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FOREWORD

Tom Colicchio

The definition of Italian food has come a long way in this country in the past half century. When I was a kid growing up in New Jersey in the sixties, “Italian” meant macaroni and Sunday gravy, sausage and peppers, and baccalà. By way of Italian culinary icons we had the big-bellied pizzeria owner, the Sicilian nonna making meatballs in her kitchen, and oh yeah, Chef Boyardee.

By the 1970s, the seeds of change were already being sown out West. Chefs like Alice Waters, Jeremiah Tower and Jonathan Waxman were experimenting with a new style of cooking, one that shined a spotlight on ingredients. Thanks to a large Italian immigrant population and a climate conducive to growing things like tomatoes, olives, figs and basil almost year round, spectacular raw materials were in ready supply. Nobody called the food they were making “Italian,” of course—dishes like heirloom tomato salad, wild nettle frittata and salmon in fig leaves were “New American.” But their DNA was pure Italia: ingredient-driven food cooked simply and served without fanfare.

Jonathan was born and raised in the Bay Area, so it comes as no surprise that he was drawn to cooking with the ingredients that he grew up on. First as the cook at Chez Panisse and then as a chef/owner at Michael’s in Santa Monica, Jonathan made a reputation early on as a chef who really understood how to make his ingredients stand out. In this way Jonathan has always been, without talking about it and maybe without realizing it himself, an Italian chef.

Already an innovator in California, Jonathan was the first person to bring this new style of cooking and eating to the Big Apple. When he opened Jams in 1984, it changed the way that people dined in New York City. Up until that point good food had been formal, and formal dining was always French. Then came Jonathan, like a cool California breeze washing over Manhattan. For the first time New Yorkers ate serious food in a casual environment. Jams had that Italian sex appeal too: celebrities and socialites dining on flattened chicken and frites, a chef who drove fast cars and was one of the first to own restaurants scattered around the globe.

I was a young chef, just on the cusp of getting my first New York City cooking job, when Jonathan opened Jams. It wasn’t long after meeting him that I discovered another aspect about Jonathan that has always struck me as very Italian: his warmth and generosity of spirit. Jonathan was very supportive of me at an early point in my career, and that meant a lot to a kid from the ’burbs trying to make a name for himself in the big city. He was always someone that I looked up to; one of the good guys, with a trademark big grin and an easy way with people.

It was only when Jonathan opened Barbuto in 2003 that his food—food that was so very Italian in its soul—finally began to be called Italian by name. Barbuto is located a block away from my apartment, and I go there more than any other restaurant in New York. I’m always surprised to see how much Jonathan is there. His constant presence and his limitless caring shows in the food; he’s cooking the best food of his life these days. It also shows in the familiar faces that I see there night after night—Jonathan treats first-time guests like regulars, and regulars like family.

In this book, Jonathan sets down the dishes that we have all come to love at Barbuto. It is well worth the wait. Gnocchi with spring vegetables and basil; stewed chicken with Meyer lemon, garlic, and white wine; asparagus and poached eggs; this is food that is meant to be made in your home. Cook it according to the seasons, with the utmost attention to your raw materials. Cook it with love and for your family and friends. That’s Italian, Jonathan’s way.



INTRODUCTION

Barbuto is located in the corner of an old garage in Manhattan’s West Village, built to sell Rolls-Royce automobiles in 1939. We have about two thousand square feet, which makes for a smallish restaurant. The old garage doors were replaced a few years back, and the three new doors roll up anytime the weather allows. This gives us the air of a vacation spot, despite the grittiness of the city. We are close to the Hudson River and the breezes off the water are magnificent. The kitchen, with its huge pizza oven and grill, is wide open to the dining room. It also has a big kitchen table that is the setting for many a festive occasion.

The chairs are mismatched, the wine list mainly Italian, the tables unadorned mahogany, the napkins are kitchen towels. The waiters’ shirts are etched with a caricature of our Barbuto dog. The clientele encompasses a wide demographic: locals, models (from my partner’s fashion studio upstairs), tourists from all over the world, business types, families with raucous children, single diners, young, old and in between.

The mix lends itself to a rather casual atmosphere, albeit loud—definitely not intimate—just the way I like it. The food is a bit brash and is served on simple white or off-white Barbuto plates. The coffee is Italian; the bread is breadsticks or ciabatta; and good olives and olive oil garnish the table. The bar can get pretty hectic, especially in summer, but everyone loves eating and drinking at the bar.

