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I dedicate this book to my wife, Lisa.
I may sometimes steal your recipes, but you’ve always been my soul mate, in the kitchen and in life. You’re my rock and my best friend, and I’ll always love you.


        
Author’s Note

        In August 2009, a violent storm ripped through New York and New Jersey.
            The weather reports focused on how the storms uprooted a number of trees in Central
            Park, but for my family, the most noteworthy and heartbreaking damage occurred in New
            Jersey, where the extreme wind and rain devastated the local tomato crops.

        I know what you’re probably thinking: “Buddy, you’re in
            the baking business, not the tomato business.”

        That’s true. My family, the Valastros, makes its living by baking
            and selling just about anything you can think of: cookies, pastries, pies, and—of
            course—our incredible theme cakes, at Carlo’s Bake Shop. It’s what
            we’re known for. What put us on the map.

        But there’s another side to our family and its relationship with
            food, and it’s just as personal, maybe even more
            personal, than what we do at the bakery. I’m talking about the recipes and dishes,
            meals and traditions that nourish our bodies and souls when we go home. There’s no
            more important recipe or dish in our lives than Sunday gravy, sometimes known as Sunday
            sauce, the pasta sauce we gather to eat together at the end of every weekend. We eat it
            so regularly that a few years back my family began our own tradition, one that we
            borrowed from my wife, Lisa’s, family: making huge batches of sauce at the end of
            the summer and canning it for each household, based on how many bushels of tomatoes each
            family orders. To give you a sense of how much Sunday gravy we go through in a year at
            my house, Lisa orders twenty bushels of tomatoes, and each bushel yields twelve large
            jars!

        Lisa and I began doing this after we were married, then we expanded the
            tradition to include our extended families at Carlo’s Bake Shop on Washington
            Street in Hoboken. Today we do it at our new, nearby factory. This is how it works: One
            team of relatives is on cleaning duty, scrubbing the tomatoes in the industrial sinks;
            another team quarters the tomatoes and gets them into the huge forty-, sixty-, and
            eighty-gallon steam kettles, along with olive oil, onions, and salt. The tomatoes are
            cooked until they break down, then we allow them to simmer for an hour. Another team
            processes the fruit through a machine that removes the skin and seeds, leaving us with a
            sauce. That sauce goes back into the kettle and is brought to a boil, then transferred
            to jars that have been sterilized in the dishwasher. We add basil and the jar is vacuum
            sealed, locking in all that incredible, just-cooked flavor until we’re ready to
            call on it throughout the year.

        In 2009, those storms wreaked havoc with our sauce making. Rather than
            just placing a huge order for tomatoes from one source, we had to
            scrounge around, securing a bushel here and there from area farms. Because tomatoes were
            so scarce, some family members had to drive out to farms in person and beg for a few
            bushels. But we were that determined to stick to our tradition and make our Sunday
            gravy!

        I’m not going to lie: What we ended up with after all that work and
            the cooking that followed wasn’t exactly world-class: The tomatoes had survived
            the storm, but they had a lot of scars and bruises. As a result, the sauce was runny
            and, even after all our patient simmering, the flavor wasn’t as intense as it
            usually was.

        But I’ll tell you something: We didn’t get upset. To us, the
            Sunday gravy of 2009 was a metaphor for life itself, especially life in a big,
            tight-knit family like ours. There will always be ups and downs, but we worked together
            to make the best of it, we were all there for our annual cooking and jarring ritual, and
            we left with those jars of sauce we treasured so much. It may not have been the best,
            but it was good enough, and next year, we knew, we’d have better luck.

        For me, that story is and always will be a gentle reminder of my
            family’s priorities and how far we’ll go to adhere to them: Even with all
            the fame we’ve enjoyed as a result of Cake Boss, when
            we’re away from the lights and cameras, live shows, and book signings, we’re
            just like any other family. We enjoy chilling out and spending time together, and
            there’s no way we’d rather do that than around a table, a place that keeps
            us grounded and connected to each other, as well as to the relatives who came before us.
            As proud as I am of our professional success, I’m just as proud that we’ve
            been able to continue making time for our family and extended family, and we’re
            talking a lot of people, to meet several times a week and eat
            together. And, as busy as we are at the bakery and filming our television show,
            we’ll still make time to hunt down bushels of tomatoes if we need to, in order to
            keep our traditions alive and well.

