoes, or roasted red peppers (drained); sprinkle with sesame or poppy seeds; top with rosemary; or even season with a bit of turmeric or cinnamon. Customize to suit, and snack often.







BISCOTTI


¾ cup + 1 tablespoon (100 g) all-purpose flour


½ cup (50 g) almond flour


¾ cup (75 g) grated Parmigiano Reggiano


1 sprig fresh rosemary, chopped


5 tablespoons (75 g) unsalted butter, cut into cubes


1 large egg


Flake sea salt, q.b.







MOUSSE


½ pound (225 g) smoked salmon


8 ounces (225 g) cream cheese


2 tablespoons (30 mL) heavy cream


Grated zest and juice of 1 small lemon (2 to 3 tablespoons juice)


Kosher salt, q.b.


Fresh dill, for garnish









MAKE THE BISCOTTI


In the bowl of a stand mixer or a medium bowl, mix together the flours, cheese, and rosemary, then work in the cubes of butter (like a shortbread or pie crust) until you have a shaggy dough. Add the egg and continue to mix, adding a little water if too dry, until homogenous. Wrap the ball of dough in plastic and rest for about 30 minutes in the fridge.


Preheat the oven to 350°F / 175°C and line a sheet pan with Silpat or parchment.


Roll the dough out on a lightly floured surface to about ⅛ inch thick. Cut into preferred shapes (to serve with the salmon mousse, I typically stick to small rounds, but you can certainly get creative!). Arrange on the sheet pan and add flaky salt to taste (I like a generous amount). Bake for 15 to 18 minutes, until golden at the edges. Store in an airtight container for 4 to 5 days.


MAKE THE MOUSSE


In a food processor, combine the salmon, cream cheese, cream, and lemon juice and blend until creamy. If a food processor isn’t available, you can use a sharp knife to finely chop the salmon, then fold in the cream cheese, cream, and lemon juice in a bowl. It will be a bit less creamy, but no less delicious. Add kosher salt to taste. Fold in the lemon zest and dill.


Use a spoon or piping bag to place a dollop of salmon mousse on each biscotto. Garnish with dill and more lemon zest and serve.














Potato Chips in Italy



FROM SAN CARLO TO STUZZICHINI


Bowls of patatine—potato chips—are probably the most ubiquitous aperitivo snack. If you’ve been in an Italian supermarket, you’ve no doubt found yourself among pristine white bags of crispy patatine produced by the San Carlo company. While these are a staple in bars up and down the peninsula—not to mention in more than thirty other countries—the origin story, like so many Italian classics, is one of family, small-batch quality, and the inspiration one can find in serving a small community.


The story goes that Francesco Vitaloni opened a rosticceria in 1936 Milano and named it San Carlo, after the church down the street. Originally, Francesco was peddling just crispy potatoes, or patatine croccanti, as a side dish to his primary fare of roasted meats, fish, and groceries, but the demand grew quickly. Pretty soon, Francesco found his chips in high demand and started local chip delivery by way of his trusty Fiat.


Today, the popularity of aperitivo hour, and the modern, curious palates of its participants, have broadened the market for potato chip makers. The company has expanded its offerings to include chips flavored with tomato, pesto, lime and pink peppercorn, mint and chili pepper, and porchetta (as well as other aperitivo classics like nuts and rice crackers). In an effort to maintain a place at the table, major commercial brands like Salati Preziosi and Crik Crok have gotten in on the innovative flavor game (carbonara-flavored crisps, anyone?). But the increased demand for aperitivo snacks means small, independent makers have a shot at the stuzzichini spread, too.


