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  AGRITURISMI




  Small family farms are the face and backbone of rural Italy. Their picturesque stone farmhouses and manicured fields create a beautiful landscape whose bounty represents the soul of regional Italian cuisine. The agriturismi system was developed by the Italian government in 1985 to help preserve these farms throughout the country. Allowing farm owners to open their doors to overnight guests and provide them with meals helps these small farms supplement their incomes and continue living off the land. Strict laws mandate that a certain percentage of the food served be grown on the property, with all other ingredients sourced from nearby farms. Sustainability and dedication to a farm-fresh cuisine created by the seasons are the two most common threads linking these farms. A meal at an agriturismo speaks volumes more than mere satiation, for there is a story behind every ingredient used in a finished and plated dish. Are the vegetables grown outdoors in nutrient-rich soil or beneath the glow of artificial heat? Are they cultivated in verdant green pastures or in a windowless shed? Knowing and controlling these circumstances are fundamental principles of the agriturismi philosophy. The food agriturismi serve is the final result of their commitment and dedication to working their land. The tomatoes started as seeds dried from last year’s harvest, the summer-milk cheese from cattle fed fresh flowers and herbs, the olive oil’s vibrant green color from barely pressed organic olives: All of these factors, revealing the underlying superiority and goodness of farm-fresh ingredients, show why it is so beneficial to cook with locally grown products. In addition to agriculture, many agriturismi have taken sustainability a step further by going off the grid, producing their own energy with fuel sources cultivated from their surroundings. It is a proactive approach toward a viable and economical alternative to traditional living, utilizing local resources for a low-impact, earth-friendly lifestyle. Today, the agriturismi movement is booming, as thousands of abandoned farms across the country have undergone an agrarian revolution. Beautiful old farmhouses, once left to crumble and decay, have been restored to splendor and now offer country retreats for tourists seeking rural solace and tranquility in the Italian countryside and a cuisine not readily found in cities and towns.




  OUR EXPERIENCES




  While on a vacation in southern Tuscany some years ago, we found ourselves driving aimlessly at dusk. Lost, hungry, and without accommodations for the night, we followed a dark and winding road into the countryside with only the rumblings from our stomachs to pierce the silence around us. Suddenly, around a turn, we spotted a magnificent stone farmhouse on a hill, bathed in light and surrounded by tall cypress trees. Farther down the road, we passed a sign that read agriturismo and had a symbol of a bed and a plate, fork, and knife. Was some kind of guardian angel leading us to this oasis in the thick of the black Tuscan night? Pulling into the driveway, we noticed cars with license plates from all over Europe. We approached the large antique wooden door with eager anticipation of what awaited us inside and opened it slowly. Wonderful aromas, laughter, and the joyous sounds of people having a good time engulfed us. A beautiful dining room lay before us, with diners enjoying numerous plates of delicious-looking food at long wooden tables. Immediately we felt warm, welcomed, and very hungry. “I’m sorry, signori, but we are completely full tonight,” a voice said from behind us. “Please take our card and reserve the next time you are traveling through.” Thus went our first experience with Italian agriturismi.




  After graduating from culinary school, we desired a hands-on experience where we could continue our education and share a direct connection with the ingredients we use in the kitchen. Remembering that fateful night in Tuscany, we contacted several agriturismi and spent a year working in the fields and kitchens of farms throughout central Italy. Upon returning to the States, the uniqueness of our experiences began to sink in. The simple daily tasks of walking into the fields to gather vegetables from the garden for the night’s meal, venturing into the chicken coop to search for eggs to make fresh pasta, and heading down into the cantina to fill carafes with wine from large wooden barrels, were all replaced with the giant urban supermarkets of home. While the reveries of our Italian farm life eventually waned, the farm philosophies and approaches toward cooking had planted a seed about the importance of knowing where our food comes from. As we soon discovered, a movement to support local farms was underway in America, signaled by the sudden surge in popularity of farmers’ markets. We realized we could rekindle our Italian agriturismi days and cook using fresh native ingredients, and by conversing with the growers, we could share a connection with the land through the food we were eating. Our year at the farms revealed our passion for local and organic products in conversations with others, and tales of our travels helped sparked interest in the Italian countryside lifestyle. As two chefs, we thought that a cookbook would be the perfect way to bring these farms to life.




