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To Italians all over the world and to those who share and love our culture, this is for you. I wrote this book to inspire you to create magical moments with the people you love the most.
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LA DOLCE VITA: My Culinary Journey


When I wrote my first cookbook, The Pasta Queen: A Just Gorgeous Cookbook, I wanted to teach the reader how versatile and unique pasta is. There are many ways to prepare it; the sauces we create for each dish are unique and varied, the ingredients are vast, and even the variety of pasta shapes is endless! The passion for pasta and traditional Italian cooking has been in my family for centuries and continued when my great-grandparents Caterina and Salvatore established a family pasta business in the 1800s. I was born into a proud family of farmers from the south of Italy who cared for and nurtured our land and its miraculous fruits for generations. I always joke with my friends that I come “from the dirt,” and when I began The Pasta Queen, I wanted to embody the pride and heritage of my ancestors. And that heritage includes far more than pasta! In this book, we will explore what traditional Italian meals and courses look like, and the variety of dishes that come from the Mediterranean. I have been asked so many times if Italians only eat pasta, and I want to show you all the many ways that we enjoy a wide variety of foods throughout the week.

Being a passionate Roman who revels in the earthy flavors the region has to offer, I am also Neapolitan by blood and at heart. I have traveled and have been influenced by incredible chefs from as far down as Sicily all the way up to Northern Italy in Lombardy. Each region has its own traditions, culture, and distinctive identities. I love to add a little flair from all of my favorite regions to my dishes. Italian cooking falls into the world-famous Mediterranean diet, which employs a wide variety of grains, legumes, vegetables, fruits, healthy fats, fish, shellfish, and limited red meats. This is one of the secrets to a well-balanced and nutritious way of nourishing oneself. It’s simple, highly accessible, and ultimately Just Gorgeous.

My favorite memories revolve around good food, and friends. I adore hanging out in little family restaurants, sitting outside on the cobblestone streets, and enjoying the crisp air, the artisanal wine, and laughing with good people. It really is the Italian way of life. Some call it la dolce vita (the sweet life), and to me, it’s so befitting as it centers around the enjoyment of great food, good company, and creating experiences to cherish forever.

My hope is that as you cook the recipes in this book, the love of ingredients and simple cooking methods will come through each dish. Let me take you on a culinary journey through my favorite regional Italian dishes, the fundamentals of Italian cooking, and living la dolce vita.
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I COME FROM THE DIRT The Importance of Ingredients (HAIRFLIP)


Whenever I smell the aroma of fresh coffee brewing, I’m transported to my childhood in Italy. My grandfather Agostino would always brew a pot before making all the rounds on our family’s land on his Lamborghini tractor. He would allow me and my brother to tag along and play barefoot in the dirt while he worked. These are some of my fondest memories, and I can still vividly smell the richness and earthiness of the soil, my beloved “dirt.”

When I create meals and shop for ingredients, I love to bring nature and the seasons into my kitchen, and to honor the fresh farm-to-table experience I had while growing up. Back in 2013, when I moved to England from Italy, my first thought was: How am I going to cope with being away from my beloved farmers’ markets in Rome? So, of course, we moved right next to one of the best farms in the south of England—in a little cottage in the middle of the Ashdown Forest—and for about two years, it was pure bliss. The kids would play with the farm animals and sample some of the tastiest English cheeses made locally. In 2015, we made our big move to the States, and once again, my first thought was: the ingredients! So we moved near one of the most prominent Italian markets in Florida, Mazzaro, and immediately researched which farms were closest to us. Although more challenging than in Europe, as the culture of fresh farmers’ markets in the United States is sparser than back home, I have created my own little world and built a fantastic community of foodies and farmers who genuinely care about making high-quality foods available everywhere.



Fats

EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL: Extra-virgin olive oil is the green gold of Italian cooking. Made by crushing olives and separating oil from the pulp and water, extra-virgin olive oil is the very first pass of making this oil. There is “cold-pressed” extra-virgin olive oil, meaning not using any heat or solvents, which is loaded with extraordinary nutritional value. Then we have extra-virgin olive oil not cold-pressed, which is the most common method of extraction. Then we go all the way down to what is just labeled “olive oil,” which is the end result of several passes of refining to extract the most juice out of the olives, often using heat and solvents to achieve a larger quantity. This partially alters its wholesome nutritional structure and quality.

