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To the ones that grow and harvest

To the ones that hunt and fish

To the ones that cook and feed

To the ones that eat and celebrate
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INTRODUCTION
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Anyone who has seen us cooking together knows that we have a couple of concurrent love affairs running. The first passionate relationship we are speaking of is with each other, and by extension, with our family. And our other serious romance is with Tuscany, the incredibly beautiful region in Italy where Gabriele was born and where we first met in a love-at-first-sight experience right out of the movies. (Our first date was in the Piazza Santo Spirito in Florence, a tough act to follow.) Crusty, unsalted bread; verdant green extra-virgin olive oil; elegant and forthright Chianti; pasta sauce made with wild boar; the poetry of Dante and the art of Michelangelo . . . if it is Tuscan, we love it.

GABRIELE: I was raised on a farm in Fiesole, in the hills overlooking Florence where practically every piece of real estate comes with its own stand of olive trees and a vineyard. To a Tuscan, making your own oil and wine is not just a romantic notion, it is a way of life. Cooking and eating with the seasons, heirloom recipes, careful sourcing of food (as well as growing or raising your own), and attention to healthful eating are not new notions to a Tuscan. Nine times out of ten, a Tuscan knows exactly where his or her food comes from, including where the mushrooms were foraged or the name of the chicken that laid the eggs. Once you grow up on a farm, it is difficult to shake off the knowledge of how food gets on your plate.

Debi has lived all over New York, and we’ve lived together in Los Angeles. We now make our life in a little corner of Brooklyn called Windsor Terrace. It is a diverse, thriving community tucked between the southern edge of Park Slope and the famous Green-Wood Cemetery, final resting place of many well-known New Yorkers.

DEBI: We returned to New York so our daughters, Evelina and Giulia, can see where Mom (that’s me) came from and to give them the experience of living in a city that personifies “urban living” with all its challenges and perks. We have come to realize that no matter where we settle, we always bring the Tuscan way of life, its traditions, and its cooking into our day-to-day existence as much as possible. We may not have olive trees in the backyard, but we cook and eat in the Tuscan manner. Whether we have a picnic under a maple in Prospect Park or an oak in Italy, it is still a tree and we are still dining together. And we basically make the same meal in both countries!

GABRIELE: But what is “super Tuscan,” anyway? A couple of decades ago, Tuscan winemakers adopted the term “super Tuscan” to describe a new kind of wine. Chianti was, and is, made according to very strict rules within clearly defined geographical boundaries and with specific grapes, especially the classic Sangiovese. Some winemakers were making wonderful wine in neighboring regions with different, but equally good, grape varieties (Cabernet Sauvignon and merlot are examples). Some wineries began mixing Sangiovese with these grapes, and creating great wines, but they didn’t conform to the time-honored Chianti standards. So, the term “super Tuscan” was born—excellent wine with Chianti’s soul, although of mixed heritage.
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DEBI: It occurred to us that we cook in a super-Tuscan style too. Gabriele’s development as an Italian cook really took off when we lived in Los Angeles. He developed basic cooking skills growing up, helping his mom in the kitchen, acting as sous chef and server at her dinner parties to make some extra cash. These skills really came into play as a stay-at-home dad, making meals for the entire family while I was working in front of the camera. Drawing on his trove of family recipes, he developed his own style of cooking, which was mostly Italian with a slight Californian accent. For example, he embraced Mexican cooking, which, like Italian, has many herbal and spicy flavors and doesn’t rely on butter.

GABRIELE: Debi showed me the local farmer’s markets, and I quickly became a fan. In Italy, local outdoor markets sell household goods as well as apples, so the focus on produce and the array available was dizzying and inspiring. She also exposed me to many of the dishes she learned during her formative years in New York—from Puerto Rican stews to fried chicken and other soul food specialties, and then on to corned beef on rye.

While remaining true to my Tuscan heritage, these American influences crept into our cooking. While I was raised on paste e ceci and crocchette di patate (garbanzo bean pasta and potato croquettes), I could not resist the charms of creamy clam chowder and fudgy chocolate brownies.
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Just as many super-Tuscan wines start with Sangiovese, every dish we make is distilled through the Tuscan approach to eating that I learned on the farm and we now take with us wherever we cook:

[image: images] With the exception of an occasional dried bay leaf, we always cook with fresh herbs, and have even found American sources for a beloved Tuscan standard, nipitella (see page 10).