  THE BOOK




  Choosing to focus solely on the north of Italy for its varied and diverse cuisine, we thoroughly researched the many agriturismi through Italy’s eight most northern regions and chose thirty that we felt best represented the agriturismi of the north. For four months we traveled from farm to farm, greeted with open arms and embraced with warm and generous Italian hospitality, as well as unbridled enthusiasm for our book. From the end of summer, into the heart of fall, and extending into the early days of winter, we toured northern Italy, gaining an immense appreciation for the natural beauty of a land whose varied landscape of rugged mountains, vast plains, verdant valleys, pristine lakes, and immense coastlines is packed with culinary delights. Spending four nights at each farm provided ample opportunity to become involved in daily farm activities, and throughout the four months we were exposed to all facets of agricultural life. Our immersion went deep into the belly of the Italian countryside. We worked the grape harvest, getting sticky cutting the ripe bunches, and visited cantinas, becoming extremely jealous of a three-thousand-bottle wine cellar. Traveling high up into the mountains, we visited happy alpine dairy cows, spent a day helping make goat cheese from freshly pumped milk, and indulged in intensely rich just-churned butter. We walked unending fields of corn, manicured rows of organic vegetable gardens, vast flooded rice plains, and groves of knotty olive trees. We plucked apples in the crisp fall air and gained an understanding of the richness of the Italian soil. Witnessing the beauty of the birth of a baby lamb and the raw violence of a pig slaughter taught us that not all meat comes in a tidy cellophane package, and a labor-intensive day of grinding, stuffing, and tying salami showed us the thriftiness of rural Italy through the consumption of nearly every part of the swine. We donned bee suits to inspect a queen bee and learned about the importance of pollination on a farm. Walking deep into the woods, we found where to find the free-range black pigs, whose succulent meat comes from their acorn-rich diet, and a truffle hunt led by a pack of four-legged truffle hunters unearthed the knotty spore, to the joyous shrill of their owner. We also listened to the racket of a thousand geese, smelled the pungent odor of ripening kiwis, ate juicy figs straight from the tree, made jam with fresh summer berries, were invited on a snowy mountain hunt for wild deer, and sat among casks of one-hundred-year-old aging balsamic vinegar, but best of all, we were encouraged to come into the kitchen and roll up our sleeves, to work, and learn, and become intertwined with the pulse of agriturismo life. In the following pages we pass this along to you. We hope our writing and recipes inspire you to cook with ingredients from your local farms and get to know a little about where your food comes from. Maybe we will even convince some of you to travel to the source—to have your own culinary adventures and to experience firsthand the wonders and charms of this vital segment of Italian food culture.




  Salute e Buon Apetito!!!
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  Basic Pasta Dough




  PASTA FRESCA ALL’UOVO




  

    3¼-3½ cups (400-420g) all-purpose flour




    4 large eggs, room temperature


  




  Make a well with the flour and add the eggs to the center. With a fork, lightly beat the eggs and gradually pull some of the flour into the egg mixture. Mix the flour and eggs together until well combined. Knead the dough until it becomes smooth and elastic.




  Cover the dough with a towel and let rest for 20 minutes.




  Cut the dough into 6 pieces and cover with a towel. Pass one section at a time through a pasta machine. Alternatively, you may choose to roll the dough out by hand, a significantly more difficult method. Start on the widest setting and pass the dough through. Begin lowering the pasta machine setting down one notch at a time, and pass the dough through once on each setting, finishing on the last (thinnest) setting.




  Lay the dough on a flat surface sprinkled lightly with flour and let the dough dry slightly. It should still be a little tacky and pliable, or it will not cut properly.




  Cut the dough into desired shapes (tagliatelle, taglierini, spaghetti) or use the sheets to make stuffed pastas (ravioli, cappelletti).




  SERVES 4




  Potato Gnocchi




  GNOCCHI DI PATATE




  

    2 pounds (900 g) russet potatoes




    Salt as needed




    2⅓ cups (300 g) all-purpose flour




    1 egg


  




  Place the potatoes whole in a saucepan and cover with cold water. Bring to a boil over medium heat, salt liberally, and cook at a gentle simmer until the potatoes are extremely tender, 35 to 40 minutes. Drain the potatoes and peel while they are still warm. Pass through a ricer onto a clean work surface.




  Sprinkle the flour evenly over the potatoes and form into a well. Crack the egg into the well and gently beat with a fork. Gradually incorporate the egg into the flour mixture. Knead the dough until smooth.




  Cut the dough into 4 even pieces. Roll each piece out into a 1-inch-thick rope, then cut each rope with a pastry cutter or knife into ¼-inch pieces. Place the gnocchi on sheet pans lightly dusted with flour, cover, and refrigerate until ready to use.




