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  Introduction




  Rhode Island may be the smallest state in the Union, but it’s a giant when it comes to good food. Rhode Islanders are obsessed with restaurants and recipes. Almost always a conversation in Little Rhody will somehow find its way over to the topic of food—where to eat or what to cook.




  And we’re not talking ordinary food. Rhode Island has a unique food subculture concentrated in a very small area. Where else can you eat johnnycakes and stuffies (baked stuffed clams), while drinking an Awful Awful (a very thick milk shake) or a coffee cabinet (a thick milk shake flavored with coffee syrup)? This diminutive state is famous for its New York System wieners (also known as “gaggers”), Del’s Frozen Lemonade, and Dynamites (a hot sandwich made with a highly seasoned ground meat mixture). We like to put sweetened coffee syrup in our milk, and we like to eat pizza for breakfast, cold and often without any cheese! With a population of barely 1 million people (mostly between the ages of 25 and 54), Rhode Island has a surprising number of local dishes, food traditions, and culinary terms that are unique to the state—and none of them has ever strayed into the other New England states. Many recipes are closely guarded secrets, handed down from generation to generation.




  Rhode Island, aptly called the Ocean State, is inextricably tied to the sea and its bounty. In the summer the beaches are packed with thousands of sunbathers and swimmers, all working up appetites for steamers (steamed clams), clam cakes, and lobster any way they can get it. No self-respecting Rhode Islander can dine on these delicacies without a cup of chowder on the side. And there are so many chowder recipes, an entire cookbook could be devoted to that single dish.




  So what makes Rhode Island so special? Maybe it’s all because of “divine” Providence, the ever-improving state capital. In recent years Providence has undergone an urban renewal most cities would envy, thanks to the controversial former mayor, Vincent “Buddy” Cianci, who was eventually sent to prison on a racketeering charge. Hundreds of millions of dollars were invested in Providence’s very successful facelift, which included the diversion of rivers to provide such features as a four-acre park with Venetian-style bridges and gondolas that glide along a waterway through the heart of the city. On scheduled nights from spring through fall, the Providence River is magically ablaze with WaterFire, a dazzling visual arts performance that attracts thousands of people.




  Once dirty, neglected, and virtually deserted at night, Providence used to be a city that people drove through, mostly on their way to New York City or Cape Cod. The streets of Providence are now alive with people drawn in by the arts, sporting events, and great restaurants. Providence has become a culinary mecca, rivaling Boston to the north and New York to the south. In fact, the entire state is a contemporary dining destination with hundreds of acclaimed restaurants—neighborhood haunts with devout regular customers, creaky colonial taverns serving old Yankee classics, fine-dining establishments, boisterous sports bars and pubs, Italian-American restaurants with their predictable red-sauce dishes, trendy cafes, and a growing number of ethnic restaurants featuring the foods of Africa, Asia, and Latin America.




  Some people attribute Rhode Islanders’ fascination with food to our ethnic mix, giving a reverential bow to the large Italian population and its inherent love of food, wine, and the good life. Others credit our wonderful homegrown produce—including some remarkable vineyards—and our native seafood. Still others say credit must be given to Johnson & Wales University, the largest culinary school in the world, based in Providence. Today many of the best chefs in Rhode Island hold degrees from Johnson & Wales. In fact, there are more chefs with college degrees in Providence than anywhere else in the nation.




  How has Rhode Island managed to retain its vibrant food subculture, especially when the rest of America seems overrun with homogenized restaurant chains? Some observers suggest that native Rhode Islanders are provincial or simply devoted to family and close friends, keeping their unique culture close to their hearts. Indeed, even though the state of Rhode Island is the same size as some major U.S. cities, many residents of Woonsocket in the north or Westerly in the south rarely venture into the capital city of Providence. For them, it’s just too far away. Whatever the reasons, people who have moved to Rhode Island in recent years find these quirky values very appealing and quickly become proud of their new home state.




  I am one of those people. I was born in Rhode Island but lived over the line in nearby Massachusetts for many years before making the move to the Ocean State. My heritage reflects that of many Rhode Islanders. My father, Daniel Giardino, was born in Italy; my mother, Mathilda Billiet, was of French and Belgian descent. They both came to this country in the early 1900s. As soon as they were old enough, they left school to work in the textile mills. They met at a dance on New Year’s Eve as the Great Depression was coming to an end. They were married in 1935 and went to see a Boston Red Sox baseball game on their honeymoon. They eventually had a boy and a girl. Food was the centerpiece of their humble home life, a fusion of two very different cultures. I can vividly recall my Uncle Mike making ravioli from scratch in his kitchen and growing grapes out back so he could make wine, and my Memere serving wonderful crepes and steak au poivre.




