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Praise for Eat Happy Italian


“No one makes food as happy and healthy as Anna! Her cookbooks are amongst my family’s favorites.”


—Dr. Mindy Pelz, international bestselling author of Fast Like a Girl and founder of The Reset Academy


“If you’re ever lucky enough to have my Mama or Anna Vocino cook you a meal in person like I have, you will realize that you are one of the luckiest people on the planet. With Eat Happy Italian, you now have the best of both worlds. But wait, it gets better . . . these recipes are also NSNG® approved by me to be great Italian low-carb options to enjoy.”


—Vinnie Tortorich, cohost of the Fitness Confidential podcast and founder of NSNG®


“As the cost of dining out rockets to the moon, honing your cooking skills and learning how to make simple, delicious meals at home is a very smart move. The ever-talented Anna Vocino creates some of the tastiest real food recipes around. When you crave a hearty, healthy, nutrient-dense meal with Italian flair, you can’t do better than Eat Happy Italian.”


—Abel James, New York Times bestselling author of The Wild Diet, podcast host, and musician


“My go-to choice for gifts are always books written by friends, and I can’t wait to gift Anna Vocino’s Eat Happy Italian. As a doctor, a big part of my day is negotiating healthy lifestyle habits to deaf ears. Gluten-free and low-carb eating plans are healthy, but rarely tasty. Ms. Vocino has figured it out, and in Italian. I prescribe the frico and mortadella dip with the parmesan chips. If we’re friends, no need to buy her book. Everyone else, invest in a most tasty cookbook experience. Doctor’s orders!”


—Dr. David Kipper, host of the Bedside Matters podcast and coauthor of Override


“Delicious, classic, healthy, Italian. These are the first four words that come to mind when I think about Eat Happy Italian. As someone who loves Italian food, but is also gluten-free and low-carb, this book allows me to still enjoy some of my favorite dishes without compromising my diet or my indulgences. I highly recommend this for anyone looking for healthy Italian recipes that taste amazing.”


—Quentin Vennie, cofounder of Equitea, author, and wellness expert


“I love Italian food and making it delicious and nutritious while being low-carb is always a challenge. But, no more! Anna Vocino has created the perfect cookbook! This is one I can feel good recommending to my patients who have been following Keto-Green and know they will have great results. Get and share this book with friends!”


—Dr. Anna Cabeca, OBGYN, USA Today bestselling author of The Hormone Fix


“Anna Vocino is a magical unicorn who has brought fun back into the kitchen. My gluten-free six year old loves these Italian recipes and doesn’t even miss the bread or pasta!”


—Andrea Anders, actor (HBO’s Bookies and Netflix’s That 90’s Show)


“Anna has been cooking for me since I was 22 years old, so when she came out with her own line of cookbooks, it wasn’t a surprise. In Eat Happy Italian, she has gone back to her Italian roots and created a beautiful book . . . I like to leaf through it and fantasize about what I’ll make next. Luckily, the book is pretty resistant to drool stains. I’m one of the lucky ones to experience this incredible woman’s nurturing and friendship IRL, but when you cook Anna’s food, you’ll feel that love, too.”


—Sarah Baker, actor (Netflix’s The Kominsky Method)


“Anna Vocino has solved one of the toughest challenges that I experience as a physician focusing on metabolic health and diabetes management . . . making healthy Italian food! Many of my patients happen to be Italian and they often say, ‘Doc, I want to eat great-tasting food even if I die a few years sooner. It is worth it.’ Now they can have both. I have shared Anna’s products and recipes with my friends, family, and patients. Now they can have the highest quality real food that they can prepare and enjoy with their families. Nothing beats an authentic Italian meal made with fresh and healthy ingredients. We won’t ruin their pleasure by letting them know how healthy it is, we’ll just allow them to eat happy and live longer lives! I recommend this book to everyone that I know and am sure that we will have more friends visiting for outstanding Italian food (and hopefully great conversation). This book should be a staple in every household. Mangia bene!”


—Brian Lenzkes, MD, cohost of the LowCarbMD Podcast
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PREFACE


Hi there. I’m Anna Vocino, a cookbook author and purveyor of fine foods. I have a supercool day job as a voice talent in commercials, film, TV, and video games. This day job funds my passion projects of podcasting, writing books, and, recently, launching a sauce and spice company. I believe strongly in the power of good food. I want to feed the world delicious dinners, mostly Italian, that can nourish our bodies by way of cutting out processed sugars and grains.


I started my career working on camera and constantly being on a diet. It was crazy-making. The yo-yo of it all was untenable, and when I started producing and cohosting the Fitness Confidential podcast in 2012 with Vinnie Tortorich, I had no idea how much knowing him would change my life.


Vinnie is the creator of NSNG®, which stands for No Sugars No Grains. It’s a commonsense, real food approach to eating that cuts out processed sugars and grains. If you want to modify the way you eat beyond NSNG, then have at it, but the foundation is cutting out sugars and grains.