[image: images] Our homemade desserts are made in the Tuscan fashion, and not loaded with sugar (which cannot be said of their American counterparts). We don’t make desserts at home often, but when we do, it is with the very best ingredients, and that includes choosing vanilla beans over vanilla extract for true European flavor.

[image: images] Radicchio is not just a salad ingredient but is cooked as contorni (side dishes), among other roles. Kale is not trendy to us, as it has been an essential Tuscan food, especially in the winter, for centuries.

[image: images] We cook liberally with wine because alcohol truly enhances the flavors of the other ingredients—it is a fact.

[image: images] Parmigiano-Reggiano finds its way into many dishes beyond being a topping. And we also use its salty, sharp cousin cheese, Pecorino Romano.

[image: images] When we make macaroni and cheese, we experiment with different Italian formaggi. Our current favorite, Baked Truffle Cavatappi (page 127), features truffled cheese.

[image: images] A trio of pork products—guanciale, pancetta, and prosciutto—is used to season vegetables, pasta sauces, and soups.

[image: images] When we make a cocktail, bitter Italian liqueurs are just as important as American spirits like vodka and bourbon, and Tuscan wines are poured more often than any other kind. We serve a lot of Italian beer and sodas too.

[image: images] Debi: Gabriele bakes a loaf of (salted) bread in our oven every day or so. The recipe can be found on our website: www.thetuscangun.com. When we don’t bake bread, we often make the focaccia on page 23.

[image: images] We get our meats hand cut at a butcher shop that is just a couple of blocks from our house (and happens to be owned by two Italian brothers), and we can pick our produce at the local farmer’s market.

Super Tuscan shares our personalized version of Italian and American favorites seen through the lens of our life together. It’s how we cook every day, and we have emphasized the kind of fare we make for the two of us, Evelina, and Giulia, on busy weeknights—Chicken Saltimbocca (page 195), Baked Snapper with Spinach Filling (page 149), and Pappardelle with Asparagus and Mushrooms (page 117) are just a few of our family favorites in this book. We have not neglected “company’s coming” fare, either, and offer up ideas for dinner parties, such as Roast Beef with Baby Onions (page 163), and the Pancetta-Wrapped Turkey Breast with Herbs (page 201) is perfect for a small Thanksgiving gathering. Many of the recipes come directly from Gabriele’s memories of cooking on the farm—Potato Croquettes (page 217), Italian Carrot Cake (page 229), and Roast Chicken alla Contadina (page 191) are pulled from Mamma’s recipe box. You’ll find wine (and beer) recommendations for some recipes too. Yes, beer. Gabriele loves his beer!

We welcome you into our kitchen, and we hope that these recipes also inspire you to infuse your cooking with Tuscan traditions.

Gabriele Corcos Debi Mazar


[image: Images]



OUR SUPER-TUSCAN LIFE
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Both of us have certain family heirloom recipes ingrained in our memories, and we recall their details every time we cook. We sometimes follow recipes from books, but most of the time we rely on our reserve of culinary knowledge, which we learned from actually cooking night after night over the years. But variations of those basic dishes of roast chicken, big bowls of pasta, and sautéed fish show up again and again on our table to feed our family and friends. Returning to our roots, both American and Tuscan, define what happens in our kitchen.


OUR KITCHEN

You have heard it said that the kitchen is the heart of the home. At our house, the kitchen is more than just where we cook and eat. It is a gathering place, too, where we come together as a family to talk, share, and laugh. Our funniest and saddest conversations still take place around our kitchen table.

Our kitchen is admittedly larger than others in New York, but then again, New York is infamous for its small kitchens. It is also much smaller than the one we had in Los Angeles, so we have learned how to organize the room for maximum efficiency.

Minimize drawers: It is a drag to rummage around a crowded “junk drawer” to find that single spoon. We are very organized because we just don’t have the time to waste. Utensils are kept outside of drawers for easy, visible access. We have a large canister to hold our collection of spoons, a lineup of various knives on the counter ready to be pulled into action, and a metal grid for hanging ladles and the like. Being able to grab a spoon at a moment’s notice saves a lot of time.