  My mother learned to cook Italian from her mother-in-law, and as a result almost all my childhood memories of food have an Italian accent. When I think of my late mother, I always picture her standing at the stove on Sunday mornings, with the smell of cooked onions in the air, making her “gravy” (like many Italian Americans in Rhode Island, we never called it tomato sauce). Even at Thanksgiving, that most American of holidays, we ate mostly Italian food. There was always macaroni or lasagna or stuffed shells, porcetta . . . and then came the turkey, followed by the salad. Yes, we ate macaroni, not pasta, as it is now called. And we always had our salad at the end of our meal, not the beginning.




  Every May my father planted seventy-two tomato plants in our backyard. We had so many ripe tomatoes, he would sell them at a stand in front of our house—the most perfect tomatoes on earth for twenty-five cents a pound. To this day every May, I too plant a tomato garden—though much smaller—the way my father taught me.




  I went from being a Giardino (the Italian word for garden) to a Beaulieu (the French word for beautiful place) when I married a guy from Maine with French-Canadian and Irish roots. Brian proposed to me in the kitchen. I think it was the aroma of a pot roast cooking in the oven that made him pop the question. We now live in Lincoln in the northern part of Rhode Island, and we are fortunate enough to have a summer home in Narragansett, not far from the beach where I played as a child. Our little beach house has an outdoor kitchen with a wood-burning grill. At either home, we love to entertain. Many of our friends are chefs and restaurant owners. We are truly blessed to be Rhode Islanders.




  This book explores the food of Rhode Island, especially in and around Providence, and tries to explain why it is so good, whether it’s in someone’s home or in a restaurant. Some of the recipes in this book were provided by talented chefs. Many were collected over many years from friends, and other recipes were handed down to me by family members. I hope you’ll find it delicious reading.




    BREAKFAST
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    A Meal in Itself


  




  Sportsman’s Breakfast Sandwich




  The Sportsman’s Breakfast Sandwich is one with zing, quite popular with the sport fishermen of South County who rise before dawn to head out into Block Island Sound for a day at sea. The anchovy is what wakes them up. It may be omitted, but no self-respecting angler would ever admit to doing that.




  MAKES 1 SANDWICH




  1 English muffin




  3 slices Swiss cheese




  1 slice ham or Canadian bacon




  1 anchovy




  1 slice tomato




  2 slices pineapple, fresh or canned




  Preheat oven to 450°F.




  Split the English muffin into 2 halves. On one half, place a slice of cheese, the ham or Canadian bacon, the anchovy, the tomato, and a second slice of cheese. On the other half of the muffin, place the remaining slice of cheese and the pineapple slices.




  Combine the muffin halves to form a sandwich. Place the sandwich on a baking sheet. Bake for 5 minutes or until the cheese is melted and the sandwich is hot. Serve immediately.




  




  Pear and Almond Pancakes




  The Modern Diner in the old mill town of Pawtucket (the Indian word for “the place by the waterfall”) is a classic. The cream-colored Sterling Streamliner was built in 1940 and is one of only a handful of diners listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The art deco–style diner has a high arched ceiling, chrome stools at a long counter, and wooden booths worn with age. Like other traditional diners, the Modern is thriving, and it’s not unusual to wait in line for breakfast, especially on weekends. Over the past century, the diner has survived wars, the Great Depression, and most recently the onslaught of fast-food restaurants and corporate chains. Diners offer down-home charm, friendly service, reasonable prices, and special menu items you rarely see at the chains, like these pancakes for which the Modern Diner is famous. Note that preparation starts the day before you plan to serve them.




  MAKES 4 SERVINGS




  5 Bartlett pears




  10 ounces light maple syrup




  ½ cup sugar




  1 box buttermilk pancake mix




  Vanilla extract, to taste (about 1 teaspoon)




  1 small package slivered almonds




  10 ounces purchased fig filling




  Whipped butter, as needed




  Confectioners’ sugar, as needed




  Peel and core the pears. Chop into ½-inch cubes. In a bowl, blend together half of the light maple syrup with half the sugar. Coat the pieces of pear in the maple mixture. Refrigerate overnight.




  Prepare enough pancake mix for 4 servings, according to the package directions. Add the remaining sugar and the vanilla (be careful not to overdo the vanilla—too much can ruin any dish). Start making the pancakes on a hot griddle. Immediately add the pears and the slivered almonds to each pancake. Flip gently when bubbles appear on the top of each pancake.




  In a saucepan, heat the remaining 5 ounces of maple syrup with the fig filling. Pour the mixture over the pancakes. Serve with whipped butter and confectioners’ sugar.