  SERVES 6




  Crepes




  CRESPELLE




  

    1 cup (125 g) all-purpose flour




    1 cup (8 fl. oz. / 240 ml) water or milk




    3 large eggs




    Pinch of salt




    1 tablespoon (½ oz. / 15 g) unsalted butter, melted


  




  Place the flour, water, eggs, and salt in a blender and pulse until a smooth batter is formed. Heat an 8-inch nonstick skillet over medium-high heat, brush the skillet with a little melted butter, and ladle enough batter into the skillet to coat the bottom. Make the coating as thin as possible. Cook the crepe until it begins to dry and set, about 1 minute, then use a spatula to flip the crepe over and cook it another 30 seconds to 1 minute. Remove the crepe from the pan and lay it flat on a dish. Continue cooking the crepes in this manner until the batter is finished.




  YIELDS 16 CREPES




  Polenta




  POLENTA




  

    1 quart (32 fl. oz. / 960 ml) water




    1 cup (170 g) stone-ground cornmeal




    Pinch of kosher salt




    2 tablespoons (1 oz. / 30 g) unsalted butter




    ¼ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano


  




  Bring the water to a boil in a heavy-bottomed casserole pan over medium-high heat and add the salt. Pouring it in a steady stream, gradually whisk in the cornmeal, making sure there are no lumps. Reduce the heat to low and stir continuously with a wooden spoon until the polenta starts to pull away from the sides of the pan and is smooth and creamy, 40 to 45 minutes. Stir in the butter and grated Parmigiano Reggiano.




  SERVES 4




  Béchamel




  BESCIAMELLA




  

    4 tablespoons (2 oz. / 60 g) unsalted butter




    4 tablespoons (40 g) all-purpose flour




    3 cups (24 fl. oz. / 720 ml) whole milk




    Pinch of freshly grated nutmeg




    Freshly ground white pepper




    Pinch of kosher salt


  




  Melt the butter in a 3-quart sauté pan over medium heat. Add the flour and cook 2 minutes, until the mixture is a golden brown.




  Meanwhile, warm the milk in a 2-quart saucepan over medium-low heat. Whisk the milk into the butter mixture a ladleful at a time and bring the mixture up to a simmer. Cook until the sauce has thickened. Add the nutmeg, white pepper, and salt.




  YIELDS 3½ CUPS




  Savory Pie Crust




  PASTA FROLLA SALATA




  

    2¼ cups (280 g) all-purpose flour




    Pinch of table salt




    16 tablespoons (8 oz. / 226 g) European-style unsalted butter, cold and cut into pieces




    ⅓ cup (3 fl. oz. / 80 ml) ice water


  




  In the bowl of an electric mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, combine the flour, salt, and butter and mix at low speed until the dough forms coarse crumbs the size of hazelnuts. Gradually add the water in a steady stream, mixing until the dough just comes together. Turn the dough out onto a sheet of plastic wrap, flatten into a disc, and refrigerate for at least 1 hour.




  YIELDS 2 9–INCH PIE CRUSTS




  Sweet Pastry Crust




  PASTA FROLLA




  

    8 tablespoons (4 oz. / 115 g) unsalted butter, at room temperature




    ⅓ cup (90 g) superfine sugar (castor sugar)




    1 egg




    1⅔ cups (215 g) all-purpose flour




    Pinch of table salt




    1 tablespoon lemon zest




    1 teaspoon vanilla


  




  In the bowl of an electric mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, cream together the butter and sugar until light and fluffy, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the egg and beat another 45 seconds. Lower the speed and add the flour, salt, lemon zest, and vanilla and mix until a dough forms.




  Turn the dough out onto a work surface lightly dusted with flour and knead the dough until smooth. Flatten the dough into a round disc and wrap in plastic wrap. Refrigerate the dough at least 2 hours.




  YIELDS 1 12-INCH CRUST




  Chicken Broth




  BRODO DI POLLO




  

    6 pounds (2¾ kg) chicken parts




    2 yellow onions, cut into large dice




    2 stalks celery, cut into large dice




    2 carrots, peeled and cut into large dice




    2 bay leaves




    4 sprigs flat-leaf parsley




    3 sprigs thyme


  




  Place all ingredients in a large 8-quart stockpot and add water to cover. Bring the contents of the pot up to a slow boil. Reduce heat and simmer gently for 2 to 3 hours, skimming any scum from the surface.




  Strain the broth into a clean bowl and refrigerate until needed. Remove any hardened fat that rises to the top. The broth can remain in the refrigerator for up to 5 days or be frozen.