        Of course, Sunday gravy is just one thing that we eat. We also have lots
            of other family dishes—appetizers and salads, soups and pastas, main courses and
            desserts—that have become part of our repertoire over the years. In this book,
            I’m honored to share with you my family’s favorite recipes, and tell you the
            stories of what makes them so near and dear to our hearts. I hope they might become
            favorites for your family as well, and that they help you create memories to last a
            lifetime, the same way they’ve done for us Valastros.

        Buon appetito,

        Buddy Valastro

        Hoboken, New Jersey

        April 2012

    

Nothing Brings Families Together Like Food

Long before my sisters and I were born, there was a table at the heart of the Valastro family.

I don’t mean an actual, physical table. Or at least not a single actual, physical table. I mean that the act of gathering around a table has been at the center of our lives and traditions for generations, whether for a nightly dinner with one’s immediate family, a larger gathering around the tradition of Sunday gravy, or a holiday when more people than you could possibly imagine would fill a relative’s modest house to overflowing.

When I was a kid, my maternal grandmother, Madeline, hosted countless family meals, including holiday dinners, in the basement of her house in Hoboken. It wasn’t a big house; in fact, the basement measured just about fifty feet by twenty-five feet. It was an open space with a kitchenette in the corner, a couch area with a television, and a bathroom with the littlest shower you ever saw: Only my diminutive grandfather and the youngest of the grandchildren could even fit in there.

Because she hosted so many family dinners, Grandma Madeline kept a number of folding tables set up end to end at all times to make one long table. She’d cook for days, preparing so many dishes that it seemed her tiny, old, white oven could not have produced that much food without breaking down. But somehow she and it always got the job done.

When family arrived, Grandma Madeline would already have put out a huge spread of antipasti, or appetizers, and the adults would wash them down with my grandfather’s homemade wine, which he made in his garden and stored in whatever bottles he could get his hands on, everything from actual wine jugs to soda bottles. There’d be pasta (either lasagna or ziti), then a main course, often determined by the occasion: We’d have lamb for Easter and turkey for Thanksgiving. Sometimes, Grandma Madeline would prep those meats at home except for the roasting, then bring them to the bakery and cook them in our big ovens, a very common practice back in Italy.

After dinner, the men would congregate in that little loungelike area: They’d eat oranges and walnuts and drink my grandfather’s homemade grappa. I can still see them there, talking and laughing.

Those were special times, precious times, and they were the kind of moments that were the cornerstone not just of our family, but of most families. However, times are changing. People work longer hours than they used to, and parents and kids alike spend more time punching buttons and touch pads on their smart phones and tablets than they do talking to each other. That makes me sad, but I’m not going to lie: Our family has experienced a little of that as well. Nevertheless, we’ve managed to maintain our traditions. We were raised to believe that nothing brings a family together like food, and those are words we live by. Always have, and always will.

Of course, my family existed long before my sisters and I did, and long before there was a Carlo’s Bake Shop, so the traditions that we carry on in our homes today aren’t just a part of our personal past, but also of family legend and lore. Many of the dishes we eat go all the way back to our ancestral towns and villages in Italy, where our parents and grandparents first ate or cooked them. Some of the first stories I ever heard about Lipari, where my paternal Grandma Grace was from, or Altamura, where my maternal Grandma Madeline was raised, were told as those wonderful, loving women stirred a pot of soup or stuck a tray of lasagna in the oven. When I eat those dishes today, I don’t just remember my time with those family matriarchs; I also imagine myself standing on the streets of those villages, surrounded by craggy cliffs and old stone houses, the roar of Vespas in the air, enjoying the illusion that I was there with them back in those olden days.

As I said, nothing brings families together like food, and not just around a table. It also connects one generation to another and helps keep alive our memory of relatives who have left this world, their recipe cards more valuable than the other material possessions they might have left behind.