  




  Scrambled Eggs with Lobster, Thai Chili Cream Sauce & Toasted Sweet Bread




  Every year the owner of CAV, a much-loved restaurant in the Jewelry District of Providence, spends a month in Thailand. Sylvia Moubayed and her husband Aly stay in the remote area of Chiangsaen to live simply like the local people. Every day they ride their tandem bicycle along the peaceful Maekong River to have their morning coffee at the Mon Doo Namn Café. They come back to Rhode Island with their spirit restored and renewed. It is very important to Sylvia that a little of Thailand’s gentle spirit be on her menu, and with that in mind she created this dish for her popular brunch.




  MAKES 2 SERVINGS




  ¼ cup Thai chili sauce




  2 teaspoons barbecue sauce




  ½ cup Shallot Cream Sauce (recipe follows) or heavy cream




  2 teaspoons chopped fresh parsley




  4 slices Portuguese sweet bread, 1 inch thick




  2 tablespoons unsalted butter




  8 ounces cooked lobster meat




  6 eggs, beaten




  In a saucepan over medium-high heat, combine the Thai chili sauce, barbecue sauce, and shallot cream sauce. Reduce by one-third. Remove from heat and add the parsley.




  Lightly butter the sweet bread with 1 tablespoon butter and toast in the oven until lightly browned.




  In a nonstick skillet over medium heat, melt the remaining tablespoon butter. Add the lobster meat and sauté for 1 minute.




  Add the eggs and scramble until cooked almost through. Season with salt and pepper. Place the egg-lobster mixture alongside the toasted sweet bread and cover with the chili cream sauce.




  Shallot Cream Sauce




  2 teaspoons olive oil




  ¼ teaspoon minced garlic




  1 teaspoon minced shallots




  1 cup heavy cream




  ¼ cup finely grated Parmesan cheese




  Salt and pepper, to taste




  Heat the olive oil in a saucepan over medium heat. Add the minced garlic and shallots, stirring often and being careful not to burn the garlic. Cook until softened. Add the heavy cream and reduce, stirring occasionally, until the mixture starts to thicken slightly. Add the grated cheese, salt, and pepper. Stir until thoroughly mixed and creamy.
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  Best French Toast Ever




  My good friend Phoebe Zuromski comes from a Portuguese family, and she taught me how to make “the best French toast ever” by using Portuguese sweet bread. It’s so sweet, you don’t need any vanilla extract or sugar in this recipe. Big round loaves of the soft yellow bread are available at Rhode Island’s Portuguese bakeries and large supermarkets. If you go early to a bakery, the bread you purchase is still warm from the oven. Or you can make your own with the recipe in the Breads & Pizzas chapter in this book.




  MAKES 4 SERVINGS




  1 round loaf Portuguese sweet bread




  4 tablespoons butter, divided




  3 eggs




  1 cup milk




  Pure Rhode Island maple syrup, as needed




  1 pound linguica (Portuguese sausage), cut into ¼-inch slices and fried




  Cut the sweet bread into 8 equally thick slices. Place a large frying pan or griddle over medium-high heat. Add 2 tablespoons of the butter to the pan.




  In a bowl, combine the eggs and milk. Beat well. Pour into a shallow glass dish. Dip the bread slices into the egg-milk mixture, making sure that both sides are well coated. Allow any excess to drip off the bread back into the dish.




  Place the bread slices into the hot buttered frying pan or on the griddle. After 1 to 2 minutes, check the underside of the bread. When it is golden brown, flip the bread over and cook for another 2 minutes. Transfer the French toast to a heated platter. Cover with foil to keep warm. Repeat these steps, adding a tablespoon of butter as needed to the frying pan or griddle, until all the slices of bread have been dipped and toasted.




  Serve the French toast with pure Rhode Island maple syrup, preferably warmed or at least at room temperature. On the side, serve fried linguica. (Linguica is a Portuguese sausage, slim in size with a strong garlic flavor, that can be found in Latin American markets and many supermarkets.)




  




  Eggs Benedict Newport-Style




  Eggs Benedict is a classic breakfast and brunch dish that rises to a new level with the addition of lobster. Upscale restaurants in Newport offer this version, and many home cooks have added it to their recipe repertoire.




  MAKES 4 SERVINGS




  Hollandaise Sauce




  3 egg yolks




  2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice




  ¼ teaspoon white pepper




  ½ cup (1 stick) butter, melted




  4 English muffins, split, toasted, and buttered




  4 slices Canadian bacon or baked ham, warmed




  8 poached eggs




  1 boiled or steamed lobster, approximately 1 pound




  Steamed asparagus or ripe tomato slices, for garnish (optional)




  First make the Hollandaise Sauce. In a blender or food processor, combine the egg yolks, lemon juice, and white pepper. Blend for 1 minute. With the machine still running, gradually pour in the hot melted butter. Continue blending for 2 to 3 minutes, or until the sauce thickens.