Revered by the ancient Romans, extra-virgin olive oil was one of their most important resources for cooking and cosmetic purposes, and it was even used for its medicinal qualities. This reverence is still alive and well in present-day Italy. Especially in the south where 90 percent of the country’s olive oil is produced, a day doesn’t pass by where olive oil is not consumed both raw and heated. Italy is the second-largest exporter of olive oil in the world—that is quite impressive for such a small country! And as far as quality goes, Italy tops the list.

Olive oil is rich in flavor, excellent for your health, and one of the hardest-working ingredients in the kitchen. Perfect for shallow-frying, sautéing, roasting, and baking, olive oil is always in my hand when I’m cooking, whether I’m using it in a marinade, on the heat to cook, or as a finishing flavor.

LARD: In the not-so-distant past, lard was also very prominent in cooking, especially in the south, where pigs were raised for their meat and the rich fat they produced. Spread on bread and used for frying and preservation techniques, lard was an integral part of everyday cooking. Today, lard is still heavily used in Italy, but butter is also a common substitute and a popular fat choice. I love combining both olive oil and butter for the different qualities they bring to a dish, especially as a base for pasta sauces.

AVOCADO OIL: Finally, while not an Italian kitchen staple, avocado oil is always present in my kitchen since living here in the States. It provides a high smoke point for deep-fried dishes, and it is also not as processed as other neutral oils like vegetable and canola. While vegetable and canola oil have high smoke points and are perfectly acceptable for frying, their oils are chemically extracted using a solvent called hexane. Throughout the book, whenever a recipe calls for frying, you will see I call for “neutral high-heat oil.” I will leave it up you to use whichever you prefer as long as it has a high smoke point.




Vinegars

Vinegars have been used for thousands of years in the Mediterranean, with ancient Roman soldiers carrying small amounts of it with them as a drink (mixed with honey and water), to use for cleansing, disinfecting, and even as medicine. Vinegar is a key ingredient with many powerful qualities, and it is used to marinate and preserve foods, and its fragrant tart taste also enhances flavors. I have three varieties in my pantry at all times: red wine, white wine, and balsamic vinegar. All impart different acid levels and flavors, so I choose which I use based on the dish I’m making.

RED AND WHITE WINE VINEGAR: These are made by fermenting and straining wine. They are known for their very tart taste. These vinegars are incredibly versatile and can be used in dressings, for marinating produce, and pickling. They are also fantastic at tenderizing tough cuts of meat.

BALSAMIC VINEGAR: This is a slightly sweet, very dark, and deeply flavored vinegar. It can be used in both savory and sweet applications (see Memory of a Struggling Farmer). I have used it to finish pastas and risottos, on crostini, and even on a delicious caprese salad. The process for making balsamic vinegar is quite similar to wine. The way I see it, the barrel is the nonna, holding the must (the sweet nectar of freshly pressed grapes that’s boiled until thick and syrupy), the mother, in her arms. This kicks off a process of fermentation, creating a beautiful molasses-y vinegar, which is then left to age in their embrace.

I recommend buying balsamic that has been aging for a minimum of twelve and up to twenty-five years, although much older vinegars are available. Those can be rare and are not meant to cook with on a daily basis. They are like love potions—one drop will transport you back to Emilia-Romagna! While this specialty vinegar can be expensive, a nice bottle is worth the delicious flavor it imparts and it makes any dish extra special. When you tip the bottle, it should move out in a very slow, thick drizzle. The slower it moves, the better the quality of the vinegar.




Seasonings

The practice of seasoning is utilized in every form of cooking. A pinch of salt and a scrunch of pepper, a few fresh basil leaves, a sprig of parsley, a crushed garlic clove, or the zest of a lemon are transformative flavors in the Italian kitchen. This transformation occurs when these aromatic condiments are introduced to a dish during cooking. Throughout the book, I will add these elements to my dishes to accent the main component. Everyone comes to the party, and each character shines and works with the others to create magic. These ingredients transport the dish from good to great when balanced correctly.

