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This book is dedicated, with love and gratitude, to:
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The memory of my Nonna Domenica, for upholding centuries of tradition and sharing them with me.

The memory of my parents, Maria and John, for giving me a solid foundation and keeping me from getting too wild.

The memory of my sister, Marianna, a wonderful cook, who left us much too soon.

My brother, John, a lover of food.

My two boys, Jesse and Jon, who endured many bad meals as I was honing my kitchen skills.

Francesca Leone, who taught me so much about food and without whom I never would have conceived the dream of the Enoteca.
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BENVENUTI all’ ENOTECA MARIA
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Jody Scaravella



What connection runs deeper than food and family? I can’t think of one more strongly reinforced from birth through every day of your life as you grow up. When you taste something you remember, it awakens your sense of identity, reminding you of where you came from. It ignites memories of being cared for or even spoiled—memories of your family’s love.

These ideas were rattling around somewhere in my mind when I founded Enoteca Maria, a restaurant where the chefs are not professionals but nonnas, or Italian grandmothers. Each nonna embodies food wisdom and traditions that have been handed down for generations. They make me thankful for my own rich heritage, and I’ve seen the same gratitude and sense of connection, sometimes tearful, in people of every background who’ve enjoyed a meal with us.
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My nonna, sister, and mother, 1949





But when I got the idea for the restaurant, I wasn’t really conscious of my motivations. It all happened serendipitously. I lived in Brooklyn for fifty years, on the block where I grew up, with my parents and my sister right across the street. My brother moved away; and I lost my grandfather and father, my grandmother and mother, and my sister in fairly quick succession. I was feeling bereft, like the last man standing, and I’d inherited a little bit of money.

Waterfront land seemed like a great investment. That idea brought me to Staten Island, where the coastline is fairly open. The real estate broker asked, “Do you want to see an amazing house, just for fun? It has the best view in the borough.”

“Sure,” I said. But on the way, I told her, “Stop the car!”

We’d passed a little Dutch colonial house with a FOR SALE sign. It turned out to be a hundred years old. It, too, had a phenomenal view, but what grabbed me was the fact that the dining room had an old-fashioned picture rail—molding on the walls, about a foot down from the ceiling, ringing the room. My mother had collected Norman Rockwell plates, which were left to me in a cache of her belongings. The picture rail in that dining room struck me as just the place to display them. If you believe in signs, that had to be one. That day, I bought the house.

My new house was walking distance from the Staten Island Ferry dock and the little village of shops clustered there. One day I spotted a storefront for rent next door to a majestic, beautifully restored theater. On weekends, the theater drew hundreds of concertgoers from all over, but especially from Manhattan. What could be more romantic on a Saturday night than riding the ferry under the stars to see a show?

That was a huge plus, but even the space itself seduced me. It just felt like a cozy little restaurant. An Italian restaurant. I realize now that I was unconsciously trying to fill gaps: to re-create the warmth of my close-knit Italian neighborhood in Brooklyn, which was by then a vanishing world; to reconnect with the embrace of the family I had lost. The restaurant, Enoteca Maria, named for my mother, has succeeded at least partly because, in our disconnected lives, that sense of longing for community and those same blank spaces exist in a lot of people.

*  *  *

What did I know about running a restaurant? Nothing. By day I work as a materials forecaster for the Metropolitan Transit Authority, stockpiling subway parts. But I did grow up in Italian Brooklyn, with my Sicilian maternal grandmother, Domenica, living four blocks away. She and my mother were both tremendous cooks and lovers of food.

When I was a kid, my Nonna Domenica was a sweet old lady who spoiled me and my sister and brother. I’d go over to her house, and she’d ask, “Are you hungry?” Yeah, sure, if she was cooking. She’d have a little aluminum pot on the stove, which she’d fill with water. Then she’d take a whole chicken and some vegetables out of the refrigerator, start chopping, turn on the flame, and in what seemed like minutes, ladle out a bowl of the best chicken soup you ever tasted.

