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This book is dedicated to those of you who grab the Good Life and spread it around. The Good Life is something I talk about a lot. it’s not a specific food, wine, or place. it’s the space between people, it’s an attitude, a state of mind where anything is possible when sharing a pure moment with friends, family, or loved ones. And of course it’s up to you, the students of the good life, the aficionados of flavor, the gourmands of everyday good things, to make this a movement. From caviar to boxed brownie mix, French cheese to Cheetos, it’s always good when shared.

To the ones who watch me on TV, like Haru from South Africa, and send me emails; like Janine from Shaker Heights, Ohio, who listens to my daily radio show, Food Talk, on WOR; like Cynthia from New Jersey and Joe from the boogie-down Bronx, who both send letters and gifts; like Rosemary from Allentown, Pennsylvania-all wanting help to gain access to those unforgettable moments that occur in the space between people, where the people don’t eat foie gras every day but want to feel like they do anyway and who never drank a bottle of Lafitte 45 but share the joy of the glass and the table as if they did. With your help and my recipes, you will become an entertaining Good Life guru and, most important, entertain yourselves along the way.


My sincerest thanks and appreciation, and a free dinner anytime and anywhere you want from me to you:

Special thanks to my partner, Linda Lisco, for putting up with me and putting out for me. Her skills, intelligence, persistence, and life force have filled the sails of this ship for a long time, and with her help it will be a long journey.

WOW! Ruba Abu-Nimah. WOW! RUBA-for loving me and what I do and of course for her immeasurable talent. She designs my books and brand with passion and care, and it shows.

Henry Leutwyler, for his extraordinary photographs that surpass my expectations every time. His work reaches deep within and gives us pause. He never knew he knew how to shoot food and now he can easily teach everyone else. For his sincere friendship and love. And, of course, for insisting I work with Ruba.

Matthias Gaggl, for his Teutonic, hair-product-loving, illest lighting, Eurodisco singing, best assistant ever bad self.

To the indescribable Kris Kurek, for her unbelievable skill and impeccable recipe testing, her thoughtful and much-appreciated collaboration, her ability to bust butt when needed, and for putting up with me.

The great people of Scribner, like Beth Wareham, for being a great editor, leader, and bookmaker; Jill Vogel, for painstakingly editing my manuscript; Kate Bittman, for being a publicist extraordinaire; and, of course, Susan Moldow and Roz Lippel, for buying in.

My friends at the William Morris agency, especially The Great Mark Itkin, for watching over me; Suzy Unger, for her creativity and tenacity; Brooke Slavic, for getting me good work; Jen Walsh, for her superstar sales skills and believing in my writing career; and Evan, Scott, and Kristin, for spreading the word.

All my friends at QVC for believing in me and giving my burgeoning lifestyle brand a great start, especially Ken O’Brien, Donna Donnelly, Jonas Marusa, Eric Theiss, The Genius … Bob Rae, and The Big Boss Darlene—can I offer Mama’s Meatballs forever as step one?

My peeps at WOR, especially Rick Buckley, for taking a chance on a guy with absolutely no radio experience at all and being the perfect boss. To Mike Figliola, for being a friend and an inspiration and a great producer; Mike Waller, for working late nights on beats, bits, and giving us his original tracks. To Lisa, for being there at the beginning; Joan, for being a legend; Heather, for giving me a clue; Jen, for sharing my opinions with me; Kerry, for stopping at nothing to get us going in the mornings; Maurice Tunick, for his support; Bob Bruno, for teaching me to respect the mic and for his fashion sense.

Laurelle Eichelberger, for her friendship and assistance with the photography of 5MF.

Anthony and Martina Gordon, for sharing their beautiful family home with me.

To David and Pernilla Avital, for being supportive, generous, and lovely. Especially Pernilla.

To Jason and his friend Photoshop, for fooling the world.

Food Emporium, for letting us ravage their store for our photo shoot.