SALT: My salt of choice is unrefined sea salt. In Italy, sea salt is harvested in the low waters of the sea. Evaporated by the sun’s heat, it is rich in minerals like potassium and magnesium. The taste is more delicate, flavorful, and rich with minerals than table salt; it is an excellent all-purpose seasoning. It brings flavors to the surface when cooking meats and fish while browning it gorgeously. With vegetables, both raw and cooked, it releases moisture. In Italy, salt is also an integral part of our preservation and pickling practices. All cured meats, such as prosciutto, pancetta, and coppa (or as they say here in Italian American, gabagool) are prepared with salt to cure for months before eating. Just like my friend the esteemed chef Massimo Bottura says: Salt makes visible the invisible!
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CHILIES: Chili peppers are essential to the Italian diet. Heat is used in many of our dishes, whether fresh, dried, or infused in an oil. Remember, it is used judiciously to bring out the flavors of the plate, not to set your palate on fire. It is another layer of flavor, coaxing all the other flavors to their maximum potential. When working with chilies, the seeds will provide an additional layer of heat. Seed them to regulate the heat, because too much heat will mask the flavors in the dish; just the right amount will excite the taste buds and have you begging for seconds. I encourage you to play with chilies in the kitchen to find which level of heat works for you.


Herbs and Alliums

HERBS: An Italian dish is not complete without the strategic use of fresh and dried herbs. For me, nothing is better than fresh. My essential herbs are basil, parsley, oregano, thyme, rosemary, mint, sage, and bay leaf. In my opinion, fresh is best because dried herbs on the shelf may not be as fragrant. However, dried herbs are an acceptable substitute in a pinch. Just make sure you do not use jars that have been sitting in your pantry for too long, as the flavors will be muted and dull.

ALLIUMS: Alliums are a classification of a flowering plant with many species, including garlic, onion, and shallots, and they are typically the first layer in building the flavors of an Italian dish.

This flavor foundation usually takes the form of a soffritto, a combination of fats (oil, butter, lard), alliums, and aromatic herbs and spices, all of which are sautéed together in a pan. There are various names for this foundational technique—in French cuisine, for instance, this is called a mirepoix—but its execution is largely the same across cuisines. Soffritto can also be region—or cook—specific. In the South of Italy, a soffritto’s components are usually extra-virgin olive oil, garlic and/or onion, and fresh herbs like basil or parsley sprigs. My nonna would sometimes throw in a chili pepper. In Rome, I found that many cooks add a little carrot or celery. Regardless, this collection of ingredients infuses together to set the flavor foundation for our dishes.




Citrus

My home is always full of citrus fruits. While you might think of oranges and lemons for their pulp and juice, their peel is just as valuable in the kitchen. Citrus fruits provide a magical lift of acid and a delicious perfume when added to a dish. Lemon groves are all over my beloved Campania, especially in Amalfi and the Sorrento peninsula. The coast is full of these trees, where the lemons are double the size of any lemon you find here in America. If you visit Naples, you will find citrus as a component in many dishes, desserts, and even liquors. Limoncello is the most famous lemon-infused liquor. The leaves are also a fantastic ingredient and can infuse sauces and creams. If you are lucky enough to find some, try infusing them in tomato sauce; it’s gorgeous! Generally, citrus juices are used in sauces and batters, while zest is used for baking, to infuse oil, or to add a finishing touch of brightness to a dish. The uses are endless.




Nuts

My pantry would not be complete without nuts: lots and lots of nuts! My favorites are walnuts, pine nuts, almonds, hazelnuts, and pistachios. Nuts bring texture, good fat, and flavor when layered into a dish. I love sprinkling them over pasta, putting them in pestos, and folding them into a sweet batter for cakes and cookies. Nuts are used generously in Italy in both savory and sweet dishes.
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Dried Fruits

My pantry always has containers of apricots, dates, figs, and raisins for adding natural sweetness to dishes, and to decorate my antipasti boards.