My grandmother may have coddled us kids, but she had that Old World flintiness. Now and then I glimpsed it. Every single day, she shopped at the Italian food markets on Eighty-Sixth Street, which are Asian markets now. Sometimes I’d go with her. I loved the tumult and color of the markets, with all the vendors shouting, vying for customers. My grandmother would push her shopping cart around to different stands, where she felt free to sample the wares. If she bit into a promising plum and it didn’t pass muster, she’d throw it down and move on. No one dared to protest or challenge her.

My grandmother’s backbone also showed in the way she helped support the family. My grandfather was a barber, making a decent living, which my grandmother supplemented by working in a sewing mill—a sweatshop—and doing finishing work at home on her old treadle sewing machine. Thanks to her earnings, my grandparents bought their own home. Nonna Domenica was close to a hundred years old when she died about fifteen years ago.

*  *  *

While Nonna Domenica and my mother taught me to appreciate good food, I got a real culinary education from my longtime girlfriend, Francesca Leone. Growing up in Calabria, to pull her weight in the family, she had to master all the traditional arts—cooking and baking, wine-making, preserving vegetables and fruits, even olives, and curing meats like capocollo and soppressata. She shared these time-honored rituals with me.

In our house in Brooklyn, I dug out a room under the back porch to use as a cold cellar and smokehouse. To make the hard Italian sausage soppressata, Francesca and I would wake up at five in the morning to pick up fifty pounds of meat—a combination of pork butt, which is the shoulder, and ham, which is the haunch. You need both to get the right proportion of lean meat and fat. We’d put half the meat through the grinder on a very coarse setting and chop the other half by hand into little cubes for the right texture. Next, the ground and cubed meat went into a giant tub, to which we’d add a pound of salt, a few cups of paprika for color, and because Francesca is a spice-craving Calabrese, a few cups of hot red pepper.

Then the real work began: mixing the meat and seasonings with our hands—just turning and churning it in the tub, without stopping—for a solid hour. After that, the meat had to rest for an hour, and so did the exhausted chef.

Meanwhile, we’d turned the pig’s intestine inside out, washed it extremely well, and soaked it in lemon water. This would be the casing for the soppressata. We’d stuff the intestine with the meat mixture, tie it with twine, and prick the sausage all over with a pin. Then we’d coil it in a basket, under dish towels, topped with a heavy weight—that’s why it’s called soppressata; it’s pressed—leaving it in the cold room overnight. The weight would slowly squeeze out all the air.
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Nonna Domenica, me, and my mother, 1962





In the morning we’d hang the flattened sausages on a makeshift rack I’d constructed by pounding nails though boards that were suspended from the ceiling of the room. For the next week, once or twice a day, I’d build a hardwood fire in the middle of the floor, then seal the room to let the meat cold-smoke and develop a hearty flavor. After smoking the meat, it had to hang on the rack to cure for thirty to forty days.

Finally, it was ready. The last step in preservation was to store the soppressata completely insulated from the air. We did this the traditional way, by submerging it in casks of cooking oil, until we got inspired to invest in the modern-day equivalent, a vacuum sealer.

The taste was like nothing you could ever buy in the store: salty, smoky, spicy, with an earthy sweetness. Yes, making that soppressata was a lot of work but that flavor is indelibly imprinted in my mind. One of Francesca’s great gifts to me was that connection to the age-old customs of my forefathers—or should I say foremothers?

It’s the foremothers, after all, who uphold the traditions we take for granted until they disappear. So I put an ad in America Oggi, the Italian-language paper, to find grandmothers. It read, in rough translation: Do you want to get out of the house? To show what you know? To share the classic dishes you feed your family?

The volume of responses amazed me. I invited the best prospects to my house in Staten Island for interviews. Those were like carnival days, like a Fellini movie: all these grandmothers showing up, with husbands and children, even little kids, carrying plates of food. The families helped out with the sales pitch: “My wife’s pasta e fagioli is the best . . .” “You’ve got to have some polenta and rabbit . . .” “Try some of this . . .”