Most of my immediate family’s recipes come from my mother, although my father was a brilliant improviser in his own right. Before I was born, my parents and sisters lived above the original Carlo’s Bake Shop on Adams Street in Hoboken. Mom cooked dinner for the family seven nights a week, and continued to do so when I was born and the family moved to the nearby town of Little Ferry. Dad was off to work before the rest of us were awake, so dinner was a sacred time, the only meal for which we were all together and could share what was going on in our lives. And so, we were trained to treat dinner with respect: There were no distractions like television; I can only imagine what Dad would have done if I’d whipped out a mobile device at the table. Fortunately, we didn’t have cell phones back then, so I never found out. (He would make an exception if the bakery called, but even then, he’d be aggravated. I can still hear him barking “Hello!” into the receiver when he answered it, to make clear to whoever was calling that they’d better keep it quick.)

    Food is so central to our lives that you could mark time with it, both on a daily basis and throughout the year: Back when my sisters all lived at home, Mama had a roster of dinners that were as regular as the nightly specials in a restaurant, or the shows on a television schedule. It changed according to the season, but a sample lineup, from the winter, might go like this: The week started with Sunday Gravy. (There’s much more about this, starting.) Monday was chicken cutlets with vegetables; Tuesday was pasta with leftover Sunday Gravy and its meats; Wednesday was a soup such as pasta e fagioli (pasta and bean soup); Thursday was chicken and potatoes baked together in the oven; Friday was fish, such as broiled porgy (bream) or fried flounder; and Saturday was steak with peas and onions. The only time Mama deviated from her batting order was when my father decided to whip something up for the family.

Our annual rituals were, and remain, just as dependable: pasta e lenticchie, a soupy dish of pasta and lentils, on New Year’s Eve, the legumes an Italian superstition promising good luck for the coming twelve months; on Valentine’s Day, Lisa and I always have linguine with clams and lobster because that’s what she made for me on our first Valentine’s Day together (although these days our celebration is trumped by our son Carlo’s birthday, which falls on February 14); we eat lamb on Easter Sunday; go out to an early dinner on Mother’s Day; barbecue shrimp, lobster, hamburgers, kabobs, and sausages on Father’s Day, Memorial Day, and the Fourth of July; and on Thanksgiving we go all-American, eating turkey and stuffing, cranberries, and sweet potatoes.

On Christmas Eve, we have the traditional Italian feast of the seven fishes, although that’s a relatively new development: For our entire lives, the holidays were different for us than for most people, because the bakery was open. When we were kids, our father wasn’t around until dinner, and as we got older, we all began working at the bakery as well—including on holidays. When we were all grown, we didn’t have any daytime celebrations of Christmas; instead, after we closed the doors of the shop, we’d all end up at somebody’s house, improvising a dinner.

In 2010, I decided to close the bakery for Christmas. We try to provide everything for our customers, but anything picked up on Christmas Eve will still be delicious on Christmas Day, so I decided to give the whole family, and other employees, the holiday off. Inspired by memories of my father and his spontaneous cooking binges, as we were closing the shop that December 24, I invited everybody to our house for a feast of the seven fishes and hit a fish market in Hoboken for some last-minute shopping.

    Next thing you know, all of my sisters and brothers-in-law and their kids were at Lisa’s and my home, and we all cooked together: we made calamari, shrimp cocktail, fried flounder, Aunt Nina’s mussels, linguine with clams, seared scallops in cream sauce, and a quick baccala (salt cod) and tomato stew.

That dinner wasn’t planned, but it’s already become a tradition, yet another way to bring us all together and set the stage for our kids to stay connected for years to come.

FOOD AND ME: A LOVE STORY

Did you ever wonder what makes food so important in all cultures? I think it’s because it engages so many of our senses that it triggers memories like nothing else: The smell of frying garlic brings me back to our family home, and my mother starting her Sunday gravy early in the morning (if you think bacon is the best smell on a Sunday morning, you didn’t grow up in a house with Sunday gravy); the sweet, fennel-tinged scent of frying sausage takes me back to the block parties and street fairs of my youth, and the sausage and pepper sandwiches I loved so much; and Grandma Madeline’s baked ziti with creamy mortadella sauce brings me back to her finished basement and all the family gatherings she hosted.