My radio audience-YOU HAVE CHANGED MY LIFE-and continue to breathe life into me every day at 11 a.m.

My RoccoDiSpirito.com customers, fans, email buddies—for support, great ideas, and best wishes.

Colin Cowie and Stuart Brownstein, for generously sharing their beautiful home with me.

NYC, for reminding me that life is full of surprise and wonder.

Last but not at all least, my family: My mama, Nicolina, for her support and love. My dad, Rafaelle, for his enthusiasm and constructive criticism. My brother, Mike, for embracing his brother. My sister, Maria, for loving me infinitely. My brother-in-law, Jack, for all his generosity since forever. My sister-in-law, Patty, for putting up with my brother. My nieces and nephews, Mike, Andrew, Brooke, and Mikey Jr., for laughing at me.
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Introduction


My hometown, or “hood,” Jamaica, Queens, was a tough place to grow up in. It is the heart of the largest ethnic community in the country, and shots were fired almost daily. However, I was also blessed. In spite of the drugs and violence around me, in my house we lived the good life every day. My mom worked a full-time job as a public school lunch lady, but she made it home every night in time to prepare a fresh meal for us, and she still managed to do all the rest of the things moms do. My family cherished each other and the good times we had around the dinner table. My grandmother ran a farm and spoiled us rotten with the best eggs, tomatoes, and wine and abundant laughs. With my family, everyone was welcome, and there was always food for one more at our table. My neighbors were from all over the world, and they shared the flavors of their homelands with me. I got to try almost every flavor imaginable by the time I was fourteen. I didn’t realize it then, but the legacy my family and my neighborhood gave me was an appreciation for people, a love of great flavors, and an education on how to share the good life with everyone, every day.

It was no coincidence that I ran headfirst into the world of cooking professionally at the age of fourteen. I was a prep cook at the New Hyde Park Inn in New York State when I decided to cook for a living. I remember the day I gave up high school wrestling to be a chef as clearly as I remember my first date.

The ’60s and ’70s were a time of tremendous social and cultural change in this country. The collective American palate began to change too; it was maturing, growing in sophistication by leaps and bounds.

At first, French chefs still dominated fine dining, but American chefs learned from their French masters and began to rock their own kitchens. They soon turned out highly personal and memorable meals as regularly as the French guys did.

This is where I came in. While working at the New Hyde Park Inn, I applied to the Culinary Institute of America. I was accepted and began there at the age of seventeen. After graduating, I went straight to Paris to find my way through the kitchens of France. I returned to New York City in 1988 and continued my training there, and I began a degree in business at Boston University in 1989. After graduation, New York City called again and I went to work with Gray Kunz in his four-star restaurant, Lespinasse. There my training and experiences really came together—and added up to more than the sum of their parts. By the time I was twenty-six, I’d graduated with honors from the Culinary Institute of America, earned a bachelor’s degree from Boston University, and lived, worked, and eaten in Paris, Israel, Boston, and New York City. This evolution eventually landed me in my own very fancy New York City three-star kitchen and on the cover of Gourmet magazine. I was referred to as the “Flavor Guy,” the chef who could bring flavors together as no one else could.

My first book, Flavor, won a James Beard Foundation Award, and I am very proud of it. Here, using the same principles as in Flavor, I want to bring intense, beautiful, and memorable flavors to people who simply don’t have much time to cook. My goal now is to empower everyday cooks to grab their share of the good life by boiling down to its essence all my training, experience, and passion into a cookbook that can deliver fast, delicious food at home.

After a long career and many hours behind the stove, I have chosen to take a break from the day-to-day life of running a restaurant. In my new life, I’ve often found myself wondering, “Can a chef find happiness in New York City without a restaurant?” The answer is an emphatic “Yes!” Now I am living the good life every day instead of providing it for others. I have time to explore all those things I could never do before but worshipped from afar. I race motorcycles—fast ones—around a track with my knee to the ground, ski, and scuba dive; I even play guitar a few times a week. However, the most fun I have is when I cook for the people I love. I cook for myself almost every night now, instead of chomping down leftovers at 2 a.m. And I give dinner parties of my own. For me, the good life all started back in the days of my mother’s home kitchen, and the home kitchen is where it will live forever.