Bread

Bread is a staple of Italian cooking, and it is an essential part of the Italian diet. It is served at every meal and, sometimes, can be a meal in and of itself. Our beloved crostini (pages 76 to 84) and bruschetta (see page 75) use bread as a vehicle for delicious toppings. A large piece of bread will also be on the table as a scarpetta, a “little shoe,” to sop up sauces or dip in olive oil. Bread is also evidence that Italians value a zero-waste culture. Bread is baked and enjoyed fresh, but is also used in many ways once it stales. Yesterday’s bread becomes today’s bread cubes or crumbs. Bread crumbs are used as a pasta topping, for making meatballs, or even on pizza, especially in Sicily. Bread cubes are a Tuscan favorite, like in Pappa al Pomodoro. My nonno always had dry bread for his favorite panzanella, my nonna’s Escarole and Bean Soup, or Minestrone. My grandparents loved it so much it was even part of breakfast, soaked with milk and a sprinkle of sugar.




Seafood and Anchovies

When sourcing seafood, wild-caught is always the best choice for both fresh seafood as well as canned fish, such as sardines and anchovies. Due to added colors, chemicals, and poor nutritional value, I avoid farmed fish.

I love cooking with anchovies. My pantry always has a few jars; very few ingredients are so packed with flavor. I sometimes use one or two in sauces or with side dishes, such as in my escarole greens (which I make for Escarole Crostino, just like my great-grandmother Carmelina taught me.





Meats

FRESH MEAT: When selecting meat, I always reach for grass-fed, free from antibiotics and growth hormones. Grass-fed meats are naturally higher in vitamins and minerals and are more sustainable for the environment. Whenever possible I look for the term regenerative on the packaging, as it means the farmers consider soil and wildlife health.

CURED MEATS: The variety of cured meats in Italy is incredible and very much part of an ancient tradition of preserving. Many of these meats have become popular worldwide. Specifically, I am referring to guanciale, pancetta, prosciutto, salami, and mortadella. I always have these or a combination of them in my fridge. Not only are they a quick snack, great in a sandwich, or perfect for an antipasti platter, but they are also the ingredients in so many of my dishes. They add fat and lots of flavor. Adding some sizzled panceetta on top of a baked potato can be a game-changing experience, just like in my Memory of a Struggling Farmer.




Cheeses

Cheese is a staple in Italian cooking and is a must for sprinkling on pasta. There is always a container of Parmigiano-Reggiano or Pecorino Romano on the table both at home and in restaurants.


Hard Cheeses

For all cheeses to be grated, I always recommend freshly grated cheese, as pre-grated can sometimes be made with low-quality milk, chemicals, and fillers, and because of this it doesn’t melt as well.

PARMIGIANO-REGGIANO: This is a hard cow’s milk cheese that has to go through rigorous standards in order to bear the name Parmigiano-Reggiano. It is an aged cheese, and I always have a few wedges in my refrigerator that have been aged eighteen to thirty-six months. It is a very nutritious cheese with a good balance of fats, minerals, and protein. The rind is edible and delicious in sauces and soups, imparting flavor as it melts into them, as you can do in my Minestrone.
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PECORINO ROMANO: My second most-used cheese, this is a sheep’s milk cheese used all over Southern Italy. It has a grassy, earthy flavor and like Parmigiano-Reggiano is delicious on top of pasta, in soup, or cut up for antipasti. Side note: Don’t grate cheese on seafood dishes while in Italy—that might anger the locals! During the aging process, both Parmigiano-Reggiano and Pecorino Romano become virtually lactose free.

PROVOLONE: Another hard cheese I love is provolone, and I use it in many of my dishes such as in my Eggplant Crostino.


Soft Cheeses

For soft cheese options, my kitchen wouldn’t be complete without ricotta and mozzarella on hand. Ricotta’s meltability makes for a quick and delicious sauce, but it is also a fabulous ingredient that’s found in desserts, cakes, or used in sweet spreads. Mozzarella is ever present on pizza, but it’s also perfect for baked pasta or as part of a salad.




Tomatoes

Both canned and fresh tomatoes are a must in an Italian pantry. Since arriving in Italy about five hundred years ago, tomatoes quickly became an essential ingredient in many classic dishes, and they are often used to add flavor to cheese and meat dishes and even to seafood and vegetables. I always have plenty of jarred and fresh tomatoes in my kitchen. My favorites are Neapolitan varieties such as San Marzano, Corbarino, or any tomatoes grown in the shadows of Mount Vesuvius, such as pomodorino del Piennolo del Vesuvio, and Monti Lattari (Sorrentine Peninsula), such as pomodoro di sorrento. The mineral content in the water and the volcanic ashes enrich the soil, making these tomatoes very nutritious and unique in flavor. When purchasing canned tomato products, look for those sold in BPA-free tins or glass jars.