  YIELDS ABOUT 3½ QUARTS




  Vegetable Broth




  BRODO DI VERDURE




  

    1 roughly chopped yellow onion




    2 cleaned and sliced leeks




    2 roughly chopped stalks celery




    2 peeled and roughly chopped carrots




    8 ounces (225 g) sliced mushrooms




    1 potato, peeled and cut into large dice




    1 bay leaf




    1 sprig flat-leaf parsley




    1 sprig thyme




    1 teaspoon black peppercorns


  




  Place all ingredients in a large 6-quart stockpot and add water to cover. Slowly bring the contents of the pot up to a boil, reduce heat, and simmer 1 to 2 hours.




  Strain the broth into a clean bowl and keep in the refrigerator for up to 5 days or freeze.




  Note: Other vegetables, such as turnips, parsnips, asparagus, and red onion, can be included in the broth. Steer clear of overly strong vegetables such as cauliflower, cabbage, broccoli, and beets.




  YIELDS ABOUT 2 QUARTS
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  The “Mediterranean diet” epitomizes good healthy living, with connotations of sun-kissed lands, shimmering blue oceans, and lush terrain ripe with olive groves, vineyards, and gardens. Nowhere is this more typified than in the narrow ribbon of land known as Liguria. Bordering the four powerhouse food regions of Tuscany, Piemonte, Emilia-Romagna, and Provence, France, Liguria borrows little from its neighbors’ cuisine, as Ligurians prefer to cook with their own native ingredients grown on their own soil. While Ligurians do eat copious amounts of their ubiquitous pesto and lap up the region’s renowned extra-virgin olive oil, they have a greatly varied cuisine that relies heavily on the land. Though Liguria is most often visited for its many picturesque coastal fishing villages and affluent harbors filled with the sleek yachts of Europe’s jet-setting elite, its agriturismi offer a glimpse into the rural hinterland of the region. High above the sea, the Maritime Alps are an entirely different Liguria, a world removed from the glitter, glamour, and congestion of the coast. Dizzying narrow roads head up into the mountains, passing sleepy hamlets and dense vegetation where fig trees burst with giant purple and green fruit, enticing passersby to stop and indulge in their sweetness. Deep within these mountains exists a different Liguria, with a cuisine forged from a shorter growing season and heavily dependent on root vegetables, potatoes, and Brus, an incredibly strong fermented ricotta-type cheese. Porcini mushrooms proliferate in the rich dense forests at lower elevations, and on into fall months their sublime, earthy flavor dominates menus.




  Away from the mountains and closer to the Ligurian Sea, a sunny climate and warm Mediterranean air provide a long and fruitful growing season for herbs and vegetables that represent the true core of the Ligurian diet. Whether bursting with flavor from just-picked herbs or incorporating myriad vegetables simply dressed, slow-cooked for fresh pasta sauces, or pureed and used as stuffing, the land’s bounty is omnipresent in all Ligurian dishes. Salty sea air rendered bread baking impractical, leading to the creation of spongy focaccia that requires little more than a drizzle of olive oil and a sprinkling of salt. Often imitated with dismal results in bakeries throughout the world, true focaccia shows the Ligurian kitchen’s ability to transform a few simple ingredients into pure perfection. Although one is never very far from the sea in Liguria, very little seafood makes its way inland. Anchovies, however, whether fresh or preserved, play a formidable role in Ligurian cuisine and are served stuffed with herb filling, fried whole with sea salt and lemon, or stewed with tomatoes into a meltingly briny pasta sauce. Because most agrarian land is devoted to vegetable gardens and fruit trees, the Ligurian meat course is mostly poultry and rabbit. While chickens are more commonly raised for their eggs (used to make fresh Ligurian pasta), rabbits are reared for their incredibly succulent meat and eaten in great abundance. Liguria represents a resourceful population whose cuisine was born from a gentle climate and what their land gave them, creating a healthy diet that embodies the Mediterranean spirit.




  CHAPTER 1
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  La Giara’s urban location in the town of Beverino is close to the Ligurian Sea and the Cinque Terre. Terraces of grapevines and olive trees built into the surrounding hills cascade like giant steps down to the small stone farmhouse, while coniferous tree–covered mountain ranges loom in the distance. Rita Pascotto, the farm’s proud owner, embraces guests with glowing enthusiasm, immediately making them feel welcomed and at home.