  Place 2 English muffin halves on each plate. Top each muffin half with a slice of Canadian bacon or ham, a poached egg, and some of the sauce. Garnish each plate with the meat from a lobster claw or a section of the tail. If desired, you may also garnish with steamed asparagus or tomato slices. Serve immediately.




  

    

      Saving the Franklin Spa




      A few years ago, when word got out that the Franklin Spa in Newport was closing, one loyal fan took it upon himself to save the neighborhood eatery, where breakfast is served daily until mid-afternoon seven days a week. Maybe it was the really good coffee and huge omelets that mobilized Rocky Botelho, who couldn’t imagine his mornings without a stop at the spa. He ended up purchasing the Spring Street restaurant, which now has even more loyal fans, including many locals and summer tourists. Located near St. Mary’s Church, where John F. Kennedy married Jacqueline Bouvier, the Franklin Spa is known for its original creation, the Portuguese Sailor, a grilled breakfast sandwich consisting of a chorizo patty and eggs between two slices of Portuguese sweet bread.


    


  




  




  Federal Hill Frittata




  MAKES 6 SERVINGS




  1 dozen eggs, beaten




  1 pound ricotta cheese




  1 pound mozzarella, cut into small pieces




  Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste




  Leftover chopped onions, mushrooms, peppers, and tomatoes (about 1 cup)




  ¼ pound cooked Italian sausage, crumbled (optional)




  ½ stick pepperoni, cut into small pieces (optional)




  ¼ pound prosciutto, cut into small pieces (optional)




  Preheat oven to 350°F.




  In a large bowl, combine all the ingredients. Mix well. Pour mixture into a greased 9-inch square glass baking dish. Bake for 45 minutes, or until edges are golden brown. Serve warm.




  

    

      Why Is It Named Federal Hill?




      Federal Hill, the neighborhood in and around Atwells Avenue and Broadway in Providence, is the city’s Little Italy. More than 100,000 Italian immigrants came to Rhode Island in the late 1800s and early 1900s, mostly from southern Italy, and many settled in Federal Hill. The name “Federal Hill” comes from the old Federal-style white houses that were built there for the Civil War militia.




      A large concrete arch soaring high over Atwells Avenue was constructed in 1978 to serve as the entrance to the bustling neighborhood. At the center of the arch is the large Italian pinecone that produces the pignoli, or pine nut, the Italian symbol for hospitality, which is so prevalent in Italian cooking.


    


  




  




  Ham & Cheese Strata




  A strata is a wonderful dish to serve at brunch because all the work is done ahead of time. Italian families in Rhode Island make a ham and cheese strata, which is very much like a savory French toast casserole. A strata can also be made with sausage, bacon, chopped onions, and sliced mushrooms—whatever you have on hand. And in the summer, for a non-Italian take on this Italian classic, a strata can also be made with small tender zucchini from the garden, plum tomatoes, Brie cheese, and sourdough bread, with finely chopped onions and freshly snipped dill as seasonings. Stratas became popular during World War I and the Depression because they were frugal and filling.




  MAKES 8 SERVINGS




  16 bread slices, crusts removed




  1 pound ham, sliced




  1 pound provolone cheese, sliced




  1 pound cheddar cheese, sliced




  6 eggs




  3 cups milk




  Salt, freshly ground black pepper, or garlic powder, to taste (optional)




  In a large (2 to 3 inches deep) greased baking dish, lay 8 slices of bread to cover the bottom. Layer half of the ham and cheese slices on top of the bread. Repeat these steps, layering the remaining 8 slices of bread, then the ham, and ending with the cheese.




  In a bowl, combine the eggs and milk. Beat well. Pour the egg-milk mixture over the layers of bread, ham, and cheese. Season to taste, if desired. Refrigerate overnight. Remove the pan from the refrigerator 1 hour before cooking.




  Preheat oven to 375°F.




  Bake for 1 hour, or until golden brown and bubbly. It’s best to let the strata stand for 10 minutes after it comes out of the oven before serving. Cut into squares.




  




  Thin & Thick Johnnycakes




  Native Rhode Islanders who live in Newport County make thin johnnycakes, while across Narragansett Bay in South County, residents prefer their johnnycakes on the thick side. Either type can be enjoyed at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. These diminutive flapjacks are delicious at breakfast drizzled with maple syrup and served with bacon or sausage and applesauce. They also can be eaten plain or topped with a sprinkling of sugar, or even with butter and salt as a savory accompaniment to pot roast or creamed codfish at lunch or dinner. Using a cast-iron skillet or griddle greased with corn oil, bacon fat, or lard is the best way to make johnnycakes, but a nonstick electric pan can also be used.