Pasta, Grains, and Legumes

PASTA: At the center of so many delicious meals in Italy, pasta is a vehicle for thousands of sauces, ragùs (meat sauces), and pestos. Italians could not live without pasta. Your pantry should have various dried pasta shapes, because a particular pasta shape needs to be matched with an appropriate sauce. For example, a saucy Roman-style pasta dish, cacio e pepe, tastes best with a long pasta like spaghetti or tonnarelli, while a meaty ragù plays nicely with fettuccine or tagliatelle. If you have the time, try fresh Homemade Pasta. It imparts an entirely different flavor and is an ancient tradition. My favorite flours for pasta—and pizza, for that matter—is tipo “00” durum wheat flour and semolina.

As I always say, the water from boiling pasta is also a critical ingredient, so always save some before draining the pasta. Most sauces are only complete with a splash of this starchy water (tears of the gods), which acts as a natural thickener and binder. There is nothing like it!

GRAINS: I always have rice in the cupboard waiting for my risottos (see pages 110, 114, and 116). I love the Carnaroli, Arborio, and Vialone Nano varieties of short- or medium-grain white rice, but also keep long-grain rice on hand. One of my favorite grains is farro (spelt), a type of wheat that is both nutritious and versatile. It makes lovely hot dishes, is great in soups, and is also a great base for delicious salads.

LEGUMES: To complete your pantry, include my favorite beans. I love chickpeas, lentils, cranberry beans, and white beans. They are lovely in soups like my Escarole and Bean Soup, marinated in oil, perfect for a gorgeous pasta fagioli, and in a Minestrone.
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Wines and Spirits

A complete pantry should include wine and spirits. For spirits, make sure to have those included in your favorite cocktails. As a before-dinner drink, I enjoy a red bitter, gin, vodka, or vermouth cocktail. I also like to have ingredients for at least two types of digestivos for after dinner; my friend Peppe Guida ferments different plants and flowers and turns them into excellent liquors, which I have been collecting. A digestivo, as its name explains, is supposed to help digest a rich meal, and it’s usually drunk after coffee. We call it ammazza caffè, “the coffee killer,” as it kills coffee flavor with something more potent.

For wine, you need both red and white. I have wine that I love to both drink and cook with because the wine you use in your food should be of the same quality as you would use for drinking.






MY KITCHEN ESSENTIALS

Ever since I can remember, I have been a lover of kitchen accessories and cookware. My nonna Caterina was a collector of gorgeous copper pots and pans, baking dishes, and fantastic dinnerware, mostly passed on to her by previous generations or gifted to the family. Italy’s tradition is to bestow lines of precious ceramics and cookware to bless newlyweds. Whenever I can, I gift my friends and loved ones my favorite kitchen tools to keep this tradition alive! I have moved around so much in my life that I have carried certain nostalgic pieces to every new home we’ve settled into. Whether new or old, the following essentials are used every week in my kitchen.


Pots and Pans

POTS AND SAUCEPANS: Good-quality pots and pans are a must in the kitchen. If you invest well, they can last a lifetime. I love cooking with copper, as it is long-lasting and unbeatable for performance because of its efficient heat distribution. Copper cookware can be heirloom pieces that are passed down through the generations. You can start with one great stockpot and saucepan and then build up your collection over time. To start, buy an 8- to 12-quart pot with a lid to boil water for pasta or soups. Cook with the lid on for a faster boil.

SAUTÉ PANS: A sauté pan is also essential in Italian cooking. Sautéing produces wonderful layers of flavors, and builds a perfect foundation for sauces or a decadent risotto. Sauté pans are also excellent for shallow-frying, and can be used for recipes like my Lamb Cutlets and Chicken Piccata. I recommend a 12- to 14-inch copper sauté pan 3 to 4 inches deep. If made from heavy-duty materials, it will produce a more stable temperature while simmering a sauce for a long time. Still, while I love copper, stainless steel cookware is also fantastic and has a lower price point. So, if you are just getting started in the kitchen, find something that works for your budget and build your pan variety as you go.