I was looking for authenticity, to preserve vanishing traditions. The shape of that heritage varies by region. Italian customs and cuisine are strictly local, changing even from village to village. So, while there are lots of southern Italians in New York, making fantastic food, I tried to cast a wide net. We’ve had nonnas from Sicily and Campania in the south; Abruzzo in the center; and, representing the north, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, and Lombardy, among other places. I don’t second-guess their choices.

Instead, when the nonnas come to cook at the Enoteca, I tell them, “Look in the refrigerator and see what you feel like making.” Half the time, I never know what we’re serving on a given night, until I get there after my day job. The nonnas jokingly call me the boss, but we all know that I’m the boss in name only. The nonnas are the stars.
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Besides soppressata, Jody and I made capocollo, which is much less work, though the meat is hard to find. In Italy, of course, we butchered our hogs, and we’d cure the nape of the neck—capo means “head” and collo means “neck”—so it wouldn’t go to waste. In America, though, people use more common cuts of pork, like the loin or shoulder. It might taste good, but it’s not what Italians mean by capocollo.

The traditional way is to take the back of the pig’s neck and cure it with salt, in a cold place, for three or four days. Then you rub the inner surface with spices like paprika and cayenne pepper, and roll it up the long way. Cover the roll with cheesecloth—we’d use skin from the pig’s ribs in Italy—tie it with twine, give it a light smoke, then hang it in the cold room for three or four months. That’s all it takes. Real capocollo is a delicacy.



You see it in the way customers respond to them. I encourage the nonnas to come out of the kitchen and meet the guests, who’ll jump up to hug and kiss them. Sometimes, at the end of the night, they give the nonna/chef a round of applause. It’s magical. It’s that absolutely primal connection between food and family. Whatever your background, the concept of having Nonna—a matriarchal figure, who holds the family together—in the kitchen, cooking for you, is just so powerful.

*  *  *

The nonnas are the reason why a little thirty-five-seat restaurant could gain a toehold in a city full of world-class Italian chefs. We have Lidia Bastianich, Mario Batali, Andrew Carmellini, Tom Colicchio—and that’s just the beginning of the alphabet. They’ve all achieved greatness by reviving the old traditions—and, they’d be the first to admit, standing on the shoulders of the nonnas who cooked for them. At Enoteca Maria, we’re bringing the nonnas into the spotlight and out from under their feet.
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CONSERVE
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JODY SCARAVELLA Traveling with Francesca, visiting small towns like hers in Calabria, has given me insight into Italy beyond what most tourists perceive. It’s helped me understand the world of my immigrant grandparents and realize how brave they were to pioneer life in a new country.

Francesca Leone



When I talk about my childhood, my kids can hardly believe it. I grew up in Calabria, the toe of the boot of Italy, in a town of maybe three hundred people. I was the third of five children, four girls and a baby brother. Our nonna lived five minutes away. She was a tough, tiny woman, who always wore a hairnet. Back then, they had to be tough because life was hard.

Think about how she used to do laundry. She made her own soap from leftover lard. She’d lug the clothes down to a nearby stream to wash them, beating them against the rocks to get them clean. She didn’t have bleach for white things, so she’d put them in a basket, covered with a rag and topped with a mixture of water and ashes from the fireplace. After letting them sit, she’d hang them in the sun to complete the whitening process.
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Making soppressata in Brooklyn, 1995





Even after she got a gas stove, my nonna liked cooking the way she was taught, in the fireplace. There was often an iron pot of white beans or chickpeas sitting in the embers, simmering all day. When the beans were soft, she’d serve them with pasta in a classic Calabrian version of pasta e fagioli or alone with a simple sauce of onions, basil, olive oil, and rosemary, dusted with cheese. If she had some pancetta or a prosciutto skin, she’d use that to flavor the sauce. In the springtime, she’d cook fresh fava beans with a piece of pigskin that had been preserved in lard all winter. Those beans were so delicious—real comfort food.