  Eating at La Giara is Italian home cooking at its best, with three generations of women working together in the kitchen. Rita, her mother, Silva, and her daughter, Michela, prepare tasty Ligurian dishes that have been handed down through the family for generations. Absorbed in Rita’s blood since childhood, these recipes are rich in history and lineage and trace a family’s close connection to their land and to the Tyrrhenian Sea. Today, the all-women kitchen bustles, with fresh pastas handmade by Silva, desserts baked by Michela, and Rita serving as the backbone and main cook. Menus change daily, following the bounty of Rita’s garden and the availability of local fish. Fresh anchovies are a house specialty, and their distinct oily flavor tastes best in the family’s signature recipe, stuffed and fried. An imposing brick fireplace and grill gets plenty of use and sets the stage for second courses of various meats grilled over hardwood. Testaroli, a type of local flatbread, are baked in terra-cotta plates fired over hot coals and eaten with an assortment of cured meats and cheeses. Charismatic Rita enlivens her small dining room, greeting diners with a genuine concern for their enjoyment of her cooking. It is evident that she takes extreme joy in knowing that her family’s hard work has brought her diners pleasure and a full belly. This warm reception allows guests of La Giara a unique opportunity to enter the home of an Italian family and feel welcomed, embraced, and fed like a true Italian.
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  Vermentino grapes ready for harvest




  Sardine Sauce over Linguine




  LINGUINE CON LE SARDE




  Fresh sardines are not always readily available, but they can be specially ordered from your local fishmonger. It’s well worth the effort, because the stronger flavor of the preserved anchovies melds nicely with the sweet flavor of the fresh sardines, giving depth to the sauce and making it difficult to stop eating.




  

    ½ pound (225 g) fresh sardines




    2 peeled cloves of garlic




    ½ cup flat-leaf parsley, plus more for garnish




    ½ red onion, cut into small dice




    2 tablespoons (1 fl. oz. / 30 ml) olive oil




    1 teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes




    6 fillets preserved anchovies in oil, drained




    1 pound (450 g) quartered cherry tomatoes




    1 pound (450 g) linguine




    Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste


  




  Clean the sardines by removing their heads and splitting open the bellies, removing the intestines and spines with your fingers or with a small paring knife. Finally, remove the small fin on the back (skin side) of the fish. Rinse the sardines and then cut into 1-inch pieces.




  Bring 6 quarts of salted water to a boil.




  Mince together the garlic and parsley and set aside in a small bowl. In a 10- to 12-inch sauté pan over medium heat, sauté the red onion in the olive oil until tender, about 7 minutes. Add the garlic and parsley to the pan, along with the red pepper flakes and anchovy fillets, and continue to cook another 5 minutes, being careful not to burn the garlic.




  Add the cherry tomatoes and a pinch of salt to the sauté pan and cook the sauce for another 5 minutes. Add the fresh sardines and another 5 minutes or until the sardines are cooked through.




  Meanwhile, drop the pasta into the boiling water and cook until al dente. Reserve ⅓ cup of the pasta water, and then drain well in a colander. Add the pasta to the sauté pan, along with the reserved water, and toss it together with the sauce to coat. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Garnish with fresh parsley and serve immediately.




  SERVES 6
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  Taglierini with Vegetable Sauce




  TAGLIERINI CON SUGO DI VERDURE




  Radicchio often has a strong and bitter flavor. In this recipe the bitterness is tamed by soaking it in cold water prior to cooking and by pairing it with sweet and juicy vegetables. The quality of the vegetables used is of extreme importance, since they are the highlight of the dish.




  

    1 medium-size zucchini (courgette)




    2 peeled cloves of garlic




    ¼ cup flat-leaf parsley




    1 head radicchio




    2 tablespoons (1 fl. oz. / 30 ml) extra-virgin olive oil




    1 leek, cleaned and cut into ¼-inch slices




    1 teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes




    1 pound (450 g) mixed tomatoes, cut into bite-size pieces




    Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper




    1 pound (450 g) homemade taglierini pasta (or substitute boxed spaghetti)




    ¼ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano


  




  Cut the zucchini into quarters, and then into ¼-inch slices. Mince together the garlic and parsley.




  Shred the radicchio and soak shreds in cold water for 15 minutes to remove the bitterness. Drain and shake out excess water.




  Bring about 6 quarts of salted water to a boil. In a 10- to 12-inch sauté pan, combine olive oil, leek, and red pepper flakes and cook over medium heat until the leeks are tender but not browned. Add the zucchini and the garlic and parsley, and cook for about 10 minutes. Add the tomatoes and cook for an additional 5 minutes. Add the radicchio to the sauce, season to taste with salt and pepper, and continue cooking for 10 minutes.