The kitchen table is my favorite spot. It was built with two-hundred-year-old oak planks from a Pennsylvania barn and was tailor-made for the kitchen, and seats up to fourteen. Here is where Barbuto really exudes its charm. I cook whatever is seasonally available and good. The food is presented either on long platters or on big hunks of rough-hewn butcher block, and the guests serve themselves. This kitchen table is a perfect example of my cooking style at Barbuto: huge mounds of fritto misto, simply adorned insalata mista, steaming heaps of pasta carbonara, whole fish baked in sea salt. You could very well be eating in my house!

Barbuto has become a New York restaurant icon, an Italian brasserie that serves food that is fun, gutsy, and seasonally spontaneous.

The seeds of Barbuto were sown when an Italian couple moved into the penthouse directly above my family’s apartment. He was a bearlike, cuddly character and his wife, in contrast, was petite and elegant, almost waiflike. Her name was Alessandra Ferri. She is a principal dancer at the American Ballet Theatre—perhaps the greatest emotive ballet dancer of her generation. Her husband, Fabrizio Ferri, is one of the greatest fashion photographers in Italy.

I often encountered Fabrizio exhausted from traveling. I asked once if he wanted a bite to eat, and he was soon at our little kitchen table devouring two portions of my home-cooked beef stew. He was charming, effusive and very enthusiastic about the food. We did this little dinner thing a few more times, until one evening he asked if I might be interested in a restaurant he owned downtown.

Busy with my restaurant, Washington Park, I refused, but Fabrizio prodded me for a few weeks until I ventured down to his studio, Industria, which occupies the upper floors of an old garage on the northeast corner of Washington Street in the West Village. The restaurant on the ground floor had large garage doors on two sides. It was a funky place, haphazardly put together as if the proprietors weren’t interested in doing business. When I went back one Sunday evening with my chef pal Jimmy Bradley, he looked at me and said, “No way!”

Fabrizio did not give up. He explained that my sensibilities and cooking style were very Italian even though I wasn’t. He said I cooked like his Roman grandmother. He thought that I could create a special Italian place that would make us both proud. Recognizing a kindred creative spirit, he set me free to rebuild and design the space. For the name, I chose Barbuto, the Italian noun meaning “beard,” which described our trio—two scruffy bearded fellows plus Fabrizio’s Irish wolfhound, Gideon. He serves as Barbuto’s mascot on the restaurant’s sign hanging over West 12th Street.

As Washington Park dissolved, I wanted something different. In Barbuto, I wanted the menu to be spontaneous, earthy, rustic and authentic. I wanted it to be creatively Italian but deeply rooted in tradition and Italian products. This meant that we would cook all pasta to order, grill and roast meats using a wood fire, and create old-fashioned pizzas, hearty soups and seasonal salads. The most important component was a philosophical one: I longed for the food to be affordable and comfortable. To achieve this I needed to free myself from any set menu. I envisioned a daily, ever-changing, seasonal menu, punctuated by dishes such as our shaved raw salad of Brussels sprouts with toasted walnuts, pecorino cheese and good olive oil. The dish was a defining moment, a cornerstone of Barbuto’s style. Inspired, I decided to use as few as two or three ingredients per dish. This simplicity, fully intended to make a culinary as well as philosophical point, has served Barbuto well.

I love simplicity. Yet I was weaned on three-star food in France. It took a long time to realize that it really wasn’t much fun to dine for six hours and eat dishes that had two bites, paired with an equal amount of wine, and achieve what my wife, Sally, calls a food hangover. No, the real food memories of my youth came flooding back when I spent time in Italy.

Simply braised rabbit on a bed of buttered noodles, grilled branzino with olive oil and lemon, a baked dish of creamy polenta with grilled porcini on top. The notion that Jonathan Waxman, a Berkeley boy educated in French haute cuisine with a Californian’s penchant for idiosyncratic cooking philosophy, could embrace Italian sensibilities—well, it began to make sense.

This is my personal take on Italian food; it adheres to the “keep it simple” philosophy. I embrace Americans’ passion for all things Italian, from Ferraris to Prada, from Pisa to the Amalfi coast, from Michelangelo to Giotto. The most widespread of these Italian passions is the essence of cucina Italiana.