At home, those new flavors can be inspiring when it comes to customizing an aperitivo offering. Making personalized spice blends is a fun way to express your own culture or culinary style. Even if you don’t have the time or tools to fry your own, you can add flair to store-bought chips. Just grab a bag of your favorite brand and spread them on a sheet pan, toast for about 5 minutes at 350°F / 175°C, then toss with your chosen flavorings. I love a combination of lemon zest (about half a lemon’s worth), dried basil (about ½ teaspoon), garlic powder (⅛ teaspoon), and a few turns of black pepper for an 8-ounce / 226-g bag of kettle chips.
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Patatine di Farfalle con Crema di Parmigiano



Farfalle Chips with Parmigiano Cream




[image: image]VEGETARIAN


Makes 6 to 8 servings




Before traveling in Italy, I’d never considered doing anything with pasta beyond boiling it, saucing it, and serving it in a bowl. Then I had toasted ravioli with marinara sauce in Tuscany, and then I had fried tortellini in its birthplace of Bologna, where you can order it dusted with powdered sugar to go with your espresso. I even found stands where coils of spaghetti that look like the burners of an old electric stove are fried into little crackers. It is always fun to discover how the people of the peninsula choose to play with their pasta.


At aperitivo time, these crunchy pasta bites can play stand in for potato chips. Crema di Parmigiano is the Italian answer to the American jarred cheese dip, and with loads of black pepper its flavor profile mimics the classic cacio e pepe we all know and love.


This recipe works with lots of pasta shapes, but in my opinion these butterflies (or bow ties, depending on who you ask) are an ideal size and shape for dipping.







PATATINE DI FARFALLE


8 ounces (225 g) farfalle pasta, cooked to al dente


2 tablespoons (30 mL) extra-virgin olive oil


¼ cup (25 g) grated Pecorino Romano (Parmigiano Reggiano works as well)


Kosher salt, q.b.


Fresh-cracked black pepper, q.b.


1 teaspoon (3 g) red pepper flakes (optional)


1 teaspoon (3 g) garlic powder (optional)







CREMA DI PARMIGIANO


⅓ cup plus 1 tablespoon (90 mL) whole milk


2½ tablespoons (35 g) unsalted butter


2½ tablespoons (20 g) all-purpose flour


¼ cup plus 3 tablespoons (105 mL) water


1 cup (100 g) grated Parmigiano Reggiano (Pecorino Romano and Grana Padano also work)


Kosher salt, q.b.


Fresh-cracked black pepper, q.b. (I like a lot of black pepper here, to give it a cacio e pepe feel, so I usually start with around ½ tablespoon and work my way up)









MAKE THE PATATINE DI FARFALLE


Preheat the oven to 400°F / 205°C and line a sheet pan with Silpat or parchment.


In a medium bowl, toss the cooked pasta with the olive oil, cheese, salt, pepper, and any spices or seasonings you choose, then spread on your sheet pan, avoiding overlap as much as possible.


Bake for 20 to 25 minutes, until browned and crisp. Allow to cool slightly.


MAKE THE CREMA DI PARMIGIANO


In a medium pot, bring the milk to a simmer. In a separate pan, melt the butter over low heat. When fully melted, gradually add the flour and whisk to a roux. It should be golden and fragrant.


Gradually add the heated milk and water to the roux, stirring well with a whisk. Continue to whisk over low heat until the mixture thickens.


Remove from the heat, gradually stir in the cheese, then season with salt and pepper while continuing to whisk, until the mixture becomes thick; it will continue to thicken as it cools. This is best served warm, but can be refrigerated.


Serve the patatine di farfalle with the Crema di Parmigiano or your choice of dipping sauce.











notes For even crispier patatine, you can fry the chips. If you have an air fryer, preheat to 350°F / 175°C. Season the pasta, then cook for about 10 minutes, until crisp. Alternatively, for traditional stovetop frying, prepare a deep skillet with peanut oil (which has a higher smoke point and allows for a fast, crispy fry) about ½ inch deep. After draining the al dente pasta (and before seasoning), fry in oil for about 4 minutes, flipping halfway through. Drain on paper towels and toss with the olive oil, cheese, salt, and spices.


You can adjust the thickness of the crema, adding flour to thicken further and create more of a dip, or decreasing the flour by 10 or 20 grams for a thinner consistency, which makes it work great as a pasta sauce.
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