In the 1980s, Pierre Franey’s 60-Minute Gourmet was a milestone in publishing for the home cook. More recently, 30 Minute Meals by Rachel Ray made a huge splash. Now, I want to take America to the next level. I want 5 minutes to be the new 30 minutes. At first, I thought it could not be done; recipes made with 5 ingredients, cooked in 5 minutes, at no more than 5 dollars a serving? Insanity, right?

Wrong! It can be done, and in Rocco’s 5 Minute Flavor you’ll learn how.
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What Have I Been Up To?


Over the past year or two, I have accomplished many things and made major changes in my life. I starred in NBC’s The Restaurant; I opened and closed Rocco’s 22nd Street. I published my second book, Rocco’s Italian American; I sold Union Pacific, my three-star New York City restaurant; I became the host of Food Talk with Rocco on WOR radio; I wrote this book and began working on a new TV show; I created a line of cookware and a line of prepared foods; I cooked at the Oscars, the Grammys, and the Sundance Film Festival, and helped raise money for many charities, including Volunteers of America, Seeds of Peace, and the March of Dimes. I helped my mother through a near-fatal heart attack; happily, she survived and is doing great.

But as a chef, what was really new and special was that for the first time in my life, I was cooking like an everyday home cook. And I love it! Why do you think there is a Food Network, why are there so many markets and gourmet shops all over the place? It’s all because we have finally learned that sharing food with your family and friends is totally what’s up. The good life is right there in front of you; you just gotta grab it.

After cooking in restaurants every night for nearly twenty-five years, I’ve spent the last year cooking at home every night, and boy, have I learned a lot! I had always assumed that because I knew how to cook in a restaurant kitchen I knew how to cook in a home kitchen. But I didn’t. The very first thing I learned was that I had a lot to learn. Then I learned that there wasn’t enough time in a day to cook completely from scratch every night, that shopping for, searching out, selecting, purchasing, prepping, and cooking any more than 5 ingredients made my eyes glaze over. Sure, when I had suppliers deliver the finest ingredients to my kitchen and armies of prep cooks and chefs at my fingertips, many of my dishes had 10 or 20 ingredients in them. Well, that has all changed. Thrift is also now very important. Supermarket prices are manageable, but they require attention. Of course, I always knew that flavor is the thing. No dish, no matter how fast, how convenient, or how inexpensive, is worth its weight in dirt if it doesn’t taste good.

My first book, Flavor, was all about creating dishes that boast great flavor combinations. My intention was to empower home cooks to discover the secrets of flavor. The aim of this book is no different. I did not compromise on flavor when I decided to cook each dish in 5 minutes with 5 ingredients for 5 dollars or less a person. Fast food is now fresh and flavorful food. No one has ever put speed, convenience, and thrift together with flavor the way you will be able to with Rocco’s 5 Minute Flavor.


HERE’S WHY 5 MINUTES IS THE NEW 30 MINUTES

America’s collective palate has grown in leaps and bounds, and the purveyors of food for America’s restaurants—and grocery stores—have responded with enthusiasm to their customers’ evolving tastes. But it dawned on me that most Americans have been severely underusing these new resources. If you walk into any grocery store today, and do so with open eyes, you will find a treasure trove of prepared fresh foods, including precut vegetables and fruits; good canned soups and broths; roasted meats; condiments from around the world; and ready-to-go sauces and seasonings that, when used properly, can cut your cooking time down to, well, about 5 minutes. And if you use your newly found superpowers for good and take advantage of these shortcut foods, you can be a 5 Minute Flavor hero, too.
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