In the summer, when there was no school, I loved to help her bake bread. She’d create her own starter with yeast, flour, warm water, and salt, setting it aside for days to develop. She’d mix some starter with flour and water and knead the dough for what seemed like an hour before putting it someplace warm—like under a blanket—to rise overnight. In the morning she’d form the dough into round loaves, then let it rise again while she did chores and stoked her brick oven with wood. To test the heat, she’d slip in a pancake-size circle of dough on her long wooden paddle. If it puffed up and colored like pita bread, the oven was ready.

When my nonna got older, my mother took over the baking, and now my little brother upholds the tradition of making bread. My brother also makes lard the way we did growing up, when slaughtering a pig was an occasion for celebration. To make lard, we’d collect the scraps from butchering—the fat, skin, organs, and bones—and put it all in a big cauldron. With a cup of water and a tablespoon of salt, we’d stew the mixture over low heat so the fat would dissolve without frying. We’d wind up with a pot of clear lard, to be jarred and stored in the cold cellar. We’d save the bones and scrape out the marrow to spread on bread.

But the best part was eating the lard-poached scraps, called frittole. We’d pepper them and serve them on a big platter with orange slices. My grandfather used to sauté frittole with eggs, which today people would call a heart attack in a pan. But is cooking with lard that much worse than eating bacon? Besides, we didn’t eat meat all the time, the way Americans do, so it wasn’t likely that a little lard would kill you.

The other big difference about our meat was that the animals ate real food. We fed the pigs chestnuts, bran, and figs and the chickens watermelon rind and dried bread, along with our leftovers. That gave the meat real flavor. What we didn’t raise ourselves, my father got by hunting and fishing. When he caught anchovies, he’d gut them on the spot and rinse them in seawater. At home, we’d preserve them in salt, in earthenware crocks. Once he came home with a bag of eels, all about eighteen inches long. He told me to put them in the sink, so I did, and, being a kid, forgot them. The next thing you know, I felt something under my feet. Oh, no—there were eels all over the house! What a nightmare.
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My mother’s cousin in traditional dress for Easter, 1946





Another scary thing: My father would go hunting and bring home quail on a string. If you touched them, you’d find that some were still alive. That grossed me out. These stories may sound cruel to modern ears. But this is the way of the world, the truth behind the plastic packages in the supermarket. Doing the dirty work yourself—taking responsibility for it—gives you a different kind of gratitude and reverence for your food.

*  *  *

Until I got married, I’d never left my family. I met my husband when he came to our village on his yearly visit, having moved to the States when he was four years old. By the time we met, everyone our age was trying to escape their villages, heading to cities like Milan or, like me with my husband, to New York.

America was a shock—even Bensonhurst, which was all Italian, where we lived with my in-laws in their five-bedroom house. Finally we got our own apartment, which seemed so small—just a living room, bedroom, and dining room—compared with how we lived in Italy. But I adjusted. My husband and I had two kids, but sadly, the marriage didn’t last.

After we divorced I met Jody. The first time I opened the fridge at his family’s house, I was shocked to see overcooked pasta. And they were Italian. “How can you eat that?” I asked. “It’s not al dente.”

Luckily, he laughed, and that’s probably what got us cooking together. Sharing the knowledge I grew up with was fun, and it bonded us. Eventually Jody and I broke up, and I remarried a wonderful man, an angel, George Lecznar. He passed away not long ago of pancreatic cancer.

With George, I settled in Pennsylvania, not far from New York City, where I have a huge garden with every vegetable you can imagine. At the end of the season, I preserve the harvest for the winter, channeling the spirit of my nonna. I remember watching her cut plum tomatoes in half, then setting them out on a wicker tray to dry for a week in the sun. She did the same with eggplant and zucchini, cut in very thin slices. For tomato paste, she’d cook the tomatoes with salt, then strain them onto a platter, to be left outdoors in the sun for three or four days to thicken. Then she’d jar the paste, top it with olive oil and a layer of grape leaves, and seal the jars with waxed paper tied with string.

