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PREFACE

An Italian in the Kitchen
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IT’S HARD TO FIND SOMEONE who doesn’t like Italian food. And this book makes it easy for you to create Italian food at home. We can thank Clara Lizio Melchiorre, the author of this book, for that.

Clara’s story spans four generations. She spent much of her life in the shadow of her famous mom, Mama Celeste Lizio of frozen pizza fame. With her charming Italian-tinged English and “abbondanza” slogan, Clara’s mother took over the frozen pizza market in the ’70s and ’80s—and Clara helped build the business for decades. Then Clara came into her own in the late ’80s, when she opened her namesake restaurant in a Chicago suburb. Now, as the matriarch of a loving, passionate Italian-American family, Clara is ready to share her cooking techniques and secret recipes with the world.
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That’s me as a child dressed up as a nun for a big holiday.
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This is a promotional shot from a series of videos I made with my daughter Michelle in the 1980s.

Clara has always been a powerful personality. Here’s how one newspaper article described Clara as a child: “Old-timers remember her as a skinny kid with copper pigtails who did her homework at the bar and demanded that anyone who swore in her presence say Hail Marys in penance.” Clara doesn’t do that anymore, but she did reference at least three saints during our interviews for this book.

This self-taught chef loves to follow chef-like standards of procedure. Her favorite term is mise en place, which is the culinary term for “better get all your ingredients in order before cooking.” She’s very committed to her procedure, and once you try out a few of her recipes, you will be, too.

“Clara’s love for life is expressed in her cooking. She wants to share what she knows and enjoys, and gets gratification out of pleasing everyone around her,” says longtime patron and former CEO of Wilton Industries, Vince Naccarato. “Clara is very talented and cooks some of the best homemade food—with love in every bite—that you will ever eat.”

Clara redefined the notion of Italian-American cooking. It’s not just about throwing together some garlic and olive oil and covering it in mozzarella. Each of her dishes has a special touch or innovation.

Clara never stops perfecting her recipes. She never stops, period. She is a feminist at heart. She is strong: Having beat a rare form of cancer, recovering from an infection that took most of her hearing, and coming back from financial adversity. She is compassionate. She’s a food traditionalist who adapts to changing tastes and times—she has gluten-free and nut-free versions of several dishes.

To quote this dynamic woman about cooking, “It’s in the family. Before me, after me.” And hopefully this book will capture her essence, creativity, and love of cooking.
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My daughter Michelle with her brothers Anthony and Rudy, and our dog, Max, circa 1970.
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That’s me when I was young.
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My parents serving wedding breakfast at Celeste’s for my brother Pat.
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The children celebrating with Gramma Elsie. (No Mark yet!)
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That’s me getting a little beer at the family tavern.


INTRODUCTION

“Anything made with love is perfect.”

—Clara Lizio Melchiorre

I’M 82, I HAVE FOUR CHILDREN, 11 grandchildren and one great-grandchild, a famous mom (she started Mama Celeste frozen pizza), and one namesake restaurant. I’ve been cooking for four generations. Cooking is my life, and it’s taken me all these years to finally write down all I’ve learned. I have wanted to archive my recipes and tell our family’s story for as long as I can remember. With some encouragement from my children and grandchildren, I am finally doing it.

Basically, I really want this collection to be more of a storybook with recipes. A blend of the values my brothers and I grew up with, a special heritage instilled in us by our parents. From humble beginnings, Celeste and Anthony, my mom and dad, gave us a great legacy. I wanted my family to have this written history that celebrates Mom and Dad’s love of cooking for generations to come. In our family, we show love through food.

For you, I want to give you very simple and very easy recipes for the novice or seasoned cook. This is a very approachable cookbook. I will walk you through the flavors and techniques and tell you what to do and how to do it. For me, procedure is the most important part of any dish.

It’s not too difficult or overwhelming to achieve a very successful dinner from simple foods. To be truthful, I have never had formal cooking lessons but helped run a pasta empire, became chef of my own restaurant, won a few awards, and have been on TV! If I can do it, so can you. My secret? Make things you love, want to share, and pass on.

My love of cooking—food, really—began as a child, growing up on Chicago’s West Side. My parents, who emigrated from Sant’Angelo all’Esca near Naples, opened a grocery store that became known more for what my mom made with the groceries in the tiny back kitchen than for selling the actual ingredients. The smell of her cooking drew WPA workers, whom she fed, often for free. Those were hard times back then.
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That is the huge window I cleaned as a girl!