  Meanwhile, drop the pasta in the boiling water and cook 2 to 3 minutes for fresh pasta or follow cooking instructions for boxed pasta. Drain pasta and immediately toss with vegetable sauce. Serve with freshly grated Parmigiano Reggiano.




  SERVES 4




  Stuffed Sardines




  SARDE RIPIENE




  At La Giara, Rita uses fresh anchovies, a Ligurian staple hard to come by in the United States. For this recipe, we have substituted fresh sardines, which taste just as delightful with this scrumptious filling.




  

    12 fresh sardines (about 1 pound /900 g)




    ¼ cup flat-leaf parsley




    1 peeled clove of garlic




    4 ounces (115 g) finely chopped mortadella




    2 large eggs




    ½ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano




    Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper




    1 cup (125 g) plain bread crumbs




    2 tablespoons (1 fl. oz. / 30 ml) whole milk




    ½ cup (4 fl. oz. / 120 ml) canola oil, for frying




    Lemon wedges, for garnish


  




  Clean the sardines by removing their heads and splitting open the bellies, removing the intestines and spines with your fingers or with a small paring knife. Finally, remove the small fin on the back (skin side) of the fish.




  Prepare the filling by mincing the parsley together with the garlic. Place in a medium-size bowl and add the mortadella, the eggs, and the Parmigiano Reggiano, and season to taste with salt and pepper. Dampen ½ cup of the bread crumbs with the milk, and then add to the bowl, mixing well to fully combine all of the ingredients.
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  Fried stuffed sardines




  Lay the sardines flat on a cutting board, skin side down. Stuff the sardines with a tablespoon of the filling, and spread evenly over the fish fillet. Dredge the sardines in the remaining ½ cup of bread crumbs, lightly coating each fish. Place in refrigerator for at least 30 minutes.




  Heat the canola oil in a large skillet or cast-iron pan over medium heat. Once the oil is hot, place the sardines, skin side up, in the pan and cook about 2 to 3 minutes per side, ensuring that each side is nicely golden brown. Cook the fish in batches if necessary. Drain on paper towels and serve with fresh lemon wedges.




  SERVES 6
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  Sardine fillets ready for stuffing




  

    

      TESTAROLI
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      Testaroli are a traditional La Spezian flatbread and a specialty of La Giara. To make them, an extremely hot fire is stoked using medium-size logs. Terra-cotta plates are placed over the blazing fire and left until they turn a reddish color. Then the plates are removed from the fire, and a pancake-like batter is poured onto the individual plates. As each plate is filled with batter, the plates are stacked upon one another, with the residual heat retained by the terra-cotta cooking the dough. Making testaroli takes an experienced cook, as the plates need to be at the precise temperature that will cook the batter quickly without causing it to stick or burn. Once cooked, the testaroli are knocked out of the plates and are ready to eat. The chewy yet crispy bread-like discs can then be filled with meats, cheeses, or even chocolate Nutella.


    


  




  Apple Cake




  TORTA DI MELE




  A breakfast staple at La Giara, this simple cake can also be served with gelato or ice cream to end a meal. The cake gets its volume and moist texture from the whipped egg whites.




  

    3 peeled and cored Golden Delicious apples




    ¾ cup (150 g) granulated sugar




    1 tablespoon (½ fl. oz. / 15 ml) lemon juice




    2 teaspoons lemon zest




    3 large eggs, separated




    11 tablespoons (5½ oz. / 150 g) unsalted butter, plus more for the pan




    1 tablespoon (½ fl. oz. / 15 ml) extra-virgin olive oil




    1 tablespoon (½ fl. oz. / 15 ml) whole milk




    1½ cups (200 g) all-purpose flour




    Confectioners’ sugar (icing sugar), for garnish


  




  Heat the oven to 350°F (180°C), and butter a 9 × 13 × 2-inch cake pan and line with parchment paper.




  Cut two of the apples into fine dice and set aside to be used for the cake batter. Cut the third apple into thin slices and place it in a bowl with 1 tablespoon of sugar, the lemon juice, and the lemon zest and let macerate.




  Whip the egg whites until they form stiff peaks, being careful not to overbeat.




  In a bowl of a double boiler, melt the butter with 1 tablespoon of olive oil.




  In a medium-size bowl, whisk together the remaining sugar with the egg yolks until thick and pale yellow. Add the apple pieces, milk, flour, and the butter mixture and stir well with a wooden spoon to incorporate. With a rubber spatula, gently fold the egg whites, in three additions, into the cake batter.