Have a working table: Our marble-topped table is the centerpiece of our kitchen. Debi had it specially made from a marble remnant in the Bronx and repurposed two restaurant table bases for a bargain-basement treasure. We eat on it, sure, but we also work on it. Its smooth, cool top is perfect for kneading bread and rolling out crostata dough. If it were made of wood, it wouldn’t be half as useful.

Stock up on the cutting boards: If we want to cut something on our marble table, we use a cutting board. Have a few cutting boards so you can share prep chores with friends and family. We like plastic boards for prepping ingredients because they are so easy to clean—just wash in hot soapy water or pop them into the dishwasher. But we use our wooden boards for slicing bread and as rustic-looking serving platters too. It is especially useful to have a carving board with a grooved well running around its perimeter to catch the carving juices from chicken and roasts.

Bowls are your best friends: When we are cooking, we bring out a stack of nested bowls for easy access. We prefer light and sturdy stainless steel bowls. Our bowls get a lot of use and we only use our ceramic or pottery bowls for serving.
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Keep your appliances handy: We all struggle with having enough counter space. But if you have easy access to your most necessary appliances, you will cook more efficiently. A list of favorite appliances changes from person to person, but ours include an immersion blender (perfect for blending canned tomatoes into puree), and a stand mixer (for freeing up your hands when making cookie dough and cake batter).

With skillets, think big: We are a family of four, so we want to cook four servings of food at a time: a cut-up chicken, four pork chops, four fish fillets . . . The average skillet just isn’t large enough to hold that much food comfortably. Also, if the food is crowded, it won’t brown well. Invest in a very large nonstick skillet, 12 to 14 inches in diameter. We use our skillet every day. Some cooks feel that nonstick coating inhibits browning of meats, but we have never found that, and the coating helps with easy cleanup.

Stock up on produce: We have two large bowls of produce sitting out all of the time. One is filled with fruit, which we use for both cooking and snacking. Lemons are a must, as they find their way into recipes for main dishes, salads, desserts, teas, and to make lemon water. Our seasoning vegetables (yellow and red onions, garlic, and shallots) live together in a second bowl. This way, we don’t have to dig through a drawer or cupboard to determine what we need to buy at the store. Our kitchen is not exactly filled with light, so this approach may not work for you if you have sunlight streaming in. Store potatoes away from the onions. If stored together, the gases they give off during ripening will hasten spoilage in each other.

Keep essentials handy: We store our cooking oils, salt, and peppermill near the stove. (But not so close that they get hot.) The general advice is to store oils in a dark place to discourage rancidity, but we use them so often for sautéing and salads that they don’t get a chance to degenerate. (For more information on oils, see pages 3–4.)

Use beautiful utensils: Utilitarian serving vessels get the job done. But when we use the good-looking dishes in our everyday cooking, it lifts our spirits. These are not all top-of-the-line fare. Some of our favorite pieces are items we picked up inexpensively in European outdoor markets and American secondhand shops. Go for utensils that tell a story.
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THE PANTRY

These days, every family is busy . . . we know we are not alone trying to find the time for all four of us to sit down together for at least one meal a day. But we do. One very important step is to have a stockpile of ingredients ready for cooking.

When it comes to grocery shopping, we prefer shopping every day or so to see what is at the market and let the rotating choices act as our inspiration for what to cook and serve. It puts us in close contact with our vendors, who have come to know our likes (and dislikes). We love it when our butcher says, “We just cut some hanger steak,” or our wine purveyor lets us know when a shipment of our favorite Chianti has arrived. The farmer’s market, of course, is a constant source of surprises and treats.

Here are the dry goods that we are never without, and some tips on how to purchase, store, and use them. We’ve arranged them in a somewhat random “order of importance.”

Olive oil: This liquid is literally the lifeblood of Tuscan cooking, not just acting as a vehicle for cooking (sautéing) but as an actual, tangible flavor. Virtually every piece of property in the Tuscan countryside has olive trees and grapevines.

We keep two kinds of olive oil on hand, one for cooking and one for finishing. Both are extra-virgin olive oil, meaning they are from the first pressing of the olives, minimally processed, and pale green in color. Most all-purpose olive oils are moderately priced and made from a variety of olives and locations to keep the price down. Finishing oils are of the highest quality, and come from a single place, even a small estate, like fine wine. Storage is important: Sunlight encourages rancidity, so store olive oil in an opaque container or dark green bottle to keep the light out. (We use our oil so rapidly that we sometimes make an exception to this rule.)