My own relationship with food has grown and deepened over the years. When I was a kid, I could take it or leave it. It was like fuel to me, something to keep me going as I biked around town, played touch football with my friends, and (when I got older) went out on the town. But, as I matured into an adult, my palate, which is a fancy way of saying my taste buds, matured as well. I developed some real taste and a true appreciation for good food. There are milestones in my eating life that I can point to and say, “There! That’s when I became a more serious eater!” For instance, I had an aversion to ketchup when I was very young (as I said, I was finicky), but in time grew to love it, and the same was true of sushi or the Italian equivalent, crudo, which at first grossed me out, but which I came to not only enjoy but appreciate, because of the quality and technique involved. Another example would be the octopus I had on my first trip to Sicily. When I was a kid, the tentacles and suckers skeeved me so much I couldn’t even bring myself to try it, but once I had a bite of octopus in Sicily, fresh from the sea and grilled to a char, its toothsome flesh revealing a pleasure I’d never imagined, I had yet another favorite added to my rapidly growing list.

Food has also been a way for the family elders to teach my generation about the past, about our history and heritage back in Italy. For example, once in a while, my father’s mother, Grandma Grace, would get a craving for a favorite dish from the old country, like a fish soup she served with toast smeared with aioli, which is a garlic mayonnaise. When that moment came, my father would clear a space for her in the kitchen at Carlo’s, and she’d cook the dish, the oceanic aroma duking it out with the sugar and flour, until, inevitably, the savory scents won out and we’d all follow our noses to the stove, forming a chow line.

Grace wasn’t the only one who sometimes cooked at the bakery. Once in a while, my dad would take a big spider, the webbed strainer we used to fish zeppole and other pastries out of hot frying oil, stick a steak or lamb chop on it, and grill it in the open flame of a candy stove; one day, my Uncle Mario came by with a side of beef he’d been gifted by a business acquaintance in the Bronx and I grilled steaks that way for the whole crew. It took a while, but it was worth it!

Which brings me to my real cooking hero: my father. Just as he taught me everything there was to know about baking, Dad taught me all I needed to know about cooking. He didn’t show me many specifics; mostly I learned by his example, and sometimes by helping my mother cook things like meatballs and watching how she made them. My father was a self-taught home cook who simply had a knack for throwing food together and having it come out terrific, and one of his great pleasures was interrupting Mama’s weekly meal lineup to cook something spur of the moment for the family. I remember going to Chinese restaurants with him, like The Jade in Lyndhurst, New Jersey, or Chan’s Dragon Inn in Richfield, and loving the fried rice. Sometimes, the day after, he’d decided to whip up fried rice at home, without using a cookbook or asking anybody how to do it. And it always came out perfect. That was my father: Nobody taught him or me how to cook. I’m sure it must have had something to do with how much time he spent baking, but I believe he simply had a gift and that he passed it on to me.

I still remember the first thing I ever cooked. In junior high school, I took a home economics class, and we learned how to make pepper steak. I decided to try it myself and make dinner for the family, interrupting the nightly schedule the way my father sometimes did. The dinner was a smashing success, and I was on my way. Before you knew it, I was trying a lot of pasta dishes; a very successful early one had a simple cream sauce. I also loved the grill. I was a gym rat in my teens, and would often come home from working out, famished, help myself to one of the steaks Mom always had in the refrigerator for Saturday night, and throw it on the barbecue out back.

In time, as I grew up and had my own children, I became a good home cook myself and, like my father, developed the ability to experiment successfully, whether whipping up dinner for Lisa and me or inviting all my sisters and brothers-in-law over for a dinner of anything from fajitas to a pasta put together from whatever happened to be in the pantry.