OVENPROOF POT: Regardless of the materials you choose, make sure to have at least one large ovenproof pot or Dutch oven for recipes that start on the stove and finish in the oven. Single-pot meals are always just gorgeous!




Knife Set

A good knife is a must in the kitchen for prepping food. I started collecting knives a long time ago. It began with a simple, essential chef’s knife; then, I added a paring knife and a serrated knife. I kept upgrading over the years until I fell in love with Japanese Damascus steel blades. They are thin and light on my wrist, and the layers of steel and craftsmanship of the blade are visibly stunning! But whatever knife you use or knife set you choose to invest in, if you make sure you have at least these three basic knives, you are prepared for any task in the kitchen.




Fresh Pasta Tools

I come from a family of dried pasta makers, and as any Italian will tell you, that’s what we eat on a regular basis. It is practical and can be stored for a very long time, and it’s what most of the pasta recipes in this book use. However, I am also passionate about making fresh pasta for Sunday family get-togethers and celebrations and holidays. It is a relatively easy task if you have the right tools. It comes together quickly once you have a wooden pasta board (although really any flat surface will do) and a 2- to 3-foot rolling pin. I use a wooden pasta board because the warmth creates the perfect environment for pasta dough. Pasta boards are designed to fit on your work surface and have a lip to catch flour.

SPECIALTY TOOLS: If you are so inclined, get a pasta machine to make all kinds of pasta, like lasagna sheets and fettuccine. If you want to make tonnarelli, get a chitarra, which is a tool where a rectangular, wooden frame is strung with a number of sharp wires (like a guitar). Pasta sheets are pressed into the wires to form strands. Gnocchi come out perfectly with a gnocchi board, which you can use to make homemade Gnocchetti Sardi. Or you can simply roll gnocchi on the back of a fork, just like my nonna did.

PASTA TWEEZERS: I fell in love with pasta tweezers after cooking with my friend and Michelin-star chef Peppe Guida in Sorrento. I have yet to see it used much here in the States, but since I started using it, I can’t live without it! I use it to pick up long pasta shapes from the stockpot, to toss and emulsify the pasta in the pan, and to cook vegetables and even help me garnish dishes!




Sieves, Spider Strainer, and Colander

Large sieves are important to have on hand for straining broths and sauces, while smaller and medium sieves can be used for sifting flour and sprinkling sugar. I recommend buying them in a set where a number of sizes are provided so you have everything you need. Add a spider strainer to your essential list if you don’t have a set of pasta tweezers (see above), because those are best for grabbing cooked pasta from hot water and transferring them to your sauté pan and sauce. That way, you have all the reserved pasta water ready to use. If you like to drain the pasta in a colander, use a cup or a mug with a handle to save some pasta water before you head to the sink to drain the pasta. I always use a colander to rinse vegetables, prep eggplants for my Eggplant Parmigiana, or wash aromatic herbs.
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Ladle

Once you have a ladle in the kitchen, you will reach for it constantly. A standard ladle is ½ cup, which is helpful for spooning pasta water into sauce and then spooning sauce over the pasta. My ladle, a pewter antique, is one of my favorite kitchen tools. I named him Bruno. He and Antonietta, my large serving fork, work together to swirl neat nests of pasta when I’m plating. They are a match made in heaven.




Olive Oil Cruet

This beautiful little canister should sit on your counter, ready to pour extra-virgin olive oil whenever you need it. Olive oil is precious and should be kept in a dark container that exposes it minimally to light and oxygen. Make sure to keep it far from heat sources! I have been to too many friends’ homes and found they keep the oil near their burners, which spoils the oil and turns it rancid. Unlike wine, olive oil is best consumed fresh, and I always suggest buying olive oil that’s not older than 18 to 24 months and that has been stored in dark glass or tin containers.




Mixing and Measuring

MIXING BOWLS: Mixing bowls are necessary in the kitchen. I use glass and stainless steel, which come in every size. Make sure you have at least one small, medium, and large bowl in the kitchen.