  Thin Johnnycakes from Newport County




  MAKES 6 TO 8 SERVINGS




  2 cups Rhode Island stone-ground whitecap cornmeal




  ½ teaspoon salt




  ¾ cup cold water




  1½ cups milk




  Combine cornmeal, salt, and water. Add milk, stirring to remove lumps.




  Batter will be on the thin side. Into a well-oiled frying pan over medium heat, pour enough batter to make a 3-inch johnnycake. Fry for 2 minutes, or until the edges of the johnnycake turn brown. Flip each johnnycake over to cook for 1 more minute on the other side.




  

    

      Sugar Shacks




      When we go to brunch at someone’s home in Rhode Island, instead of flowers or that usual bottle of wine, we bring a bottle of 100 percent pure maple syrup, produced straight from Rhode Island sugar maples. There is a growing number of sugarhouses in Rhode Island turning sap into richly flavored, amber-colored maple syrup, including Charlie’s Sugar House in Coventry, Kingston Syrup in Kingston, Spring Hill Sugar House in Richmond, and Uncle Buck’s Sugar House in Ashaway.


    


  




  

    

      Johnnycakes (or is it Jonnycakes?)




      No matter how you spell it, johnnycakes made with Rhode Island stone-ground whitecap cornmeal are a breakfast staple throughout the state. These unleavened cornmeal pancakes date back to the 1600s, when the Narragansett Indians showed the colonists how to make them. Today many of Rhode Island’s restaurants offer johnnycakes on their menus. One of my favorite renditions is at the Commons Lunch on the Commons in Little Compton in easternmost Rhode Island. This small-town cafe—which was rebuilt after being destroyed in a fire—serves thin johnnycakes, piled two or three high on the plate. The edges are lacy, and the surface is just barely crisp.


    


  




  Thick Johnnycakes from South County




  MAKES 4 TO 6 SERVINGS




  2 cups Rhode Island stone-ground whitecap cornmeal




  2 teaspoons sugar




  1 teaspoon salt




  2 cups boiling water




  ¼ to ½ cup milk or cream




  In a bowl, combine the cornmeal, sugar, and salt. Slowly add the boiling water, stirring thoroughly to completely moisten. Allow to stand a few minutes, as mixture will thicken. Add just enough milk or cream to turn the mixture into the consistency of soft mashed potatoes.




  Into a hot, greased frying pan or griddle, drop enough batter by the spoonful to make a johnnycake 2 to 3 inches across and ½ inch thick. Fry for 6 minutes on each side, or until the inside is cooked and a golden crunchy crust is formed. Turn over each johnnycake only once for perfect results.




  




  Lemon Ricotta Cheese Griddle Cakes




  MAKES 4 TO 6 SERVINGS




  10 egg yolks




  ¾ cup (1½ sticks) butter, melted




  2½ cups ricotta cheese




  ¾ teaspoon vanilla extract




  ¾ cup flour




  ½ cup sugar




  ¾ teaspoon salt




  1 teaspoon lemon zest




  10 egg whites




  Butter and maple syrup, as desired




  In a large bowl, fold together the egg yolks, butter, ricotta cheese, and vanilla. Set aside.




  In another large bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, salt, and lemon zest. With a rubber spatula, incorporate the egg yolk mixture into the flour mixture.




  In another large bowl, whip the egg whites into glossy peaks and gently fold into the batter.




  Spray a sauté pan with nonstick cooking spray.




  Over medium heat, pour batter into a sauté pan to make 4-inch pancakes, being careful not to overcrowd the pan. You should have enough batter to make 16 to 18 pancakes in batches. Serve with additional butter and maple syrup, both at room temperature.
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    On the Side


  




  Bed-and-Breakfast Broiled Tomatoes




  In late August and through September, when we have more tomatoes than we can handle, broiled tomatoes come to mind. Try different grated cheeses and even a sprinkling of oregano on these tomatoes.




  MAKES 4 SERVINGS




  4 or 5 fresh tomatoes, large and ripe




  Olive oil, as needed




  Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste




  ½ cup grated Parmesan cheese




  ¼ cup minced fresh parsley




  1 garlic clove, crushed, or 2 tablespoons snipped fresh chives




  4 tablespoons butter, softened




  ½ cup bread crumbs (optional)




  Preheat oven broiler.




  Wash the tomatoes under cold running water. Cut the tomatoes in half or into ½-inch-thick slices, discarding the ends. Place the tomato halves cut side up in a baking dish or on a broiler pan. Brush the tomatoes with olive oil. Season with salt and pepper.




