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To every drinking partner

I have ever had, and to those in my future . . .

Cin cin xx
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FOREWORD


by Oma Blaise Ford, executive editor of
Better Homes and Gardens magazine

The first time I went to Italy, I very predictably fell in love. My now-husband and I booked a cheap package deal to Rome with his grandmother, and we enjoyed all manner of touristy delights. We visited the Colosseum and Trevi fountain. We climbed the Spanish Steps and ate hazelnut gelato after taking in the Pantheon. We gawked upward in the Sistine Chapel and marveled at the Pietà at St. Peter’s.

There was beauty and sophistication and in-real-life art history everywhere, but the love affair was really about potatoes. Thinly sliced fried potatoes, to be specific. The one truly fantastic meal we had on that trip came after a convoluted taxi ride that ended with us being dropped in a deserted-looking space between buildings and thinking perhaps we’d been set up to be robbed. When we finally recognized the understated trattoria sign and opened the door, we were immediately enveloped in warmth and good smells, whisked to a cozy table, and served a multicourse family-style dinner that required no ordering beyond choosing red or white house wine. And accompanying the meat course was a gloriously large bowl of hot homemade potato chips! Any country that legitimizes potato chips in this way must surely have my heart.

It wasn’t until a number of years later on a trip with Annette that I discovered I had completely missed out on one of the best experiences Italy has to offer: aperitivo. I had the great good fortune to meet Annette through my work as a magazine editor and we quickly became dear and lasting friends, working and playing together. When she was renovating her first place in Liguria, she invited me along to check on the progress and get a little taste of her Italy.

After dragging myself through the first jet-lagged day, Annette declared that it was time for aperitivo and we strolled down the beach in Alassio, probably to Café Mozart. I don’t quite remember what I drank, but I do remember the feeling of being both relaxed and energized, the civility of taking a moment at the end of the day to slow down, connect with friends, and ease toward the idea of dinner. And I remember the bowl of potato chips that accompanied that first, and nearly every subsequent, aperitivo I’ve enjoyed over the years.

That trip and many others with Annette cemented my love for Italy and the casual ritual of aperitivo. One of our favorite summer dinners at my house is actually a collection of aperitivo-style bites set out on the patio table and grazed upon over a leisurely couple of hours while the kids run around the yard and I sip a cocktail. We affectionately refer to it as “snacks for dinner.”

There are so many things I admire about Annette, but it’s her grace as a host that is perhaps most impressive. The woman knows how to throw a party and, more importantly, how to make her guests feel welcome and well taken-care of. When you arrive at Annette’s house, she hands you a cocktail almost immediately and there’s always a spread of delectable nibbles to which you can help yourself.

With this book, you too can tag along with Annette through the Italian Riviera and channel her effortless hospitality to recreate the aperitivo tradition in your own kitchen or backyard. Grab a friend or two, stir up an Aperol Spritz (page 54) or a Red Kiss (page 43), and don’t forget those potato chips.



INTRODUCTION


Our life on the Italian Riviera started quite by accident about twenty years ago when our kids were little. A dear friend introduced us to Liguria on a family vacation. For those who aren’t familiar with the area, Liguria is a region on the west coast of Italy that reminds me of the dramatic coastline of California. The landscape is similar, with steep cliffs and mountains, and the coast is dotted with colorful, picturesque seaside towns and inviting beaches.

Instead of the Tuscan vacation we initially had in mind, our friend encouraged us to rent a home by the sea for the summer, knowing our children would probably enjoy the beaches. With our two little ones in tow, my husband and I rented a home in Santa Margherita, a chic Riviera town, and the rest, as they say, is history.

My husband and I soon fell in love with the daily ritual of meeting late afternoon or early evening in the main piazza or by the sea for an aperitivo. It is a ritual in the late afternoon and early evening enjoyed up and down the Riviera, and known simply as “aperitivo,” or “apero” for short. The idea of looking forward to ending the day with a cocktail and a few nibbles had me at ciao (hello)!

Once we settled into our daily routine, aperitivo quickly became a daily habit. On the days we didn’t venture into town around six o’clock, I would prepare a few small bites at home, and mix up an Italian apero, such as a Negroni, or Campari and soda. Even the kids enjoyed this happy break (sans alcohol, of course), because one of the basic components of an aperitivo menu is potato chips. Yes, the lowly chip has a permanent place on the apero table.