Food is also one of the things that initially drew me to my wife, Lisa, who grew up with many of the same traditions and rituals that I did. When we were first falling in love, I was struck that we had this shared value, a mutual understanding of and appreciation for the foundation created by spending time around a table with your family.

Lisa is an amazing and passionate home cook who takes great pleasure in cooking not only for me and our kids, but also for as many relatives as feel like coming over. Some of her specialties include linguine with shrimp and roasted tomatoes, and her version of my grandmother’s eggplant parmesan.

Lisa and I also try to involve the kids in our cooking whenever possible. She and the kids have a tradition of making a tiered cake for me on my birthday. And, on a daily basis, the kids enjoy helping out in the kitchen. Buddy, Jr., loves to clean garlic and does a proud and perfect job of it; Sofia and Marco love to peel potatoes, carrots, and anything else they can get their hands on; and they all love to bake at home, helping me out by cracking eggs, measuring flour and sugar, and mixing ingredients. Sometimes, we’ll take a whole Sunday and bake cookies from morning until it’s time to dig into that precious Sunday Gravy, when all of our traditions come together.



Why I Wrote This Book

First of all, I love food, and I’ve also seen throughout my life that food doesn’t have to be complicated to be delicious. When I think of all the different things that my relatives could do with garlic and onions, canned tomatoes and parmesan cheese, sausage and veal, it never fails to amaze me. So, when I see restaurant chefs on television talking about ingredients I can’t pronounce that come from places I’ve never heard of, and telling me to follow their instructions to the letter, I sometimes feel like the cooking and the food have gotten a little too serious—even soulless. If I want to eat restaurant food, I’ll go to a restaurant!

It sounds like a cliché but, as a self-taught cook, I know firsthand that great food can be made by somebody who keeps it simple and cooks with love. The recipes in this book are simple recipes, for a lot of reasons: Some of them were first cooked by my relatives back in Italy when they were poor and couldn’t afford many different foods. Other recipes are meant to showcase a great ingredient or two, so family cooks know enough not to get in their way. Almost all these recipes are prepared with other people around, and while gabbing with friends and relatives while preparing the meal, if you don’t keep things nice and easy you could get distracted and make a mistake!

The other reason I wrote this book was to share the family stories and recipes behind the dishes that my relatives and I grew up on, and still cook and eat today. I’ll be honest: I’m doing this as much for myself and my family as I am for you; before I wrote this book, these recipes weren’t collected in one place. Many of them weren’t even typed—they were scribbled on grease-stained recipe cards, or scraps of paper, or lived only in the memory of the person whose specialty they were. Now, we have them all typed between two covers. In other words, I’ll be using this book as much as you will!

MAKE IT YOUR OWN

I’ll let you in on a little secret: I’m a great professional baker, but as a home cook, I’m nothing special. I can turn out some pretty delicious dinners, but I don’t think that my recipes, or even my relatives’ sacred recipes, as delicious as they are, are written in stone: You can replace dried oregano with fresh, substitute one shape of pasta for another, or leave out something you just plain don’t like. Who knows? You may even come up with something better than the original!

The main thing I want to say about the recipes in the book—again—is that you don’t have to follow most of them to the letter. Many of them are dishes that were first made by one of my relatives or discovered in a restaurant and adapted by somebody else. In particular, if you don’t have the exact ingredient I recommend, don’t worry: if you don’t have one vinegar, try another; if you don’t have the same pasta, use another; if a recipe has three kinds of cheese, but you happen to have two on hand and feel like trying it right now, then go for it. (I point out some possible adjustments in the head notes and ingredients lists for a lot of the recipes.) That’s how I learned to cook. You might discover a better way to make a dish, or you might make a terrible mistake and learn what doesn’t work. That’s okay.



How to Use This Book

This book is organized like most other cookbooks. After this introduction, you’ll find some general notes about your pantry and cooking equipment, then we’ll get right into the recipes, which are organized the same way in which a meal is organized: Appetizers, Finger Foods, and Snacks; Salads; Breads, Pizzas, and Sandwiches; Soups; Pasta and Risotto; Main Courses; Sides; and Desserts.