Of course, nowadays I have it so much easier than my nonna. For my eggplant and zucchini, I use a dessicator; and I blanch and freeze my beans. So, though I’m grateful to know the traditional ways, it’s really no wonder that they’re being lost. Even my little Italian hometown is changing, with the old cobblestone streets paved over to ease the way for cars.
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CUT BLACK OLIVES OLIVE FRINGHIATE




4 1/2 pounds

FRANCESCA LEONE [image: Images] This is a classic Calabrese way to prepare olives. Though the ingredients I use are similar, I handle black and green olives differently. Look for raw black olives at Italian markets or online.

4 1/2 pounds large, firm, raw black olives

9 cups kosher salt, or as needed

6 fresh peperoncini

2 tablespoons fennel seeds

1 tablespoon red pepper flakes

3 garlic cloves

Extra-virgin olive oil

1. Wash the olives under cold running water in a large colander. With a small sharp knife, make four cuts on each olive from tip to tip.

2. Place the olives in a large bowl and cover with water. Rinse and drain two or three more times, then cover with warm water and stir in  1/2 cup of the salt. Drain and rinse three times a day, adding  1/2 cup salt each time to the fresh water, until the olives are no longer bitter, 5 to 6 days. Discard any olives that turn mushy during the process.

3. Position the rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 200°F.

4. Drain the olives and spread them out on a large, rimmed baking sheet. Stir in 1 tablespoon salt, the peperoncini, and fennel seeds. Bake until warm and soft, about 30 minutes.

5. Cool the olives to room temperature on the baking sheet, about 1 hour. Transfer them with the peperoncini, fennel seeds, red pepper flakes, and garlic cloves to sterilized glass jars. Cover fully with oil, seal, and set aside for an hour or two to blend the flavors. Enjoy warm or store in a cool, dark place for about 2 months.



CRACKED GREEN OLIVES OLIVE SCHIACCIATE




4 1/2 pounds

FRANCESCA LEONE [image: Images] The process for curing green olives is easier than the one for the black olives. I like to crack these in the traditional way, with a wooden mallet, but you could do it on a large cutting board with the bottom of a heavy pot. You can find raw green olives at Italian markets or online.

4 1/2 pounds large, firm, raw green olives

9 cups kosher salt, or as needed

1 tablespoon fennel seeds

4 garlic cloves, minced, plus peeled whole cloves as needed

2 fresh peperoncini, chopped, plus whole peperoncini as needed

Distilled white vinegar

Extra-virgin olive oil

1. Spread the olives on a cutting board and crack open each one with a wooden mallet. Place them in a large bowl and submerge in warm water. Stir in  1/2 cup of the salt. Set aside overnight at room temperature.

2. Drain and rinse the olives, return them to the bowl, and cover with fresh water and another  1/2 cup salt. Repeat this process three times a day, adding fresh water and  1/2 cup salt each time, until the olives are sweet, not bitter, 5 to 6 days.

3. Drain the olives, rinse well, and return them to the bowl. Add the fennel seeds, minced garlic, and chopped peperoncini. Stir well and set aside to blend the flavors for 1 hour. They can be eaten now or kept, covered, in the refrigerator for 2 weeks.

4. To preserve the olives longer, sprinkle the olive mixture liberally with distilled white vinegar and spoon it into a fresh, clean cheesecloth bag. Set a heavy saucepan or roasting pan on top of the bag, set the bag and its weight in an even larger roasting pan or bucket, and set aside overnight to press all liquid out of the olives. When the olives are flattened and dry, pack them tightly into sterilized glass jars. Cover with oil to submerge fully, adding whole garlic cloves and peperoncini to each jar. Seal with sterilized lids and rings and store in a cool, dry place for up to 2 months.
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STUFFED HOT GREEN PEPPERS PEPERONCINI VERDI LUNGHI




about 12 servings

FRANCESCA LEONE [image: Images] These stuffed peppers are worth waiting a week and a half for. They’re delicious alone or on a slice of crusty Italian bread.