  Pour the batter into the prepared pan and then fan the reserved apple slices across the top. Bake until golden brown, about 1 hour or until a toothpick inserted into the center comes out dry.




  Cool the apple cake and dust with confectioners’ sugar prior to serving.




  SERVES 6–8




  Rita’s Cake




  TORTA DI RITA




  This cake is Rita’s house concoction, which she whips up for breakfast or as a late-afternoon treat. She uses ground amaretti cookies interchangeably with chocolate for two distinct variations of her delicious baked good. The base for this cake does not resemble traditional cake batter; it is crumbly and it comes together as it bakes. The rich and creamy ricotta filling complements the cake’s coarse texture.




  

    Cake base




    2¾ cups (350 g) all-purpose flour




    ¾ cup (150 g) granulated sugar




    1 large egg




    9 tablespoons (4½ oz. / 120 g) unsalted butter, at room temperature, cut into pieces, plus more for the pan




    1 teaspoon (7 g) baking soda




    1¼ teaspoons (8 g) baking powder




    1 teaspoon vanilla




    Filling




    1½ cups ricotta




    2 large eggs




    ½ cup (100 g) granulated sugar




    4 ounces (115 g) bittersweet (60%) chocolate, finely chopped, or ⅓ cup ground amaretti cookies


  




  Heat the oven to 350°F (180°C). Butter a 9 × 13 × 2-inch pan, and line with parchment paper.




  In the bowl of an electric mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, combine all of the ingredients for the cake base and mix on low speed until mixture resembles coarse crumbs.




  In a medium-size bowl, prepare the filling by mixing together the ricotta, eggs, and sugar with a wooden spoon until fully combined. Gently fold in the chocolate pieces or amaretti cookies.




  Spread half of the cake base into the prepared pan. Drop spoonfuls of the ricotta filling evenly over the base. Top with the remaining half of base, and bake for 30 to 40 minutes, until the top of the cake is golden brown.




  SERVES 6–8
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  CHAPTER 2
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  Giandriale lies in an oasis of valleys and green mountains and affords its guests a haven of peace, tranquility, and superior eating. A long, tortuous gravel road through dense woods opens to two separate stone farmhouses perched atop a hill, with spectacular views of green mountains in every direction. Giandriale is a true escape into rural Liguria and a far cry from the tourist-laden coastal villages.




  The property has a long history, rooted in agriculture, which continues today through the dedication and hard work of husband-and-wife owners Nereo Giani and Lucia Marelli. Before World War II, the farm consisted of seven houses spread out over 150 hectares, with more than seventy people working there and living off its land. After the war, the farm was abandoned when its inhabitants left the country to find work in the cities and emigrate to America. Today, the once-deserted farm thrives as an all-organic agriturismo, with everything on the property grown and raised naturally and humanely.




  Dinner is a communal affair served family style, with guests from all over the world sitting down together at one large farm table. Local Ligurian wine flows freely, as does conversation, with talk often centering on what Lucia has prepared for the evening. A self-taught, non-conventional cook, Lucia prepares Ligurian recipes with an unorthodox approach, realizing that her organic ingredients need little manipulation. With such an abundance of beautiful products at her disposal, only simple techniques are needed to bring out their true essence. In the basic, no-frills kitchen, a conventional blender has become Lucia’s favorite appliance: she uses it to bring ingredients together, creating deep, rich flavors. Plum tomatoes stuffed with a medley of pureed garden produce and gnocchi tossed with a simple tomato sauce fortified with a pungent pesto exemplify her cooking style. Meals at Giandriale are a testimony to the efforts of Lucia and Nereo, and the compliments they receive are their reward for their passion and devotion. It is no wonder that people return year after year and that reservations are hard to come by during the summer and fall months.




  Stuffed Tomatoes




  POMODORI RIPIENI




  These stuffed tomatoes are labor intensive but definitely worth the effort. Since the filling is hearty and substantial, the tomatoes can be served alone as a first course or appetizer or alongside a simple meal.




  

    10 plum tomatoes




    3 tablespoons (1½ fl. oz. / 45 ml) extra-virgin olive oil




    ½ red onion, cut into medium dice




    1 green bell pepper, cut into medium dice




    1 small eggplant (aubergine), cut into medium dice




    Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper




    1½ cups ricotta




    2 large eggs




    ⅔ cup (100 g) bread crumbs




    ½ cup grated pecorino cheese




    ½ cup plus 2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano Reggiano




    2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley




    1 tablespoon chopped oregano




    2 tablespoons chopped basil


  




  Heat the oven to 375° F (190°C).