Cooking olive oil should be relatively inexpensive. Many Mediterranean countries make very good olive oil, so the origin doesn’t make a huge difference. (We know our Italian friends may squawk at this, but it’s true. Italy makes about 20 percent of the world’s olive oil and a single country can’t handle the global demand, anyway.) Just because a brand has an Italian name doesn’t mean it is Italian. Look at the oil’s label and you will see a relatively self-explanatory abbreviation designating the country of origin (IT for Italy, GR for Greece, FR for France, and so on). We buy our everyday olive oil in two-liter cans, and the metal shuts out the light out so effectively that we leave it sitting out on our kitchen counter for easy access.

Finishing olive oil adds a fillip of deep flavor to a finished dish just before serving—only a few teaspoons are needed per person. We keep a top-quality Italian olive oil for this purpose, using it for pasta, vegetable side dishes, and much more. Finishing olive oil will be labeled with its precise geographic origin, usually a small region (such as Tuscany or Umbria), and preferably a specific estate (we like Laudemio or Badia a Coltibuono, among others). The olives used for finishing oils are limited in quantity and high in quality, so the oils are on the pricey side.

Olive oil, like wine, is seasonal, and the olive crush occurs in the fall. Because olive oil is delicate and ages quickly, pay attention to the use-by dates, especially for finishing oil. Oil purchased early in the year is usually from the latest crop, and, with proper storage, it will last for about six months. But again, we use ours up well before that time period passes, so we can only pass on what we’ve heard!

Pasta: We have strong feelings about this basic food. We think that everyone knows how to buy and cook pasta, but . . . not.

First, go Italian. Even though Americans have great wheat, and pasta is made from durum wheat, the Italian machinery makes superior dough for pasta that absorbs sauce better. And Italian pasta is usually more forgiving when you are cooking it to that perfect al dente state, and it is somehow harder to overcook. We can’t prove this scientifically, but we eat a lot of pasta in our house and stand by our observation.

Next, be sure to use lots of water—at least three quarts per pound. Always salt the water. How much salt? We never measure, and just stir in enough salt to make the water taste mildly salty. But if we did measure, it would probably be about one teaspoon per quart.

Add the pasta gradually to the boiling water, stirring to keep it from sticking together, and to keep the water boiling as best as you can. If necessary, you can put the lid on the pot for a minute to help bring back the temperature, but otherwise, do not cook the pasta covered. And never add oil to the water. All that does is slick the surface when the pasta is drained, and keep the sauce from clinging.

As for the difference between fresh and dried pasta, it is not a question of one being better than the other. In this book, we share the recipes that we cook over and over again in our daily lives. Where pasta is concerned, that means dried pasta. For special occasions, we might make or buy fresh pasta. But there are no recipes that require fresh pasta.

Canned tomatoes: We have very few canned goods in our kitchen, but we make an exception for tomatoes (and beans). Honestly, outside of the few weeks when they are at their summertime peak and savored in salads, canned are simply better than fresh.

We are very picky about canned or packaged crushed or chopped tomatoes. Our favorite brand, Pomì, is sold in aseptic packaging. Their delicious Italian tomatoes are processed to the perfect texture, not too coarse or too smooth.

You can also puree whole canned tomatoes yourself, which gives you more control over their texture. Simply pour the tomatoes and their juices into a blender and pulse until you get the consistency you want, from chunky to smooth. Do not use a food processor as the juices may run out of the central hole in the chopping bowl. You can also process the tomatoes directly in the can with an immersion blender—just use a little caution to avoid splashing the juices all over. For a more rustic look you can do what Nonna Lola does: Pour the tomatoes in a bowl and crush them by hand to the preferred size and texture.

We also like canned San Marzano tomatoes, from that region of Campania not far from Naples. Their meaty texture, even color, and rounded flavor are worth the extra price. San Marzano tomatoes are usually packed in tomato juice with just a single sprig of basil, so they are consistent from brand to brand. Other varieties are sometimes flavored with a bunch of stuff that we don’t want (garlic, chilies, and such), so look carefully to be sure that you are buying what you want.