24 small thin hot green peppers (about 2  1/2 pounds), such as fresh hot peperoncini or friggitelli

 3/4 cup fennel seeds

 3/4 cup minced garlic (about 4 heads)

Extra-virgin olive oil

48 anchovy fillets packed in oil

1. Split the peppers on one side from the stem end to the bottom; carefully open them, keeping them intact. Remove the veins and seeds. Wash and dry the peppers.

2. Place the fennel seeds and garlic in a food processor; pulse several times, drizzling in just enough oil to make a paste. Stuff each pepper with 1 tablespoon of the fennel mixture as well as 2 anchovy fillets; fold closed.

3. Layer and tightly pack the stuffed peppers into a large glass or ceramic container. Lay a sheet of waxed paper over the peppers; set a heavy weight (such as a large can or two of tomatoes) on top. Refrigerate for 3 days, tilting the container and pressing on the weight to drain any liquid off the bottom once a day.

4. Remove the waxed paper and weight. Pour oil into the container to cover the peppers completely, with no air pockets. (To eliminate air pockets, stick the handle of a wooden spoon into the jar and work the air pocket to the surface.) Cover tightly and refrigerate for 1 week before serving. The peppers may be stored (fully covered in the oil) in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks. If the oil solidifies, leave the jar out at room temperature for half an hour.



SUN-DRIED TOMATOES FILLED WITH ANCHOVIES AND CAPERS POMODORI SECCHI E RIPIENI SOTT’OLIO




6 to 8 servings

FRANCESCA LEONE [image: Images] My nonna dried tomatoes in a flat basket in the sun. Their flavor was amazing! But with capers, anchovies, basil, and fennel, the sun-dried tomatoes at your store can be almost as irresistible.

8 ounces sun-dried tomatoes (dry packed, not in oil)

12 canned anchovy fillets packed in oil, halved

12 to 16 fresh basil leaves, halved, or as needed

2 tablespoons nonpareil capers in brine, drained

2 tablespoons fennel seeds

2 garlic cloves, thickly sliced

Extra-virgin olive oil

1. Place the sun-dried tomatoes in a very large bowl, cover with warm water, and set aside for 1 hour. Drain the tomatoes in a colander, rinse quickly, drain very well, and pat very dry with paper towels.

2. If using butterflied sun-dried tomatoes, fill one side of each tomato half with an anchovy fillet, half a basil leaf, a few capers, and a few fennel seeds; fold over the other side of the tomato to cover. If using the halved kind, top one tomato half with these ingredients, then lay a second tomato half on top, pressing gently to sandwich them together.

3. Layer the filled tomatoes in sterilized 1-quart canning jars, adding garlic cloves and more basil as you fill it. Press out any air before adding enough oil to cover the tomatoes completely. Use the handle of a wooden spoon to release any air pockets.

4. Seal the jars with sterilized lids and rings and store in a cool, dry place for 3 to 4 days to cure before serving. The tomatoes will keep, covered, in the refrigerator for up to 3 weeks. If the oil solidifies, leave the jar out at room temperature for half an hour.



EGGPLANT IN OIL AND VINEGAR MELANZANE SOTT’OLIO E ACETO




about 8 servings

FRANCESCA LEONE [image: Images] Eggplant is a delicious and unexpected accent on an antipasto platter. Sometimes my nonna would preserve a lot of vegetables together, like eggplant, olives, hot peppers, and mushrooms. Then, while she was cooking, she’d dip into the jar and add a scoop to whatever was in the pan to give it a boost of flavor. She taught me that if you want to use just some of the preserved food in a jar, remove it with a clean utensil, never your fingers. Otherwise, the rest of the batch will spoil.

2 medium Italian eggplants (about 1 1/2 pounds), peeled and cut lengthwise into  1/4-inch-thick slices

 1/4 cup kosher salt, or as needed

White wine vinegar

Extra-virgin olive oil

2 small fresh hot peppers, such as serrano chiles or hot red cherry peppers, seeded and chopped

3 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

1 tablespoon fennel seeds

1. Stack the eggplant in a bowl, sprinkling each layer liberally with salt. Set a plate on top and place a heavy weight such as large cans of tomatoes on the plate (you want the weight distributed evenly). Set aside overnight at room temperature to remove as much water as possible from the eggplant.