Having been diagnosed with celiac disease in 2002, I was already eating gluten free and blogging delicious recipes in my spare time as a distraction from the unpredictability that comes with working in the entertainment industry. Slowly but surely, I was putting on weight and had no idea why. I kept thinking that if I would just diet more and count calories harder, I’d lose the weight. Turns out eating gluten free does not equate to weight loss when you’re overconsuming processed sugars and grains (which I was). I didn’t realize I was playing a game of hormonal roulette—a game I would never win.


When I started podcasting with Vinnie, I reluctantly gave his NSNG plan a shot. Side note: It’s not even really a plan. You just cut out processed sugars and grains. That’s it. No counting, no dieting, no weighing portions. After years and years of unsuccessful on-and-off dieting, I was willing to try anything. I went hardcore with NSNG and never looked back.


I changed the entire focus of my blog and recipes to be low carb. Turns out, other people wanted to do NSNG, but they needed to figure out what to eat. I could help with that. I published the first Eat Happy cookbook in 2016 and the second, Eat Happy Too, in 2019. I named the books Eat Happy because I had changed my brain chemistry for the better when I got rid of processed sugars and grains.


I had watched my mom struggle with her sugar addiction and depression over the years, and eventually she succumbed to a systemic infection that her organs weren’t strong enough to fight due to the damage done over the years by sugar and diet sodas. I was lucky enough to be by her side in 2014 when she passed from this world, and I vowed to do my part to help others learn about the dangers of processed food. Someday I’ll go into more detail about the impact this had on me (as it does for everyone who’s lost a parent).


One day in 2019, a podcast fan reached out to me and told me that he had lost a lot of weight cooking out of my books and that he was a food manufacturer who wanted to produce my tomato sauce. I agreed, and we went back and forth developing the original recipe. I had to make sure it tasted exactly like my recipe, as if I walked into your kitchen and made it for you. In August 2020, I launched the Eat Happy Kitchen Tomato Basil Marinara to my podcast audience, and it sold like wildfire. That man, Mike Weeks, has been instrumental in helping me create all five sauce flavors that we now sell. We started with the original Tomato Basil Marinara, a recipe you’ll find in this book. Then we launched Pink Crema (a vodka sauce with no vodka), Puttanesca Sauce, Arrabbiata Spicy Marinara, and the seasonal favorite Pumpkin Marinara. Now Eat Happy Kitchen is launching into grocery chains across the US, manufacturing the sauces in larger kettles, and growing exponentially. I’m forever grateful to Mike for reaching out to me in 2019 to help me kick off what has become larger than I ever anticipated.


All my blogging, podcasting, and publishing come from my desire to be a resource for people, and I want all my recipes and the food that I sell to be made with the highest-quality, best-tasting ingredients out there.
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INTRODUCTION


This book is my collection of Italian and Italian American food favorites. There are of course a bajillion more recipes that couldn’t fit into this book, plus many more that I didn’t want to tinker with if the low-carb version wouldn’t do the recipe justice. So I created and curated my favorites to share with you in hopes that you will make them for your friends and family, thus keeping this circle of food love expanding outward into the world.


My grandparents and millions of Italian immigrants came to America and shared their culinary culture. Many of their recipes became classics and evolved into some of our favorite Italian American dishes, such as meatballs and chicken parmesan. I love making low-carb versions of not only Italian American dishes but also my favorite Italian dishes that I have enjoyed time and time again on my travels throughout Italy. Most of my favorite Italian dishes were made in the homes of friends and the nonnas of friends, who love to cook for anyone who walks through their door.


Since Italian food is an important part of my heritage, plus I own a pasta sauce company, I have already published some kick-butt low-carb Italian food recipes. You’ll find updated versions of some of those in these pages. The entire focus of this book is Italian and Italian American recipes, so I got to go deep with my favorite classics as well as develop new recipes that I hope you’ll enjoy.


Adapting for a Low-Carb Diet and Shopping for Ingredients


I have a tremendous amount of video content on YouTube (@AnnaVocino), Instagram (@annavocino), and Substack (annavocino.substack.com) demonstrating low-carb cooking techniques, explaining the details behind what works and what doesn’t, and discussing at length how to stock your pantry, grocery shop, and read ingredient lists and labels. If you are new to low carb, I want to make sure you have the tools you need to succeed.


When grocery shopping, buy the highest-quality meat, produce, and dairy that’s available and affordable. I’m not gonna lie, meat is definitely more expensive than grains, but I think reallocating my dollars to a healthy, delicious diet is way less expensive in the long run than doctors’ bills or medications. I try not to call for anything unfamiliar or difficult to source in the US in my recipes. I want this food to be accessible to everyone.


Always remember to look at labels before buying anything, even that mayo you’ve bought for years. Companies change formulas all the time, so you want to make sure your store-bought goodies from the center aisle—think sauces, canned and jarred ingredients, and the like—haven’t had any sugars or grains added. In my recipes, I specify no-sugar-added for ingredients where many brands sneak sugar into their products, such as canned diced tomatoes and coconut milk.


I am not a scientist, doctor, or researcher. If you are interested in the science behind low carb, please read the numerous books written by people who are experts in the field (I have a list on my website, annavocino.com). I am here to offer you recipes and meal ideas once you have shifted your paradigm to a real-food way of eating (and trust me, it’s pretty delicious). Here are a few notes on some items that you’ll want stocked in your kitchen.