WOODEN SPOONS: Wooden spoons are my favorite spoons for mixing, and I also love using them to massage pasta into sauce. I use two, one in each hand, to toss everything together. I prefer wooden spoons to metal spoons because they react differently with your ingredients. They are also much friendlier to your cookware. Metal tools can potentially scratch your pots and pans, while plastic can leave behind an off flavor if left sitting on a hot burner.

KITCHEN SCALE: Having a kitchen scale on hand is important when you are making pasta from scratch, like with my Homemade Pasta or Tuna Ragù with Homemade Gnocchi Sardi. It’s important to be precise when measuring flours like semolina and all-purpose so your pasta turns out perfectly every time. A kitchen scale is also useful for exact meat and cheese measurements.

MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS: I love to bake, but to be successful, precision is critical. To guarantee that exactness, I use my kitchen scale because it produces the most accurate results; after that, I turn to measuring cups and spoons. While I—like my nonna—use a pinch of this and a handful of that when cooking savory dishes, I make sure to use proper measuring tools when baking to ensure uniformity and make my sweets perfect every time. I also use measuring tools to ensure uniformity in savory dishes if I want to re-create something with exactness. As you become more comfortable in the kitchen, a pinch and a handful can be used when you are finally ready to cook like my nonna.




Appliances

STAND MIXER: A great appliance to have is a stand mixer. Whether I am making Taralli or my Custard & Pine Nut Cake, doughs and batters combine quickly in my big, mechanical mixing bowl. You can also buy the pasta-making attachment to assist you with savory dishes as well. A stand mixer is not essential—you can always use a hand mixer or work completely by hand instead—but if you choose to invest in one, it’s amazing!

FOOD PROCESSOR, STAND BLENDER, AND IMMERSION BLENDER: This book has several fresh pestos, like Creamy Salmon Pesto Pasta and Orange Peel & Parsley Pesto Pasta. A food processor will help achieve a consistent blend of ingredients, and is easier on your arms than a mortar and pestle. A smooth pesto will successfully blend with hot pasta and, if used as a topping for a panino or crostino, have a perfect spreadability. It also makes soft cheese light and airy when needed for pasta fillings. For sauces, I love using my stand blender, but for soups, I reach for my immersion blender and get it right into the pot.

ESPRESSO MACHINE OR ESPRESSO POT: The kitchen is only complete with a quick way to make espresso. It is the way I start my day! Whether you invest in a big machine or a small Italian espresso pot, it’s essential for an afternoon pick-me-up or my Classic Coffee Tiramisù. I suggest starting with a small espresso pot like my nonna had, and then, if you become the family-designated barista, you can move to a larger, fancier machine.




Crushers, Grinders, and Graters

MORTAR AND PESTLE: This is the gold standard for making traditional pesto. Don’t let yourself get caught by a Northern Italian using a food processor, as it’ll be considered blasphemous! (I use both.) It is a wonderful tool to have on the counter, as it is not only a beautiful piece, but is also satisfying to use, especially when smashing spices and nuts. It’s a nice alternative that gives you more of a workout in the kitchen.

GARLIC PRESS: If you don’t fancy using a mortar and pestle or a knife to mince your garlic, then I recommend you avail yourself of a garlic press. I use it quite often when I don’t have much time, and it does a great job!

PEPPER MILL: Another beautiful piece for the top of your counter is a pepper mill. Preground pepper is acceptable in a pinch, but it doesn’t emit the same aroma and essence you achieve from grinding peppercorns fresh.

CHEESE GRATER AND MICROPLANES: I use a box grater for grating cheese based on the size of the shavings I am looking for. I reach for the box grater with larger holes if I want thicker grated cheese, and smaller if I need finely grated Parmigiano-Reggiano or Pecorino Romano. The cheese will melt as soon as it hits the hot pasta. If I need to sprinkle some cheese while cooking a sauce or a bit of nutmeg, a Microplane rasp-style grater does the job perfectly. As you read through my recipes, you will see I also love to add citrus zest to many of my dishes. I always have the Microplane ready to add the delicious essence and aroma of my bright, acidic fruits to my pastas, meats, and desserts.
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