Aperitivo isn’t just a beachside ritual, it’s an integral part of the Italian lifestyle. Between six and eight o’clock in the evening, Italians visit a local bar to meet with friends or family, and “get the stomach prepared for dinner.” At least that’s the way Italians describe it. For me, it’s all part of la dolce vita, the sweet life of Italy.
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Our rental experience resulted in our buying a home on the Riviera about ten years ago. We now spend every summer there, and aperitivo is even sweeter because of the seaside location of our house and all the local friends we’ve made.

Aperitivo on the Italian Riviera has become my obsession—the culture, the food, the camaraderie, and of course, the cocktails. I am enamored with all the delightful variations of drinks with their interesting local and handmade ingredients, and the presentations of the many delectable plates of nibbles offered at each bar in the afternoon before the dinner hour. Especially as a recipe writer and food stylist, I became fascinated with the beautiful, yet simple local plates.

Food is an essential part of the Italian cocktail experience—and I say “essential” because Italians prefer to have something to eat while enjoying their cocktails. I love this rule and have adopted it as my own. With every cocktail or glass of wine or spirits one orders, a new batch of nibbles appears. Genius! Aperitivi makes for a perfect cocktail party—and we all love a party.

My husband Frank and I, along with a few friends, decided to document our apero travels throughout the Riviera over two summers. Like investigative journalists we scoured the coast, researching and photographing the best spot in every town and harbor where locals and visitors go to enjoy their apero. Rich in images of the towns, people, hotels, beaches, and bars, this book is meant to be enjoyed and experienced by all who love Italy, a party, and a cocktail, accompanied always with small plates of great food.

Peruse these pages and allow me to take you to all my favorite haunts, bars, and fancy drinking establishments along the coastline of this beautiful country. Each location has its own unique history, and each cocktail has its own story. I have included recipes for some of the best cocktails and food that I found, so that you can enjoy them at home.

This book is filled with useful and thoughtful information to introduce you to Italian cocktail culture. Read it for a virtual apero tour of the Riviera, toss it into your suitcase, and go experience Italy firsthand, or create your own Cocktail Italiano party for your friends! It’s a guidebook, a travelogue, and an Italian adventure all rolled into one tasty mouthful. Either way, I guarantee you will become an American aperophile like myself.

Live a little—no, live a lot. Enjoy la dolce vita and a few aperitivi from the Italian Riviera.


HISTORY OF APERITIVO

During the eighteenth century, the ritual of enjoying cocktails before dinner became popular throughout Europe. In Italy, it caught on very quickly and remains a daily treat that most every Italian enjoys throughout the year, and especially during the summer months.

The Latin word apertus means “to open.” Torino and Milan created their own versions of drinks using bitters and vermouth, which have the effect of making one hungry, hence the name aperitivo.

Cocktails in Italy are always paired with small bites of food that bridges the hours between lunch and a late dinner, which helps to keep one from drinking alcohol on an empty stomach. These small bites can be as simple as the uber-popular potato chip, or more layered dishes that could serve as a light supper. The recipes in this book reflect a wide array of options for parties, casual get-togethers, or just two people sharing a drink and a bite on a lazy summer afternoon. Viva Italia!
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THE ITALIAN RIVIERA


When I first vacationed on the Italian Riviera, I was hooked by its beauty. Each seaside town is enchanting, and each one is different from the other, yet each one is a reflection of the culture and people of the Italian Riviera. Here are a few facts you’ll want to know.

The Riviera is subdivided into two regions: The Riviera di Ponente, meaning “coast of the setting sun,” which includes the towns from Genoa (Genova) to the French border—in this book, that includes Loana, Allassio, San Remo, Imperia, and Bordighera—and the Riviera di Levante, meaning “coast of the rising sun,” including the towns of Santa Margherita, Portofino, Levanto, Lerici, and Portovenere.

From Genoa to France (from the Province of Savona to that of Imperia), in the strip of land separating Italy from the French border, lies the Riviera delle Palme (Riviera of the Palms) and the Riviera dei Fiori (Riviera of the Flowers). The Riviera delle Palme embraces the entire providence of Savona—932 square miles of coastline, mountains, and valleys where inhabitants live on the sea, and amid green pines, olive trees, and terraced vineyards.

The Riviera dei Fiori extends from Vertimigli to Alassio and is well known for its temperate climate, and as the hub of Italy’s floral business (hence the name). Most cities hold seasonal festivals, and all have boardwalks where the Riviera lifestyle is enjoyed by locals and tourists alike.

The Italian Rivera has long been the vacation destination for Italians. Italians from Turin to Milan and Genova own homes that have been in the family for generations. Families and friends enjoy yachting, swimming, sailing, and partying all summer long. They visit the same beach clubs for generations, to socialize and enjoy aperitivo at the beach clubs.
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