Vinegar: Most cooks underestimate the role of acidity in flavor. A splash of lemon juice or vinegar can do wonders to perk up a dish. We always have red wine and white wine vinegars in our pantry. For the best quality, check the label and choose a vinegar that has been naturally fermented from wine, and not inoculated with bacteria to speed up the process. Most imported brands are naturally fermented.

Balsamic vinegar: Although this vinegar is very popular throughout the United States, its use in Italy is centered in the Emilia-Romagna region around Bologna and Modena. In the last few years, although they are not well known yet, some Tuscan estates are producing some extremely good ones. Most Americans know the factory-made balsamic vinegar sold at supermarkets. True balsamico is an artisanal product, made in small batches from sweet trebbiano grapes. It takes years to make and is portioned out, drop by drop, as a condiment for simple dishes like sautéed veal or fresh strawberries. We don’t use balsamic vinegar often, but when we do, we use a middle-of-the-road version.

Canned beans: We are never without canned beans. When we have the time to cook dried beans from scratch, we will. Otherwise, when we want a starchy addition to a side dish or main course, we just open a can. Cannellini (also called white kidney) are our workhorse, but for a brown bean, try the Roman (aka cranberry or borlotti) variety. Just drain them, rinse off the canning liquid, drain again, and put to good use.

Polenta: Coarsely ground yellow cornmeal, polenta is a staple of Northern Italian cooking that is now becoming better known throughout the country. It is rib-sticking, warm comfort food, perfect to soak up the sauce from stews. Gabriele’s grandmother, who is from Venice, cooks with it in our family. Traditional polenta takes forever to cook—about 45 minutes (or much longer!) of pretty constant stirring (with exploding bubbles of boiling cornmeal that can literally take the skin off your arm if you do not pay attention). We prefer instant polenta, which is ready in about five minutes.

Rice: We make a lot of risotto at home, a dish that is every bit as versatile as pasta. It is important to have the correct rice for risotto, and that means a medium-grain variety with lots of starch that helps thicken the broth into a sauce. Arborio is the most common kind and is found at almost every supermarket, but also look for carnaroli and vialone nano rice, which are even starchier. For everyday cooking, we are big fans of long-grain American rice, prepared in a rice cooker.

Farro: In a simpler world, there would be one kind of farro. There are actually three varieties (einkorn, emmer, and spelt), as well as three distinct ways of processing the grain for sale (whole grain with all of the bran, pearled with all bran removed, semi-pearled with some remaining bran). They all have different cooking times. Most farro sold in this country is semi-pearled, and ready after about twenty minutes of cooking. Always check the labeling to see the recommended cooking time and adjust the recipe accordingly.

Salt: Kosher salt gets a lot of recommendations, but really, we think that is because its coarse crystals read well on film and TV, showering down on the food. It’s not a bad salt in the least. But Gabriele grew up with sea salt, and that’s what we prefer.

We always have three containers of sea salt next to the stove. While they taste similar, they have distinct crystal sizes and shapes and feel different when eating. Fine sea salt has the smallest crystals, and we use that for our basic seasoning needs and baking. Coarse sea salt has relatively round, larger crystals. It is reserved for salting cooking water for pasta and vegetables because large crystals are easier to grab by the small handful and toss into a large pot of water. The two kinds of sea salt are sold next to each other at the market, so check and be sure you are buying the right size. (A common French brand, La Baleine, sells the fine salt in a blue container, and the coarse salt in a red one.)

Flaky sea salt, such as the British one harvested in Maldon, is a finishing salt, sprinkled over a dish just before serving. Its large, flat crystals melt slowly on the tongue, adding intriguing texture and an extra measure of seasoning.

Pepper: We only use freshly ground black pepper. Have a sturdy, reliable peppermill that holds a good amount of peppercorns—small peppermills are worthless because you always seem to be running out of pepper mid-grind. Tellicherry is a good, aromatic, and not-too-hot peppercorn that is widely available.
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Hot red pepper flakes: These are actually dried chile flakes, and not black pepper at all. Italians call them peperoncini. You might see them labeled “crushed red pepper” at the supermarket. A pinch of these hot spicy flakes goes a long way to adding a spike of heat to food.