2. The next day, drain, rinse, gently squeeze, and pat dry the eggplant to remove any excess moisture. Wash the bowl, return the eggplant to the bowl, and sprinkle abundantly with vinegar. Set aside at room temperature for 2 hours, turning the slices occasionally. Working in batches, gently squeeze out as much of the vinegar as you can.

3. Layer the eggplant in a sterilized 2-quart glass container, sprinkling each layer with oil, hot peppers, garlic, and fennel seeds. Press down to remove all the excess air. Cover fully with oil, seal the jar with a sterilized lid and ring, and store in a dark, cool place for 3 to 4 days before serving. The eggplant will keep, covered, in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks. If the oil solidifies, leave the jar out at room temperature for half an hour.
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MINESTRE e ANTIPASTI
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JODY SCARAVELLA Any day of the week, I could make a meal of soup or antipasti. I love the variety—little bites of this and that—and the different textures and colors. My Nonna Domenica would set out an antipasto spread guaranteed to spoil your dinner: olives, cured meats and cheeses, wonderful artisanal bread, and fried cardoons, which were the best. But somehow we always managed to find room for the tempting courses that followed.

Carmelina Pica



My mother used to say, “I always had a child in my arms, a child in my belly, and another one holding my hand.” I come from a family of fourteen kids, nine of whom are alive today, five girls and four boys. I’m the fourth in line.

We were proud of our big family. When visitors dropped by, they’d usually find us gathered at the table, talking, kidding around, or even arguing, and they’d say, “Oh, what a beautiful sight.” Sometimes they’d add, “You must have God’s blessing to be able to feed all those mouths.” We weren’t rich—my father did financial work, for a bank and for the post office—but we never felt deprived of anything.

We lived in Marcianise, in the Campania region of southern Italy, about halfway between Caserta, the capital of our province, and Naples, the big city. When I was growing up, it was a town of just a few thousand people; today, there are more than ten times that many.
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At sixteen in Marcianise, 1952





Naturally, with so many children, my mother was always at the stove. By the time she made us breakfast and did the dishes, it was time to cook our lunch. Luckily, my mother never had to leave the house. A cart would come by each morning with fruits and vegetables for sale. Since we lived on the second floor, my mom would go out on the terrace, shout down her order, then lower a basket for the vendor to fill with food.

Our terrace was big enough for a grape arbor, giving it a ceiling of vines, and a brick oven, where we baked bread. We kept our bread starter in the closet, ripening, and each week we’d break off a chunk to mix with flour and water for dough. That terrace became a dramatic setting in my life. That’s where Pasquale, the man I would marry, first saw me.

*  *  *

I knew him, vaguely. Our families were connected through my aunt, who lived across the street. But most of Pasquale’s family, including his parents, had immigrated to America, and since he worked on a ship, Pasquale traveled back and forth.

When he was ready to get married, his relatives found him a fiancée from a wealthy family. Though they’d never met, Pasquale came home to Italy fully prepared, with a wedding gown, the papers, and everything. Arranged marriages were very common back then, and many worked out well. But Pasquale and the girl didn’t hit it off. So he broke off the engagement, went to stay with my aunt, and noticed me shaking my dust rag off the terrace.

Something about that struck him, because he told my aunt, “That’s what I want. That’s exactly the kind of girl I’m going to marry.”

Pasquale persuaded my aunt to bring him to our house, where she told my parents, “You know, he’s crazy about Carmelina.”

My father said, “Maybe we can arrange something.”

They sent me to the kitchen to make coffee. I came back with the serving tray and learned that I had a fiancé.

I cried and cried. Not so much about getting engaged—I was twenty-three, old enough to want to start a family—as about leaving home and moving to America. My father understood, but he encouraged me. “You’ve never even had a boyfriend,” he said, “so you don’t know what it’s like. But you’re going to fall in love with Pasquale.”
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