Just as I encourage you to play around with the recipes in this book, don’t feel as though you have to serve the dishes for the part of the meal I’ve suggested. I say it up front in the very first recipe: Bruschetta is usually served as a starter, but it makes a great snack on its own at any time of day and would even be delicious alongside eggs for breakfast.

Along the same lines, soups and salads can often be meals on their own, especially at lunch, and pasta can be a starter, a main course, a side dish, or (shhh, don’t tell anybody) a midnight snack, eaten cold, or nuked in the microwave.

I want you to play with your food, in the best possible way: break the rules a little, have fun with it, and don’t take it too seriously. Even if you make a mistake, there’s always another meal just a few hours away.

RECIPES

Each recipe in this book comes with a headnote, a little introduction in which I tell you about the dish, perhaps why it’s important to my family, a tip on how to cook it, or both.

After that, you’ll find the ingredients, then the instructions as to how to prepare and cook the dish.

INGREDIENTS

When recording ingredients for the recipes in this book, I tried to be as casual as possible while still being responsible.

• In cases when I feel an exact amount of an ingredient is called for, I give you the amount in spoon or cup measurements, such as “1 tablespoon minced garlic.”

• In cases where the amount doesn’t need to be quite as exact, I don’t make you break out the measuring vessels, instead calling for, say, “1 large garlic clove, minced.”

• As far as how much of an ingredient you need to buy to get a chopped or diced amount, if you need less than a cup of chopped or cut ingredients, I don’t spell it out for you because most fruits and vegetables will give you at least a cup. If you need more than a cup, I get more specific.

Here are some notes on ingredients used in many of the recipes, and what I mean when I call for them.

• Butter is unsalted (sweet or sweet cream) butter, because salted butter doesn’t allow you to control the amount of salt in a recipe.

• Cream is heavy cream, also called whipping cream.

• Herbs are fresh herbs unless otherwise indicated, except for bay leaves, which are dried. (I also usually call for dried oregano, but specify it in the recipes.)

• Eggs are large eggs, preferably free range or organic. Why? Because they taste better!

• Milk is whole milk; I don’t recommend substituting low-fat or fat-free milk in my recipes.

• Salt is coarse or kosher salt, unless otherwise indicated.

• Sugar is granulated sugar, unless otherwise indicated.

DIRECTIONS

Before getting down to the fun part—the cooking—read the recipe all the way through. Then read it again! Visualize the steps so that you know exactly what you have to do.

Then, get all the ingredients prepared and ready to go. I also suggest that you arrange them in the order in which you’ll be using them, which will help guarantee that you don’t leave anything out.

If there are people around who know how to cook, deputize one of them to be your sous (assistant) chef. I find that a spouse is a perfect choice for this important role: You get to spend a little time together doing something fun; what could be better than that?

This might be a good place for me to mention that each recipe has prep time and cook time indicated. These times are approximate: They will be influenced by how many people are cooking, how quickly you’re able to work, and how long things take to finish on the stove or grill or in the oven. But you should find the times helpful in planning what to cook and when to begin.

Finally, have all the various cooking vessels you’ll need ready, as well as a serving dish or individual plates. I’d even recommend that you take charge and enlist somebody to make sure the table is set, everybody’s ready to eat, and drinks are poured when the cooking is done so that the food doesn’t get cold: There’s nothing worse than making a big meal, then watching it cool off while all that other stuff goes on.

If you do all these things, it will help you relax and enjoy the fun part: the cooking!


Seasoning with Salt and Pepper



Most of the recipes in this book do not list an exact quantity of salt and pepper. The reason is that you need to season to taste. The easiest way to do this is to season a little bit, then taste and add more salt and/or pepper if necessary. (In recipes with raw eggs or poultry, I give an exact amount so you that don’t have to taste those ingredients, which can be dangerous.) Everybody has their own sense of how much salt and pepper they like. Of course, some people have to curb the salt due to dietary restrictions for themselves, a family member, or a guest, so I leave this one in your hands, which is how it’s done in most recipes.
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The Pantry

There’s nothing like having a well-stocked pantry to be sure you’ll cook as often as possible. When you have all the necessary basics, such as spices, oils and vinegars, flour and sugar, canned tomatoes and pasta, it makes it that much easier to cook. It also makes dishes seem less expensive because, if you have all the basics on hand, you don’t need to spend a fortune, either in time or money, when you hit the market; you might only need to buy three or four things to make a lot of the dishes in the book!