  In a bowl, combine the Parmesan cheese, parsley, garlic, butter, and bread crumbs. Place an equal amount of the mixture on top of each tomato half. Place under the oven broiler for 3 to 5 minutes, or until the cheese is golden brown and bubbly. Serve immediately.




  




  Grandmother’s Hash




  Hash is very popular in Rhode Island, whether you make the old family recipe for hash at home or you try the hash at a local diner. Roughly translated, hash means “nothing goes out with the trash.” It dates back to a time when many families had to stretch food or “make do.” Hash can be made with leftover ham, corned beef, roast beef, and even any kind of white fish added to leftover mashed potatoes, then fried in butter or bacon fat—preferably in an old cast-iron skillet. The word hash comes from the old French word hacher, meaning “to chop.” Down in South County, many home cooks make Grandmother’s Hash, featuring ground-up meat from quahogs (thick-shelled clams) that are formed into 3-inch patties at least an inch thick. For a traditional Rhode Island meal, put a poached egg on top of each serving.




  MAKES 6 SERVINGS




  5 pounds quahogs (or 1 cup canned chopped clams, drained)




  1 small onion, peeled and chopped




  2 tablespoons butter




  ¼ cup clam broth or juice




  1 egg, beaten




  2 cups cooked mashed potatoes




  Salt and pepper, to taste




  2 tablespoons oil




  6 poached eggs (optional)




  Precook the quahogs by steaming them open in water in a large pot over medium-high heat. Remove the cooked clam meat and chop. Drain. Measure 1 cup cooked quahogs.




  In a large frying pan, sauté the chopped onion in some of the butter until golden; do not let the onion brown. Add the chopped quahogs and broth and simmer until the clams are tender. Set aside to cool.




  Add the beaten egg to the mashed potatoes. Then add the cooled chopped clam and onion mixture. Mix well. Taste and add salt and pepper as desired. Form into 6 cakes.




  In a heavy frying pan or on a griddle, fry the cakes in the remaining butter and the oil until browned on both sides.




  




  Chorizo Hash




  Deborah Moxham, a foodie friend of mine, told me I simply had to get a recipe from The Sunnyside in Warren for this cookbook. I’m so glad she reminded me about this jewel of a restaurant, which is open only for breakfast and lunch. The dining area is stunningly white and bright with natural sunlight. With its exposed beams it has the feel of an old boathouse and boasts a large deck that overlooks a small marina. The captain of this waterfront restaurant is Chef Joe Simone, and you can watch him create dishes like this one in his open kitchen.




  MAKES 4 SERVINGS




  2 cups russet potatoes, peeled and cut into ¼-inch dice




  Kosher salt, to taste




  2 tablespoons unsalted butter




  1 cup diced Spanish onions




  1 cup heavy cream




  1 pound ground chorizo




  Add the diced potatoes to a small saucepan, cover by 2 inches with cold water, season with salt, and bring to a simmer. Cook about 4 minutes, or until the potatoes are just tender. Drain immediately and reserve 1 cup of the potato water.
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  In a larger pot, melt the butter and sweat the onions until tender, about 5 minutes. Add the cream and bring to a simmer. Cook about 8 minutes, or until the cream has reduced by about half.




  Add the ground chorizo and the cooked potatoes, and stir to combine. Add potato water as needed if the hash seems a bit dry. Taste for seasoning. This dish can be made one to two days in advance.




  To serve, fry some of the hash with a bit of butter in a nonstick skillet and serve with eggs (any style) and hollandaise sauce or hot sauce.




  




  Cranberry-Apple Muffins




  The Rhode Island Greening apple is the official state fruit and the perfect crisp apple to use when making these moist muffins. Greening apples are grown throughout the state, but especially in the town of Smithfield in the rural northwest corner of Rhode Island, an area known as Apple Valley. Many roadside orchards allow you to pick your own if you like. Yellow-green in color, the Rhode Island Greening retains its sharp taste when cooked. In fact, it seems to intensify. Other apples, such as Cortland, Delicious, and Rome Beauty can be substituted.




  MAKES 12 MUFFINS




  ½ cup whole cranberry sauce, canned or freshly made




  ½ teaspoon grated orange peel




  1½ cups flour




  ½ cup sugar




  1 teaspoon cinnamon




  ½ teaspoon baking soda




  ¼ teaspoon baking powder




  ¼ teaspoon salt




  1 large egg




  ⅓ cup milk




  ½ cup oil




  1 cup finely chopped, cored, and peeled Rhode Island Greening apples




  Preheat oven to 350°F.




  In a bowl, combine the cranberry sauce and orange peel. Set aside.




  In another bowl, sift together the flour, sugar, cinnamon, baking soda, baking powder, and salt.