I was lucky to have been raised in the San Francisco Bay area. Italians immigrated there in good numbers from the time of the Gold Rush, but the 1880s saw a steep increase. They brought samplings of grapes, olive trees and tomatoes, and found lush and verdant valleys of native olive-producing trees, acres of grapes and vast valleys of vegetables, fruits and grain. They quickly planted their particular varieties. The ingredients their cuisine demanded were sometimes very easy to find, like our wonderful crabs, wild boar and grass-fed cows, goats and lambs. And what they couldn’t find, they quickly adapted using our native ingredients. We are the beneficiaries of cioppino, ravioli malfatti, San Francisco pizza, and so much more.

Pesto was easy here; basil grew well in the foggy climate. Rosemary, tarragon and fennel grew wild in the hills, as they do in Sicily. The majority of the Italian immigrants to California came from Genoa and Piedmont. Restaurants and wineries with Italian varietals began to flourish.

Mario Fontana and his fellow Ligurian Antonio Cerruti established a chain of canneries under the Del Monte label. Domenico Ghirardelli, who traveled through the gold mines in the 1850s selling chocolates and hard candies, settled in San Francisco and founded the Ghirardelli chocolate empire. He used Italian immigrant labor, right at the site of the present-day Ghirardelli Square.

Grapes and winemakers from Italy have long been a part of our American history. Filippo Mazzei planted vineyards with Thomas Jefferson. The founding of the Italian Swiss Colony wine cooperative at Asti, California (named for the Asti in Piedmont, famous for sparkling wine and Nebbiolo), in 1881 was a milestone in California-Italian wine making. Other immigrants from wine-growing regions led to the widespread participation and success of the Italians in the California wine industry and the vineyards of the Napa and Sonoma valleys.

What made California so enticing to these immigrants? The most obvious element is the weather. The temperate climate, cool, rainy winters and heat in the south is much like Italy. California also has an extensive seacoast like Italy, massive mountains, and vast acreage attached to vineyards, olive trees, etc. Beyond the geography are the people. Californians, too, love the outdoors and live to eat.

My passion for Italian food is rooted in San Francisco’s Little Italy. Vanessi’s, sadly long gone, was a masterpiece of Italian-Californian cooking. A cook (usually Chinese!) would prepare pasta, grill meats on a Montague grill (made by Italian immigrants in Hayward, California—the best grill in the world) in front of you, and they would serve a good rustic Zinfandel or Barbera. All was good. Or in Occidental, the Union Hotel had a set menu, with olives, celery and breadsticks followed by a minestrone, then salad, pasta and finally roasted and grilled meats. You would waddle out, happy as a wild boar in a field of acorns. Other San Francisco restaurants included the Joe’s restaurants. These casual, open-kitchen joints were small: six guests at a counter and five tables. However, Original Joe’s on Chestnut Street was huge, with decoration dating to the 1930s, and wonderful food. The piers were the center for the Italian fishermen and their restaurants: Labruzzi and Genoa, Castagnola, Tarantino and Alioto, all producing steaming Dungeness crabs and gallons of cioppino. Our most famous San Franciscan, the amazing Joe DiMaggio is still represented by an eponymous restaurant there. As is Alioto’s (Alioto was a well-loved mayor during my youth). The restaurants are still thriving and so are the fishermen. The boats have not changed at all since the 1930s.

And then there were the cafés of North Beach, where I had my first espressos—Vesuvio, Caffè Trieste, Tosca Café and Enrico’s Sidewalk Café. The rich culture that I grew up with subtly influenced my cooking: the desire to cook in an open kitchen, the use of a Montague grill and a piastra (or griddle), the liberal use of garlic and olive oil.

Throughout all the time I spent in France absorbing the great culinary wealth there, I harbored a secret desire to go to Vanessi’s and have sand dabs in brown butter, baked lasagne and a grilled New York steak with rosemary potatoes, or simply a bowl of cioppino.

My passion for all things Italian was further ignited when I passed through Liguria, Piedmont and Valle d’Aosta in 1976. I was attending cooking school in Paris and I had decided to give Italian cooking a look-see. It was but a short trip that resulted in many more. Perhaps my seminal voyage was a week in Milan attending the annual decoration and furniture show. I felt a strong affinity to the Milanese style of cooking—it just felt “right.”

In France, all things food-related can be rather formal and serious. I find the Italians livelier; they actually have a sense of humor. Their attitude toward cooking is strikingly different from that of the French. They enjoy food with a deep passion, while their French neighbors seem to imbue French cuisine with a certain formality.