Here are some key items that I suggest you have on hand at all times.

SALTS

Coarse, kosher salt for all-purpose seasoning and a fine sea salt as an occasional finishing agent or for preparations in which coarse salt might not dissolve properly.

BLACK PEPPERCORNS

I don’t recommend buying or using commercially ground pepper. Keep black peppercorns in a mill and grind it as you use it, for the freshest, most potent flavor.

OILS

The three oils I recommend you keep in your pantry are olive oil for dishes in which you desire its distinct flavor; canola oil or another neutral oil such as grapeseed, for dishes when you don’t; and extra-virgin olive oil for use in salad dressings, as a finishing agent, and, occasionally, for cooking. I also sometimes like to drizzle intense white-truffle oil over dishes, especially mushroom dishes, for an aromatic flourish. However, only buy it if you plan to use it a lot; it’s expensive and will go rancid more quickly than most oils.

VINEGARS

For me, the essential must-have vinegars are red wine, white wine, and balsamic. Other vinegars called for in this book are sherry, champagne, and apple cider, but whether you make them part of your regular inventory is really up to you and how much cooking you do; you can always buy these as you need them, or substitute one of the other vinegars for these.

SUGAR

I sometimes use white, granulated sugar to cut the acidity of tomatoes in sauces. It’s also, obviously, essential in dessert making.


CANNED TOMATOES AND TOMATO PASTE

If you’re going to cook Italian food, it won’t be long before you reach for a can of tomatoes. Whole, peeled tomatoes, diced tomatoes, and crushed tomatoes are all well worth keeping in the cupboard, as are a can or two (or a tube) of tomato paste.

WINE

This is one of the few places where I’m going to put my foot down and insist on something: Don’t buy or use anything that goes by the name cooking wine. Even the most unremarkable wine is better for cooking. Keep a bottle of inexpensive red, such as Chianti, and a bottle of inexpensive white, such as Pinot Grigio, for cooking.

DRIED PASTA

I suggest having at least one box of each of the various pasta categories such as long (spaghetti), short (ziti, penne), small (ditalini or tubettini), lasagna, and orzo, on hand at all times.

ARBORIO RICE

This is the most popular risotto rice; you should always have a small bag or box of it.

JARRED AND CANNED VEGETABLES AND CANNED AND DRIED LEGUMES

Most vegetables and beans should be purchased fresh, but I call for jarred roasted red peppers; marinated artichoke hearts; brined black olives; canned white beans (or a bag of dried white beans), such as cannellini; and dried brown lentils pretty often. While more a condiment than a vegetable, I also like to keep some sun-dried tomato pesto on hand because it packs such a punch; if nothing else, you can use it as a sandwich spread.

DRIED HERBS AND SPICES

Crushed red-pepper flakes, those confettilike bits that you see in pizza parlors, come up a lot in Italian-American cooking, because they’re such a quick and easy way to add a little heat. While I usually prefer fresh herbs to dried, every cook should have dried bay leaves on hand, and I usually go for dried oregano over fresh because fresh oregano can be a little intense. I also sometimes call for dried basil, parsley, and Italian seasoning. Saffron is expensive, but you’ll probably use it often enough to make it worth having at least a small container of it. For dessert making, and occasional use in savory cooking, ground cinnamon, nutmeg, and allspice also come up fairly often, although whether you should always stock them is a judgment call. Here’s a good rule of thumb for deciding what to make part of your pantry: You should throw out all dried herbs and spices that you’ve had for a year or more because their flavor dims; if you don’t think you’ll go through a particular ingredient in that time, buy it only as needed.


CAPERS

It doesn’t matter if they’re packed in salt or brine; capers add a salinity and gentle crunch to sauces and such, so keep a small jar on hand.