  In a third large bowl, beat the egg with the milk and oil. Stir in the apples. Add the flour mixture and combine well.




  Spoon the batter into greased muffin cups. Make a well in the center of each muffin and spoon in a teaspoon of the cranberry–orange peel mixture. Bake for 14 to 20 minutes. Serve warm.




  




  
Frittole (Italian Doughnuts)





  The Italian frittole are really fritters with the characteristic raisins and grated orange or lemon peel often found in Italian baked foods.




  MAKES APPROXIMATELY 20 SMALL DOUGHNUTS




  2 cups flour




  2 teaspoons baking powder




  ⅛ teaspoon salt




  2 eggs




  1 cup milk




  ½ cup raisins




  1 teaspoon vanilla




  Grated peel from ½ orange or lemon




  Oil, as needed for frying




  Sugar, as needed for sprinkling




  In a large bowl, combine the flour, baking powder, and salt. Mix well. Add the eggs, milk, raisins, vanilla, and grated peel and beat until smooth. Drop by rounded tablespoonfuls into hot oil and fry until golden brown, approximately 3 minutes. Drain on paper towels. While still warm, sprinkle with sugar. Serve immediately.




  

    

      “Dollars to Doughnuts”




      First-time visitors to Rhode Island are often struck by the number of doughnut shops they find in their travels. In some parts of the state, there seems to be one on every corner, especially Dunkin’ Donuts, with 266 locations in this tiny state.




      One of the best places for old-fashioned doughnuts is Allie’s Donuts, a sprawling roadhouse in North Kingstown, where those in the know make a detour from the highway for the hot coffee and warm doughnuts served in no-nonsense cardboard-box trays. The variety of Allie’s big and sweet doughnuts is vast. It’s not unusual for regular customers to buy a dozen for the office and another two or three to eat in the car on their way to work (3661 Quaker Lane, 401-295-8036).




      Here and there in Rhode Island, independent doughnut shops do a thriving business. What is it about Rhode Island doughnuts that makes them preferable to other store-bought doughnuts? Perhaps it’s their irregular shape, their crunchier surface, their warm and moist interior. The big-name doughnut stores do well enough in these parts, but I’m willing to bet “dollars to doughnuts” that the plain Rhode Island doughnut—like those made at Allie’s—is the doughnut of choice.


    


  




  

    

      Mother of May Breakfasts




      A true rite of spring, May breakfasts are held throughout the state every year, sponsored by volunteer fire departments, civic organizations, veterans’ posts, the local grange, and churches. A “real” May breakfast should take place on May Day, the first of May, but often these fund-raisers are held on the first Saturday in the month to guarantee a great turnout. Some celebrate on May 4, Rhode Island’s Independence Day. The more unusual May breakfast sites are the Quonset Air Museum in North Kingstown and the Norman Bird Sanctuary in Middletown. Each year the governor of the state hosts a May breakfast honoring Rhode Islanders who are 100 years old and older.




      The mother of May breakfasts is the one at Oaklawn Community Baptist Church in Cranston. It’s the biggest—more than 600 guests this year—and the longest running, since 1867. The shopping list goes something like this: 180 dozen eggs, 120 pounds of cornmeal, and 233 pounds of ham cooked in pineapple juice and brown sugar by the “ham men.” That’s what they need to create the all-you-can-eat menu that includes scrambled eggs, ham, cornbread, clam cakes, homemade apple pie, coffee, and juice, and it’s all served by church members dressed in old-fashioned colonial attire.




      Yes, they serve clam cakes made right outside the church in a makeshift clam shack run by Judy Butzier, a task she’s been doing for the past 20 years. It’s believed that this is the only May breakfast in the state serving clam cakes to complement the eggs and ham. For dessert, May baskets made from crepe paper and containing homemade fudge and candy are sold.




      Fresh Polish Doughnuts




      We have Italian doughnuts (frittole), French doughnuts, even Block Island doughnuts here in Rhode Island. But doughnut aficionados are especially sweet on freshly baked Polish doughnuts, also known as paczki. They have traditional fruit fillings such as raspberry, prune, and blueberry. Paczki are sold regularly at the Krakow Deli-Smokehouse (855 Social Street) in Woonsocket (401-765-4600). They are also sold at St. Adalbert’s Church in Providence in the days leading up to the beginning of Lent, which varies from year to year on the calendar but usually falls in late February or early March. That’s how we celebrate Fat Tuesday and Mardi Gras in Rhode Island.


    


  




  




  French Doughnuts




  These French doughnuts are baked in muffin cups rather than deep-fried, and then rolled in what the French are known for—butter.