Spices: We never use dried herbs (see Herbs, page 10). But we will use dried spices (seeds, barks, roots, or other flavored parts of plants) because their quality does not diminish when they are dried and in most cases the flavor actually intensifies. Store them in a cool, dry place and use within six months of purchase.

Bread crumbs: No Italian kitchen is without a stash of bread crumbs for cooking. We always have a loaf of Gabriele’s crusty bread in the kitchen, and that means that we occasionally end up with stale bread. (We say “occasionally” because between breakfast, lunch, dinner, sandwiches, toast, it is usually used up.) In that case, we just whirl the hard bread in a blender until it makes fine crumbs. (If the bread is on the soft side, the crumbs will be larger, and that’s okay too.) Put the crumbs in a zippered plastic bag and store them in the freezer—they don’t need defrosting. Or purchase plain dried bread crumbs without any additional seasonings. You can buy them for a very reasonable price at your local Italian bakery.

Pine nuts: These small, pale nuts add a buttery crunch to foods. The important thing is to know their origin (usually marked on the label), and to buy Italian or other Mediterranean nuts for the best flavor and also for safety reasons. Some people have an odd reaction to Asian pine nuts, so if your mouth has any numbness or strange sensations after eating them, don’t panic. Stored in the refrigerator or freezer, pine nuts will stay fresh for about six months.

Toasting pine nuts brings out their flavor and crisps them too. To toast pine nuts, heat a small skillet over medium heat. Add the nuts and cook, stirring occasionally, until they are toasted light brown, 2 to 3 minutes. Immediately transfer the nuts to a plate to stop cooking, and let them cool before using.
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Anchovies: We use anchovies to add salty flavor to lots of recipes, and most of the time, our guests don’t even know they are there! Buy the small cans of anchovy fillets in olive oil. You will rarely use all of the anchovies in one recipe. Transfer leftover anchovies and oil to a small covered container, cover with additional oil, and refrigerate them for up to two weeks.

Capers: While you can find dry, salted capers at some Italian delicatessens, we prefer the ease of use (dried capers need to be soaked) and flavor of jarred capers in brine. Just give the capers a quick rinse under cold running water to refresh them.

Flour: We use unbleached all-purpose flour in our kitchen for all of our basic cooking and baking needs. We measure our flour by the dip-and-sweep method, with 140 grams per cup.


THE FRIDGE

Our refrigerator is stocked with the perishables that every family needs. It is the abundance of Italian ingredients that make it different from most others we’ve seen.

Cheese: Italians truly identify with their local cheeses. For example, you will find fresh mozzarella all over Sicily, but it isn’t as prevalent in Tuscany. Parmigiano-Reggiano is used most in central and northern Italy, and the closer you get to Rome, Pecorino Romano takes over the role as a grating cheese. Here are the cheeses we use the most.

Parmigiano-Reggiano: Don’t call it Parmesan! Parmesan is a generic term for any old grating cheese, and not the true Parmigiano-Reggiano. The real thing is from Parma, Italy, and made from cow’s milk. Standard “Parm” can be made anywhere in the world, from Wisconsin to Argentina, and it is nothing like the nutty, salty, slightly crystallized wonder of a cheese we love and cook with virtually every day. The authentic version has “Parmigiano” stamped in brown letters on its straw-yellow rind.

Why is Parmigiano so special? It has umami, a “fifth flavor” component that most other cheeses lack. Buy Parmigiano in wedges and grate it yourself just before using. We love our cheese microplane, but note that the holes on the cheese-specific model are larger than the citrus zester. Also, an old-fashioned box grater works well too.

Never throw away the Parmigiano rind. Tossed into sauces, soups, and especially risotto, it can be simmered to slightly melt and give off its flavor. Remove the unmelted rind before serving the food.

Pecorino: Pecorino refers to sheep’s milk cheese. Pecorino Romano (historically from Rome and its surrounding region, but also made in Sardinia) is aged and hard enough to grate. It has a sharp, salty taste that complements boldly flavored ingredients. Locatelli is a common brand that you will probably find in your supermarket. Like Parmigiano, it is best to buy it in chunks and grate it as needed. Pecorino Toscano is a fresh and moist semisoft cheese. We mainly use it as an appetizer cheese, with pear and honey, or in sandwiches with traditional cold cuts like prosciutto, soppressata, or capocollo.
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