Restaurants in the 1970s in Italy were a strange lot. The serious Michelin-starred joints all wanted to emulate the French. The small mom-and-pop places were slightly dotty and lacking in culinary strength. There were, of course, the standouts: Harry’s Bar in Venice was at its apogee, packed with fantastic people eating great food. There were also the new upstarts who were impassioned to build on Italian traditions and use the momentum provided by French stars such as Paul Bocuse and Michel Guérard. I was lucky to see this evolution and to witness its beginnings in America and England as well.

The best Italian food was (and continues to be) in the homes of good cooks. And Italy abounds in good home cooks. They are the backbone of the tradition and the continuation of Italian food. The other stars are the winemakers, farmers, cheese makers and ranchers. Their passion is unflagging and now their products are better than ever.

Italy is enjoying a great renaissance in food, and, unlike in America, big stars do not dominate it. Gualterio Marchesi, Gianfranco Vissani and Fulvio Pierangelini qualify as bona fide “stars,” but enthusiastic younger chefs and their spouses, all eager to cook their version of Italian regional cuisine, have buoyed the simple country places. It is a good time for Italian food.

In America, our Italian restaurants have changed as well. The traditional model was either the Brooklyn/Little Italy red-sauce-and-meatball joints or the sophisticated quasi-French places. I like both styles, but their ubiquity was crowding out any chance for regional Italian cookery. The American Italian revolution really started in Los Angeles in the 1980s with the onset of Rex il Ristorante (owned by the late, lamented Mauro Vincenti), Johnny Paoletti’s eponymous Brentwood establishment and Valentino (Piero Selvaggio’s sleek outpost) in Santa Monica. In New York, there were Trattoria da Alfredo, Parioli Romanissimo, San Domenico and Lydia Bastianich’s Felidia. In Philadelphia, De Lullo had a huge impact, and many of the new wave had their start there. These restaurateurs elevated the cause of Italian food awareness in America.

The problem for modern Italian restaurants in the United States was the unavailability of good raw products. Fava beans, true prosciutto, wonderful olive oils and great wines were not grocery staples. Even now, radicchio, good balsamico and other items are sometimes hard to come by. When I first arrived in New York in the early 1980s, I discovered the joys of fantastic arugula from Brooklyn, the handmade salumi from Salumeria and the amazing breads of Policastro in SoHo. But if you weren’t centered near an Italian stronghold in one of our major cities, you were out of luck. Now, you can walk into any good supermarket in any city in America and see ten kinds of olive oil, five balsamico, six types of Arborio rice and a plethora of other Italian specialties.

The Italian culinary wave is here, spearheaded by the chefs who exploded from these beautiful restaurants. Cesare Casella, Mario Batali, Franceso Antonucci, Marc Vetri and many others have helped to set the bar at a very high level; they have seen the future and they love it.

Another great influence has been the River Café in London. The proprietors, Rose Gray and Ruthie Rodgers, developed a version of Italian food that is so simple and basic, it’s truly amazing. They took out all the nonessential bits and operate on a very pure level. I love their style and perhaps I owe more to them than I realize.

So where do I fit in? I am happily ensconced in the middle, neither innovator nor strictly traditional. I love it all and I steal from everyone. I learned much from Mauro Vincenti and Piero Selvaggio, but most of all I owe Colman Andrews, who rather cagily allowed me to accompany him on many trips to Italy (and other places as well). His generosity is astounding.



Italian, My Way




Salads

If the core of Italian cookery is seasonality, then nothing defines seasonality more than fresh greens. Lettuce can be a basic term for all greens; in Italy they grow an amazing variety. In America we tend to stick to the same old standbys; in Italy they have fifty varieties of treviso! I am constantly awed at what I find in the Italian markets when I wander around the countryside. Italians like their greens crisp, bitter and colorful, and this style appeals to me. A classic example is arugula. In Italy, some varieties of arugula are large and soft; others, small, crisp and spicy. I happen to like the wild variety, the small, bitter, almost blue-tinged sylvetta.

With the greening of the American food industry, arugula no longer rests in the hands of the Mediterranean farmers. We produce amazing arugula here. Nothing, absolutely nothing, compares to a freshly made salad of arugula and real Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese tossed with great olive oil and sea salt.