  MAKES 12 DOUGHNUTS




  5 tablespoons butter




  ½ cup sugar




  1 egg, beaten




  1½ cups all-purpose flour




  1 teaspoon salt




  1 teaspoon nutmeg




  ½ cup milk




  6 tablespoons butter, melted




  ¾ cup sugar




  2 teaspoons cinnamon




  Preheat oven to 350°F. Grease muffin cups.




  In a bowl, cream the 5 tablespoons butter and the ½ cup sugar. Add the beaten egg. Mix well. Combine the flour, salt, and nutmeg. Add milk to the butter-sugar mixture alternately with the dry ingredients. Fill greased muffin cups half full. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes.




  Remove the pan from the oven. In a shallow bowl, combine the ¾ cup sugar with the cinnamon. While still hot, roll the doughnuts in the melted butter and then in the cinnamon sugar.
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      Brunch at a Tiny Diner




      Paris has its cafes, Dublin has its pubs, and Italy has the trattoria. In the United States it’s the diner that gives us comfort and sustenance, especially first thing in the morning. Nicks on Broadway in Providence started out as a tiny diner with only eight seats at the counter and a smattering of tables. Chef/owner Derek Wagner’s creative cuisine brought in long lines of customers who turned into ardent fans. Nicks just had to expand—and then expand again. And the food is better than ever (500 Broadway, 401-421-0286, nicksonbroadway.com).
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  Block Island Doughnuts




  Block Island doughnuts are just old-fashioned Americana, fried to a light golden brown and then coated with cinnamon and sugar—guaranteed to melt in your mouth. Years back on Block Island, these doughnuts were usually made in a black cast-iron kettle, the kind that is used in fireplace cooking, suspended from a crane.




  MAKES 18 TO 24 DOUGHNUTS




  2 eggs




  1 cup sugar




  1 teaspoon vanilla




  ½ teaspoon nutmeg




  2½ cups flour




  1 teaspoon baking powder




  ½ teaspoon baking soda




  1 cup buttermilk




  3 tablespoons melted shortening




  Oil, as needed for frying




  Cinnamon (optional)




  Confectioners’ sugar (optional)




  In a bowl, beat the eggs until light and fluffy. Add the sugar, vanilla, and nutmeg.




  In another bowl, sift together the flour, baking powder, and baking soda. Add to the egg mixture alternately with the buttermilk and melted shortening. The dough should be as soft as possible.




  Move the dough onto a clean work surface. Add a little more flour only if needed to keep dough from sticking to the work surface. Roll out the dough to a desired thickness. Cut out the doughnuts and drop them into a deep pan of hot oil over medium-high heat. As soon as the doughnuts rise to the top, turn them over in the hot oil. Turn them again to brown on both sides.




  Drain the doughnuts on paper towels. If desired, shake one doughnut at a time in a paper bag containing a mixture of cinnamon and confectioners’ sugar.




  




  May Breakfast Strudel




  Strudel is a rolled pastry filled with nuts, streusel, fruit, or cheese. It is usually served as a dessert with coffee. Strudel was brought to the United States by German immigrants. Rhode Islanders of German descent created this May Breakfast Strudel, which is required eating at many May breakfasts in the Wakefield area down in South County near the seashore.




  MAKES 8 SERVINGS




  1 (3-ounce) package cream cheese




  4 tablespoons butter




  2 cups baking mix (such as Bisquick)




  ⅓ cup milk




  ¾ cup preserves, any flavor, your choice




  1 cup confectioners’ sugar




  1 tablespoon milk




  ½ teaspoon vanilla




  In a large bowl, cut the cream cheese and butter into the baking mix until crumbly. Blend in milk. Turn the dough onto a floured work surface and knead 8 to 10 times. On a sheet of waxed paper, roll out the dough into a 12 x 8-inch rectangle. Turn the rectangle of dough onto a lightly greased baking sheet and remove the waxed paper.




  Preheat oven to 425°F.




  Make 2½-inch cuts at 1-inch intervals on the long sides of the dough. Spread the preserves down the center of the dough. Fold the dough strips over the preserves. Bake for 12 to 15 minutes.




  In a bowl, combine confectioners’ sugar, milk, and vanilla to make an icing. Drizzle the icing over the strudel as soon as it comes out of the oven.




    LUNCH
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    Chowders & Soups


  




  Rhode Island Quahog Chowder


  (in a Clear Broth)




  Rhode Islanders whose forebears were early settlers in the state would never put anything but quahogs into a chowder. (If you are unable to obtain quahogs at the seafood market, you can purchase cans of chopped clams in major supermarkets—but we can’t guarantee the chowder will be quite as good.) This old Yankee recipe has been handed down from generation to generation. It makes a zesty, clear-broth chowder.
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