  Cut the tomatoes in half lengthwise and scoop out the seeds and flesh, reserving ½ cup for the filling. Salt the insides of the tomatoes and turn them over to drain excess water.




  Add 2 tablespoons of the olive oil to a medium-size skillet and add the red onion and cook over medium heat until tender, about 5 minutes. Add the green pepper and the eggplant and continue to cook for about 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. Add the reserved tomato flesh with a bit of the juices and sauté for another 5 minutes, or until all the vegetables are tender. Season to taste with salt and pepper and set aside to cool.




  Place the ricotta, eggs, ½ cup bread crumbs, the grated pecorino cheese, ½ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano, herbs, and vegetable mixture in the bowl of a food processor or blender. Puree ingredients until well combined. Season to taste with salt and pepper.




  Stuff tomatoes with the filling, using a spoon or a pastry bag without a tip, and place stuffing side up on an oiled baking dish. Sprinkle the tomatoes with the remaining 2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano Reggiano and the remaining bread crumbs and drizzle with the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil.




  Bake for about 30 minutes or until the tomatoes are tender and the filling is golden brown. Can be served immediately or at room temperature. The tomatoes can be made a day in advance and gently reheated.




  SERVES 10–12
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  Swiss Chard and Ricotta Tart




  TORTA SALATA CON BIETOLE E RICOTTA




  Savory tarts are a common appetizer at the Ligurian table, and how they are made depends on the cook. Each agriturismo we visited had its own variation on this classic dish; however, the common thread found throughout was the use of Swiss chard for the filling. Spinach, kale, or any other green leafy vegetable can be substituted.




  

    2 heads Swiss chard




    1 peeled clove of garlic




    3 tablespoons (1½ fl. oz. / 45 ml) extra-virgin olive oil, or as needed




    3 cups ricotta




    5 large eggs, plus 1 egg yolk for egg wash




    ½ cup (62 g) bread crumbs




    ½ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano




    1 tablespoon fresh oregano




    Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper




    1 recipe savory pie crust (see page x)


  




  Rinse the Swiss chard in cold water to remove any dirt and then cut both the stems and leaves into ¼ -inch ribbons. Heat a 10- to 12-inch skillet over medium-high heat, and add the Swiss chard, a tablespoon of water, and a generous pinch of salt, and cover, cooking until the Swiss chard is wilted, about 5 minutes.




  Slice the garlic clove into thin pieces. In a 10- to 12- inch sauté pan, heat 2 tablespoons of olive oil and sauté the garlic until golden brown. Add the Swiss chard to the pan and cook over medium heat for 10 minutes. Let Swiss chard cool.




  In the bowl of a food processor, add the ricotta, 5 eggs, 6 tablespoons bread crumbs, 6 tablespoons Parmigiano Reggiano, oregano, Swiss chard, and salt and pepper to taste, and puree until smooth. Taste for seasoning.




  Heat the oven to 350°F (180°C). Roll out the dough into a 14-inch circle about ¼ inch thick. Place dough on an oiled baking sheet and add the filling to the center of the dough. Spread the filling, leaving ½ inch uncovered at the edges of the dough. Fold the dough over the filling, leaving the center of the filling exposed. Sprinkle with the remaining 2 tablespoons of grated Parmigiano Reggiano and the remaining 2 tablespoons of bread crumbs and drizzle with a little olive oil.




  Brush the crust with the egg yolk and bake in the oven for 35 to 40 minutes, or until the crust is a rich golden brown and the filling has slightly puffed. Let cool and serve warm or at room temperature.




  SERVES 8




  

    

      Tavarone, a small town below Giandriale, is recognized for its annual August porcini mushroom festival, celebrating the earthy fungus in all its glory. The surrounding forests provide a perfect climate for porcini to thrive and people from all over Italy come to indulge in the prized delicacy.


    


  




  Roasted Garden Vegetables




  INSALATA DI VERDURE AL FORNO




  The pureed tomatoes become a sweet, concentrated base for the roasted vegetables. This dish tastes best when eaten at room temperature, which makes it pop with summer flavor.




  

    1 small eggplant (aubergine), cut into large dice




    1 green bell pepper, cut into large dice




    1 sliced red onion




    1 cup chopped basil




    ½ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley




    2 tablespoons chopped oregano




    2 cloves of garlic, peeled and minced




    ¼ cup (2 fl. oz. / 60 ml) olive oil




    2 tablespoons (1 fl. oz. / 30 ml) red wine vinegar
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