Early on in my career I became impassioned by the world of warm salads, which the Italians have enjoyed for centuries. I am particularly enamored with the classic bagna cauda, which I have adapted to my taste. I often wonder why eggs taste better in the hills of Piedmont than in downtown New York. I think pedigree might have something to do with it. In any case, a perfectly poached egg atop a curly endive salad, mixed with freshly picked herbs, pancetta, crispy torn bread croutons, true balsamic vinegar (more on that later) and, of course, that fantastic walnut oil from Abruzzi, is heaven!

I quite like the idea of a colorful, composed salad. Roasted apples, toasted walnuts and freshly made goat cheese, delicately but firmly tossed with lemon juice, good olive oil and black pepper, is an autumnal treat.

Then there is my absolute favorite: the raw vegetable salad. I was a picky and not at all adventuresome eater as a child. I came late to the game of delicious, freshly picked vegetables. Raw beets, asparagus, summer squash and even Brussels sprouts have all entered my daily menus. The only “trick” with raw vegetables is to choose farm fresh. A Brussels sprout gone past its prime is no one’s friend. My first raw salad came in the guise of a shaved black truffle and mâche (lamb’s tongue lettuce) salad—very decadent, and truly delicious. I have tried to enhance my repertoire along this theme. A trick I employ with raw vegetables is to use a lovely and sharp Japanese mandoline. This amazingly simple and precise tool makes quick work of a raw artichoke, cauliflower or turnip, making delicate, tender shavings. Again, tossed with great olive oil and salt, they are transcendent.
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Raw shaved asparagus with lemon dressing

This is the quintessential late-spring offering. This idea originally came via the café at Chez Panisse in Berkeley. Technically chefs don’t really “steal” a recipe; we euphemistically “adapt” it. It’s a subtle but interesting difference. The use of raw asparagus had tantalized me, but I was too timid. Alice Waters is never timid.

Here’s my advice about asparagus: First, please don’t serve asparagus from five thousand miles away; it is neither sensible nor tasty. Second, freshness is paramount; the stalks need to be crisp, not limp or tired. Last, not all asparagus are created equal. Look for tips that have not bolted. The leaves should lie flat against the stalk. The spears should taste sweet and almost grassy, and they should need some cleaning (dirt left by the farmer is a good sign of freshness, usually). Shopping for them is the lengthiest portion of the process; the recipe will take about ten minutes. Try and shave the asparagus at the very last second. If you shave them ahead of time, keep them undressed in the refrigerator until ready to serve.

¼ cup hazelnuts

1 pound farm-stand asparagus

Juice of 1 lemon

¼ cup soft extra-virgin Spanish or Provençal olive oil

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

1 tablespoon grated Parmesan

1. Toast the hazelnuts on a baking sheet for 5–8 minutes in a preheated 350° oven; cool and then crush in a towel using a rolling pin.

2. Wash and snap the asparagus spears at their base (the white, bitter part can be used for a delicious soup, see page 69). Upend a small bowl, place a spear on the flat bottom and, using a vegetable peeler, gently shave long thin slices.

3. Mix the lemon juice with the olive oil and add sea salt and black pepper.

4. At the very last second toss the dressing with the hazelnuts and asparagus. Serve on a platter decorated with the Parmesan.

Serves 3–4, depending on the size of the asparagus spears
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Asparagus and poached eggs

Asparagus is a delightful vegetable. It is extremely nutritious, crisp and, best of all, easy to cook because it is good raw, grilled, poached, sautéed or stir-fried. I love the little ones we get from the North Fork of Long Island. In Italy as a first course they poach asparagus and serve it with a poached egg and grated Parmesan. Here I twist the recipe, cooking the egg in brown butter, then adding a sprinkle of red wine vinegar and olive oil and topping the egg with shaved Parmesan. The asparagus can be grilled or sautéed.

12 spears asparagus

4 eggs

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil (preferably a fruity Tuscan variety)

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter

12 thin slices Parmesan, shaved with a vegetable peeler

1. Break off the asparagus ends and wash the spears in cold water.

2. Break the eggs into 4 nonstick poaching cups that have been well buttered.

3. Heat a heavy cast-iron skillet and add 1 tablespoon of the olive oil. When hot, sear the asparagus until crispy and season with sea salt and black pepper. Transfer to 4 plates. Add the remaining olive oil and the vinegar to the skillet and taste for seasoning. Set aside.