Olive Oil


Use real extra-virgin olive oil. You might need to do some research here because according to a UC Davis olive oil study from 2010, about 69 percent of olive oils tested failed to meet accepted extra-virgin olive oil standards.


[image: ]


[image: ]


I use Villa Cappelli extra-virgin olive oil—try it for the best olive oil you’ll ever taste. Then thank me later on Instagram. You’ll find more on my love of Villa Cappelli in the dessert chapter (of all places), in the recipe for Olive Oil Cake with Limoncello Glaze (page 195).


I avoid using the following extremely processed seed oils: canola, sunflower, safflower, cottonseed, corn, or soybean oil. They are great for industrial applications but should be avoided whenever possible in your food.


Sauces


I’ve been making my own marinara for almost thirty years (wow, I’m old). I published my marinara recipe in my first cookbook, in my second cookbook, on my website, and in this cookbook as well.


Italian food by its nature has a lot of tomato-based sauces incorporated into recipes. Wherever possible, I let you know when you can use a jar of store-bought sauce. While I know for a fact my company makes the highest-quality, best-tasting jarred sauce, you never have to buy it to make these recipes. You’ll find the full recipes for those red sauces in the Make Your Own chapter. I publish these recipes because I want everyone to have access to these delicious flavors. But if you happen to be in your local grocery store and see a jar of Eat Happy Kitchen Tomato Basil Marinara on the shelves, I hope you’ll pick it up and enjoy it just as much as if it were homemade (yes, it tastes that good).


Salt


I love Redmond Real Salt and Maldon salt, but any sea salt will do. Check the labels to be sure nothing else has been added. If you are afraid of salt, don’t be. Salt is our friend, and salt gives us flavor. In most of my recipes, unless there’s a specific measurement of salt, I will have “salt and pepper” in the ingredient list and then will tell you the various points during the instructions to season your creation with salt and freshly ground black pepper. ABT—always be tasting—to make sure you have enough salt and flavor.


Wine


A lot of Italian cuisine uses a splash or so of leftover or inexpensive wine to help deepen the flavor of certain dishes. I’ve found a way to use a combination of white or red wine vinegar and chicken broth to achieve the same goal. The reason for this is that when some folks go low carb, they don’t keep wine on hand as much, and I don’t want to make anyone buy a bottle just to use half a cup in a recipe. I came up with this substitute because it works perfectly, and it uses common ingredients you will see throughout my books. If you do choose to use wine, that is totally fine! The alcohol cooks off, and it’s safe to serve to kids. I live in wine country now, so I have no shortage of wine, but I also prefer to save my wine for a splurge.


Breakfast


Old-school Italian cookbooks don’t have a breakfast chapter but instead include egg recipes as a section in the main course chapter. Italians love to serve eggs for a simple lunch or dinner and, to be honest, they don’t eat much breakfast. We Americans love us some breakfast and brunch, so I included all my egg recipes in the Breakfast chapter, plus some fun twists on classics—and even a low-carb pancake.


Sweeteners


If you are looking for a diet book, you will not find that here. I make real food. I don’t count macros or calories. And when I make a dessert, I make it with the least amount of real sugar possible to make it what it’s intended to be—a sweet treat. I have sweet treats only rarely, but when I do, I enjoy them, then I get right back on plan.


Only you know yourself. If you know that by making one of the sweets recipes you will go on a six-month carb bender, then please do yourself a favor and don’t make it! I believe strongly in a well-balanced life, but only you know the difference between your own enjoyment of food and your own triggers to abuse food.
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I only use sweeteners like sugar, honey, coconut sugar, date syrup, maple syrup, or the now hard-to-find coconut nectar. I cannot tolerate artificial sweeteners or sugar substitutes, so I never work with those. If you would like to use artificial sweeteners or sugar substitutes, then that’s up to you. If you’re using them to be able to eat more sweets on a daily basis to try to game the low-carb system, then I can assure you, you won’t win. Our endocrine systems and bodies are wonders of nature and cannot be tricked. Instead, I gently invite you to try to give up sweet flavors for a while. If you do this, you will change your palate. Berries will taste sweet. Vanilla and heavy cream will satisfy your need for dessert decadence. It’s an empowering place to be.


I include a sweets chapter in all the books I write because I’ve found that everyone who goes low carb eventually ends up eating sugar again. I want you all to have lower-sugar, grain-free versions of desserts that feel like celebratory treats.


Va bene, cuciniamo . . .


XOXO


Anna
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ANTIPASTI


Italians bring local seasonal food to an art form. Antipasto, which translates to “appetizer,” or more literally “before pasta,” is a course of foods that are easy to grab at the local farmers’ market and are served on a small plate that everyone can fight over at the table. In this chapter, I’ve used almond flour and cheese to create cracker replicas, plus various dips and bites to tide you over until the next course. Since we’re doing low carb, we’re eliminating the bread dipped in olive oil. Instead, drizzle that olive oil on any of these dishes to give it some extra flair with a healthy fat.
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