ANCHOVIES

Anchovies are rarely the center of attention, but they have an intensity of flavor that can add a boost to a lot of dishes, and not necessarily seafood. Whether they’re packed in salt or brine doesn’t matter. If you can find it, a tube of anchovy paste is also worth having around for punching up sauces and other dishes.

ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR

I use a lot of flour in my cooking, for everything from breading ingredients before frying to thickening braising bases. As its name suggests, all-purpose flour works for just about everything.

WONDRA FLOUR

If you don’t already use this mix of wheat and barley flour, you may not believe how much it improves the crunch in fried foods.

CORNMEAL

I don’t use cornmeal a lot in actual cooking, but it’s the best thing to sprinkle on a pizza peel to keep the dough from sticking, so it makes my pantry list.

CORNSTARCH

Flour thickens sauces when you add it at the beginning of a recipe; cornstarch does the same thing at the end of a recipe. I also sometimes use it as part of the breading mix for fried foods.

WORCESTERSHIRE SAUCE

This inimitable sauce doesn’t come up often, but when it does, it’s one of the few ingredients that can’t quite be replaced. Keep a bottle on hand; if nothing else, you can always drizzle it on grilled steaks.

MUSTARDS

You might be surprised how often Dijon mustard and Colman’s mustard powder come up; you rarely perceive a mustard flavor in the dishes I use them in, but they add a distinct zing to salad dressings, breading, and other preparations.
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STOCK

Either make and freeze your own or buy a good-quality chicken and/or fish stock or broth; pick a low-sodium recipe so you can control the amount of salt. There is one recipe in the book that calls for beef bouillon, but that’s a more and more rare ingredient these days, so it’s not an essential item. A bottle or two of clam juice can also come in handy, especially if you cook a lot of shellfish.

ACTIVE DRY YEAST

If you plan to make pizza, you’ll need active dry yeast, so you might as well keep a small packet or three on hand; they don’t take up much room so there’s no reason not to.

DESSERT ESSENTIALS

In addition to some of the ingredients named above (flour, sugar, spices), if you make a lot of desserts, you should probably have the following on hand.

Vanilla (bean and pure vanilla extract)

Bittersweet chocolate (in chip or block form) and cocoa powder (a good brand such as Callebaut)

Nutella (optional)

FRESH AND PERISHABLE INGREDIENTS

While not pantry items, these perishable items come up a lot in my recipes, and in most cooking, so are always good to have around:

Unsalted butter

Often-used vegetables (garlic, Spanish onions, carrots, celery)

Bacon and/or pancetta (Italian bacon)

Bread

Cheeses (hard, aged cheeses like Parmigiano-Reggiano and pecorino Romano will last a long time; fresh ricotta and mozzarella won’t, so only keep those on hand if you’ll go through them on a weekly basis)

Eggs

Lemons

Milk
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        Picture a dining table so packed with food that you
            can’t see an inch of the table’s surface itself: platters of cured meats,
            such as rosy pink prosciutto di Parma, waxy red discs of salami, floppy slices of
            mortadella, and beside it, assorted cheeses: cubes of pecorino Romano and fontina,
            little balls of mozzarella called bocconcini (“small
            mouthfuls”), and a Mount Everest–sized hunk of the mother of all cheeses:
            Parmigiano-Reggiano, with a small carving knife plunged into it like Excalibur, so
            everybody can break off the piece just right for them.

        There’s a basket of bread, and little plates of marinated mushrooms,
            hot cherry peppers with morsels of prosciutto and provolone tucked inside, sun-dried
            tomatoes, roasted red peppers, Roman-style artichokes, and whatever else anybody brought
            along that day.

        When families like mine get together, the appetizers, or antipasti, alone would be enough to serve as a meal for families
            from most other cultures. There are all kinds of reasons that this part of our
            gatherings is almost a lunch or dinner unto itself. Mostly, there’s the tradition.
            Going to a Valastro dinner without appetizers would be like going to the movies and
            skipping the popcorn; it’s part of the tradition that simply can’t be
            removed.
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