4. Fill a wide, shallow saucepan with 4 inches of water and bring to a simmer. Place the egg cups in the water and cook until the egg whites are set, approximately 3 minutes.

5. Add the butter to a pan large enough to hold the eggs. When melted and lightly browned, slide the eggs into the pan. Heat until golden, then spoon an egg on top of each asparagus plate.

6. Spoon a bit of the butter over each egg, drizzle the oil and vinegar over the asparagus and top each egg with 3 shavings of Parmesan.

Serves 4

 


Poached artichoke hearts with fried egg and anchovy sauce

I love artichokes and treasure their arrival in the spring. I believe that artichokes have magical powers. It is said that when Catherine de’ Medici first arrived at the Luxembourg Palace in Paris, she demanded that artichokes be sown in the garden. It takes two to three years before a fresh crop can be harvested, but the beds yield for up to fifteen years. Spain (which is the leader) and Italy account for about 50 percent of the world’s artichoke production. Artichokes are not as popular in America as in Italy, where it is quite normal to see them everywhere when they’re in season. I am very picky about my artichokes: I like them with a deep purple–green color, no signs of damage, and they need to be very rigid and crisp (not limp). I look for large ones that are as fat as your father’s fist.

The eggs of Italy are works of art. They tend to have orange yolks, are usually impeccably fresh, and when poached, they are firm with an amazing, creamy white.

The dressing here is quite tangy: freshly smashed garlic with chopped anchovy and olive oil. The anchovies in the sauce are not particularly fishy, and the sauce does not overpower the eggs. This is a perfect luncheon main course and a great starter on those cool spring evenings by the fire.

4 large artichokes

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 2 lemons

½ teaspoon sea salt, plus more to taste

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

Freshly ground black pepper to taste

8 anchovy filets, rinsed and chopped

2 cloves garlic, minced

2 shallots, minced

1 teaspoon mustard powder

4 very fresh eggs

1. To clean the artichokes: Pull off the outer leaves until you see the white, softer base; then cut 1½ inches off the top and scoop out the fuzzy core. Using a vegetable peeler, trim the tough skin from the base. Cut the hearts in half and place in a bowl. Toss with 1 tablespoon of the olive oil. Put the hearts in a saucepan with half of the lemon juice and ½ teaspoon sea salt and add enough water to cover them. Bring the artichokes to a simmer, place a clean kitchen towel directly on top of them to keep them submerged and cook for about 15 minutes, or until tender. Let them cool in their liquid, then drain.

2. In a sauté pan, heat the butter and cook the hearts until they are golden. Season and keep hot.

3. Make the dressing: In a bowl, combine the anchovy filets, garlic, shallots and mustard powder. Dribble in the remaining lemon juice and then whisk in 2 tablespoons of the olive oil. Season with black pepper but no salt.

4. Fry the eggs: In a nonstick frying pan, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil over medium-high heat. Slide the eggs into the pan and cook until just set.

5. Place 2 artichoke halves on each plate. Top with an egg and 2 tablespoons of the anchovy sauce. Serve hot.

Serves 4

 


Baby spinach, Maine sardines and pine nuts

I love the combination of grilled sardines and lettuce, particularly a hearty lettuce like spinach, which makes a perfect foil for any fish. Maine produces much more than just lobsters and moose. It has a fantastic array of fish; its stocks of sardines are perhaps the least known. In winter, fishermen there send me scallops, oysters, gorgeous pink shrimp and fat, juicy sardines. I grew up fishing in San Francisco Bay with sardines as bait. My brother, who loves eating at my restaurants, once remarked on how pathetic it was that I only served bait! Well, if bait can catch a beautiful bass in San Francisco Bay, then it must be a great delicacy. Sicily is an influence for this salad, but it could be from anywhere that sardines are caught.

8 whole sardines, cleaned

6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Juice of 2 lemons

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

½ cup pine nuts

2 bunches baby spinach, washed and stemmed

1. Preheat the broiler and oil a baking sheet. Rinse and dry the sardines.

2. Place the sardines on the sheet, dribble 2 tablespoons of the olive oil and half of the lemon juice over them and season with sea salt and black pepper.

3. Place the pine nuts in a sauté pan with 2 tablespoons of the olive oil. Cook the pine nuts over low heat, stirring frequently, for 3 to 4 minutes, until lightly browned.