My mom, Celeste, who later became a celebrity in her own right (more on that later) ran the shop while Dad worked in the factory. After a few years, with my mom whipping up delicious foods such as fish fry every Friday and free manicotti on Saturday, they saved up enough money to open the Kedzie Beer Garden, a neighborhood tavern on Polk; I was born in the apartment up above. I think I am one of the few people who can say I was literally born in the restaurant business.
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The original restaurant wasn’t even Italian! We had corned beef and cabbage and fried chicken on the menu. Not your typical versions; Celeste’s versions that brought in her Southern Italian roots. You’ll see some of her takes on American classics in this book. On St. Patrick’s Day we made pounds and pounds of corned beef and bushels of cabbage. We offered free meals to any friends who passed by.

It was a family operation. We (Emanuel [Willy], Pasquale, Anthony Jr., and l) were all put to work. As a 9-year-old, it was my job to clean the inside and outside of the tavern windows! Our customers became family and everyone had their usual table. After school, I’d jump behind the bar to eat my Blue Star chips and drink a shot glass full of beer. Yes, beer. In those days, this was allowed.

As the business grew into a popular restaurant, we changed the name to Celeste’s to honor Mom. And my mom’s ravioli were the talk of the town. We figured out how to mass-produce them without sacrificing the quality. Soon we were selling to most of Chicago’s Italian places, but for 85 percent of them, we had to quietly deliver through their back doors so their customers thought they were making the pasta! In ’63 we closed Celeste’s to focus on the pasta and frozen pizza business. It grew so big that six years later, we were bought out by Quaker Oats.
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My brother Willy with Mama and Pat at a Quaker Oats event.
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This is me in the director’s chair with my grandson Arturo.
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Father David blessing the Clara’s kitchen.
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Clara’s today.
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My granddaughter Jackie shares my love of baking.
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Being on Mama’s float was a thrill.
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Our Indiana mushroom haul, circa 1970! That’s Aunt Marilyn, Mama, and Will.

“What dear and wonderful recipes and memories I want to share with you.”

—Clara Lizio Melchiorre
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The cameo I made in the middle of the night.
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Rudy Jr. and I celebrating Clara’s 30th anniversary.
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My brothers at an early supermarket pizza demonstration as we grew our business.

At first, they wanted an actress to play “Mama Celeste,” but no one could quite capture my mom’s aura or her accent. And that’s how her career began as a spokesperson for Mama Celeste Pizza. Off the cuff, she talked about “abbondanza,” which means abundance in Italian. That became the tagline for the commercials.

I opened my first restaurant, Clara’s Pasta di Casa, on March 13, 1987, in Woodridge, Illinois, 30 minutes from Chicago. Mama Celeste passed a year later. For the next 10-plus years, I was front and center in the kitchen, with help from my husband, Rudy Sr., a crew that was there from the beginning, and, of course, my children, Michelle, Anthony, Rudy, and Mark. Rudy Sr. and I retired in ’98 and Rudy Jr. took over the restaurant.

My mom used to say, in her Italian-tinged English, “Si you put in, you find; si you no put in, you no find.” That’s how I would try to recreate her recipes. It’s the same, I think, for life. I have put love, caring and thoughtfulness into my life, and that is what I find. I hope that you will find it too through my recipes and stories.


CLARA’S COOKING BASICS

1. Procedure: Follow the recipe directions and techniques even if you’re familiar with the recipe. It’s most important to have a successful and gratifying experience when you cook.

2. Have ingredients in place (mise en place): Prep what you need like they do in a professional kitchen. This way you won’t forget ingredients or scramble to measure if a recipe requires speed.
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3. Update your recipes! Every time I cook, I update. I might change the type of salt or maybe the type of vinegar.




Chapter 1

THE CUPBOARD

IN MY KITCHEN, THERE ARE a few things you have to keep on hand to be able to quickly make a delicious meal for your family. My son Rudy came up with the tagline Salt, Pepper, Basil & Olive Oil. I said, “And garlic and parsley, too!” Truthfully, you can make a lot of Italian food with just those ingredients. But there are a few more dry ingredients for the cupboard and others for the refrigerator that can open up a world of meals.

You’ll start to see patterns in my recipes. Most of the savory dishes start with my garlic oil. Instead of just putting chopped garlic into hot oil, I batch garlic olive oil (page 25). For me, it adds depth to the dishes. Your cooking style and ingredients can be simple and yet as delicious as more elaborate preparations.


“Every good meal starts with good ingredients.”

—Clara Lizio Melchiorre
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TIP: I always keep a combo of salt and pepper on the stove. I do about 1 part black pepper to 5 parts fine sea salt. I keep another covered bowl with coarse sea salt. (I use this instead of Kosher salt.) The third bowl is coarse red pepper.
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