4. While the pine nuts are cooking, cook the sardines under the broiler, 2 minutes per side. Remove them from the oven and set aside.

5. Place the spinach on a platter and add the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil, the remaining lemon juice, the pine nuts and some sea salt and toss well. Place the sardines on top (the spinach will wilt ever so slightly; this is good). Serve.

Serves 4

 


Wild arugula salad with shaved Parmesan and extra-virgin olive oil

“Wild” is a somewhat loose term in the culinary world. We buy “wild” salmon, knowing full well that its trips to the ocean were minimal, save for a glimpse through a large net. The same philosophy applies to salads; arugula started as a field green, but today is cultivated. So I mean cultivated wild, a little like Bob Dylan in a Brioni tuxedo.

Sylvetta is most commonly referred to as wild arugula, but feel free to use any decent local variety.

[image: image]

This salad is an elegant, simple contorni that is a good foil for grilled steak or poultry. It is equally scrumptious atop any pizza.

½ pound arugula, washed and dried

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

Sea salt to taste

¼ pound chunk Parmesan

1. Place the arugula in a chilled stainless-steel bowl (this helps to keep it crisp).

2. Toss the arugula with the olive oil. Add sea salt.

3. Using a vegetable peeler, shave long, thin strips of cheese and place them on top of the salad. Toss gently (to keep the shavings intact). Place on 4 plates and serve.

Serves 4
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Tomato, burrata and lavender blossom salad

Here are two of the finest ingredients from the Italian larder. Burrata is the Lamborghini of mozzarella. It has a pure, creamy texture and its almost milky, ricotta taste is divine. It does not travel well, and it does not last. A good cheese shop will supply you with it, but the natural substitute is buffalo mozzarella.

Tomatoes are not indigenous to Italy. I find that mind-boggling because they are in almost all of the dishes you see there. Please take heed: All tomatoes are not equal. Lately, we have seen a tremendous surge in heirloom tomatoes, those ugly guys that every Ag Department in America tried to stomp out like smallpox fifty years ago. They almost succeeded, but thanks to brave seed companies and hardy old-fashioned farms, they live again. Yet please remember, tomatoes need good parents, weather and some luck. I find hothouse varieties better than soggy, overripe, rotten tomatoes or tomatoes that qualify as baseballs. The only true way to know is to taste them, or buy some slightly unripe Jersey tomatoes and let them ripen on your windowsill.

4 nice, ripe tomatoes (I like to mix and match different colors. If large ones aren’t available, by all means use cherry tomatoes.)

1 pound burrata, at room temperature

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

¼ teaspoon sea salt

½ teaspoon fresh lavender petals (available in pots at better groceries and nurseries, or substitute ¼ teaspoon dried lavender)

Freshly ground black pepper to taste

1. Remove the stem portion of the tomatoes using a paring knife and trim off any ugly or damaged parts. Carefully slice off the bottoms. Slice larger tomatoes into ⅛-inch-thick rounds and place them on a cold platter. Cut the other tomatoes into any shape you like. Lay them on top.

2. Gently slice the burrata and decorate the tomatoes with the cheese.

3. Mix together the olive oil, sea salt, lavender and some black pepper, sprinkle onto the tomatoes and burrata and serve.

Serves 4

 


Raw shaved Brussels sprouts with pecorino and toasted walnuts

This has become one of my most famous dishes, and it has enhanced the reputation of a vegetable that haunted many a childhood, Brussels sprouts. I’m always up for a challenge and one afternoon I thought, if asparagus is good raw, why not Brussels sprouts? Shaving the vegetable transforms its flavor, and tossed in a bowl with salty pecorino cheese, a rich Ligurian or Napa Valley extra-virgin olive oil, crunchy toasted walnuts and a squeeze of lemon, this salad is crunchy, delicious and healthy. It will make a Brussels sprouts believer out of even the most finicky eater.

½ cup shelled walnut halves

2 pints very fresh whole Brussels sprouts

Juice of 1 lemon

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil (preferably Ligurian or Napa Valley)

Sea salt and freshly cracked black pepper to taste

4 tablespoons grated pecorino cheese

1. Spread the walnuts on a baking sheet and toast in a preheated 350° oven for 8–10 minutes, remove, let cool and lightly crush using a rolling pin or wine bottle.

2. Wash the Brussels sprouts and trim off the hard stem portion. Using a very sharp knife or mandoline or a Japanese vegetable mandoline, shave the sprouts into a large bowl.

3. Add the lemon juice, olive oil and walnuts to the sprouts and toss well. Season with a small pinch of sea salt, freshly cracked pepper and 2 tablespoons of the pecorino cheese.

4. Toss the salad well and place on a rustic platter, sprinkle the remaining cheese over the salad and serve at room temperature.

Note: The standard mandoline is made for high volume rather than precise slicing. The Japanese versions, with numerous blades, are far more sharp and exacting.

Serves 4

 


Baby beets, farmer’s cheese, beet top greens and walnut oil

Beets have become a gourmet’s staple. In Europe, one can buy precooked beets, which takes away the effort and also the pleasure of cooking them yourself. I love the new varieties available: Chioggia, rainbow golden, purple, yellow, white and many others. The tried and true method of cooking beets is poaching them in simmering water, but I believe it zaps their flavor and intensity. Here we roast them with salt, which intensifies the flavors. You’ll be transformed into a beet lover if you aren’t one already.

Walnut oil is a gorgeous agent for all salads, especially for strong-flavored ingredients like beets. The walnut oils we produce in America sadly pale next to those of the Alps. Spend some money to buy the best, but buy in small quantities (250 milliliters is perfect) so the oil won’t go rancid. A viable substitute for walnut oil is hazelnut oil.

¼ cup walnuts

2 pounds small fresh beets with the leaves and stems intact

1 pound kosher salt

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons walnut oil

1 tablespoon good-quality red wine vinegar

½ pound fresh farmer’s cheese

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

1. Spread the walnuts on a baking sheet and toast in a preheated 350° oven for 8–10 minutes, remove, cool and crush slightly with a rolling pin or wine bottle.

2. Cut off the beet leaves and stems. Wash and dry them and place in the refrigerator.

3. Pour half of the kosher salt on a rimmed baking sheet, place the beets on top and cover them with the remaining kosher salt. Bake for 1½ hours.

4. Remove the beets from the oven and let them cool on the salt. When the beets are cool, discard the salt and peel the beets. Cut them into quarters and chill.

5. To make the vinaigrette: Whisk together the olive oil, walnut oil and vinegar.

6. In a bowl, toss the greens, beets and walnuts with the vinaigrette. Place on a platter, sprinkle with the cheese and season with sea salt and black pepper.

Serves 4

 


Long Island chicory, white anchovy and garlic toast

Chicory is a mainstay of the Veneto, the region surrounding Venice, which is the center for radicchio, treviso and other members of the chicory family. Some find it a bit strident, but chicory has a slight bitterness that I love. (For this salad, I use curly endive, which is yet another variety of chicory.) Both to temper and enhance this bitterness, I like this combination of vinegar-and-olive-oil-marinated white anchovy, shaved Parmesan and the crunchy wholesomeness of garlic toast. Anchovies are ubiquitous throughout Italy as a condimento or an appetizer, meant to be eaten on toast or in salads. I like using them whole, and tossed gently with chicory, they create a mellifluous salad.
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A father of New American cuisine and mentor to
chefs like Bobby Flay, Jonathan Waxman intro-
duced a new generation to the pleasures of casual
food by shining a spotlight on seasonal produce.
Now, in Jtalian, My Way, he shares the spontancous
and earthy dishes that made him a 7op Chef Master
and culinary legend, and turned his restaurant Barbuto
into a New York destination.

Waxman’s rustic Italian food is accessible, deli-
cious, and a joy to prepare. It’s food you cook for
friends and family with music in the background
and a glass of wine in hand—fresh ravioli with
pumpkin and sage, chicken @/ forno with salsa verde,
a blueberry crisp.

Ttalian, My Way gives you the confidence to trans-
form simple ingredients into culinary revelations
and create bold and robust flavor without a lot of
fuss. You'll make the perfect blistered-crust pizza
and spaghetti alla carbonara, the creamiest risotto
with sweet peas and Parmesan, and an unforgettable
grilled hanger steak with salsa piccante.

Waxman breaks down the culinary lessons of
Ttaly into plain English, helping you sweat less in the
kitchen and enjoy cooking more. After all, simpler
recipes mean less time planning meals—and more
time enjoying them. As chef Tom Colicchio writes
in his foreword, “This is food that is meant to be
made in your home. Cook it with love and for your

family and friends. That’s Italian, Jonathan’s way.”
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