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FOREWORD
BY
MARIO BATALI

I have known and cooked with Anne Burrell for more than fifteen years and have always known that she was ready for prime time. I cannot remember a dish of food that she ever made that left me anything but purely satisfied.

We first worked together at a wine store. My partner there at the time was a bitter tyrant who was her boss. Every day he would throw bad attitude curve balls at her and yet she was still capable of creating delicious food and purveying a relaxed and joyous feeling about food and Italian culture that made everyone who walked in feel happy. Her resolute and firm belief in the adage that real food in a real setting will calm and soothe both the palate and the person was the heart and soul of first her kitchen, then the staff, and eventually the whole store and its myriad customer base. When it came time to choose players in my very first Iron Chef America I really did not have to think twice about Anne being on the team. We went to L.A. and met the original masters, competed first against Morimoto and then with Chef Sakai against Bobby and Morimoto in an odd sound studio, and Anne fell for Sakai like a ton of bricks.

Anne could cook, she could take the heat, and she had a good time. All three still ring true. I do not think anyone in New York was quite prepared for the thrilling and thoughtful food Anne first presented at Centro Vinoteca when it opened in 2007. Her casual yet serious food became a true trademark, particularly the category of small tapas-style antipasti called piccolini. Here Anne really got the traction she deserved in the world of YUM and the place became the San Juan Capistrano for foodie swallows around the country as the faithful found a place to worship at Anne’s culinary altar. We continued as a team and as friends through four seasons of Iron Chef and worked the teamwork and work ethic components to yield a pretty great record in kitchen stadium. Of course the smart folks at Food Network fell in love with Anne in the studio and have since groomed her to be the Big Thing on air. She has a couple of fun showcases for her irreverent brand of food smarts and playful innuendo that works perfectly in the post-modern world of hybrid food competition and information programming that has become the new hallmark in the food space. I imagine she will have a long and successful TV career into the future. Maybe I could lure her back into a restaurant kitchen!

In the absence of a place to pull up a bar stool and taste her creative and lusty dishes, this book steps in to fill the gap. Now I can steal her food (like I have for years on Iron Chef) and make it at my own home. The piccolini are simply delicious and easy to make, and a series of three or four of them could easily become a casual breezy meal in no time. The legendary pasta, the same “noodles” she has made on Iron Chef, can now effortlessly become part of your repertoire and you can wow your friends with your Italian know-how and kiss kiss–ciao baby way in the kitchen. Anne breaks down each of her recipes into easy to understand mise en place and then technical steps that reduce complicated-sounding dishes to a level that even a novice cook can make. All of this is presented in her voice, one that you can hear on your mind’s TV, coaxing the cook in you forward through these dishes to the ultimate and tasty finish. Like Anne, this book is fun, easy to understand, and ultimately delicious. Like Anne, there is more to this book than the simple layout and recklessly trick-free recipes. Cook Like a Rock Star is tasty happiness and ready for the party.
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People say that chefs are the new rock stars. That’s why I named this book Cook Like a Rock Star. Because YOU are the chef of your own kitchen—so you are a rock star too.

Being a rock star in the kitchen means taking control, having fun, and thinking of cooking as entertainment. Yes, dinner is entertainment, but I want to help you make the process of making dinner entertainment too. This book is about empowering you to own what you do in your kitchen, to be excited by what you’re making, and to experience the same kind of joy that I feel every day when I cook.

It doesn’t matter who you are, what size or shape you are, what day of the week it is. If you whip up a quick meal from scratch that you’re proud of, rather than just open up a container or pull a tub out of the fridge, then you, my friend, are a rock star. Own it and have fun!



MY MISSION IS TO HELP YOU MAKE DINNER—TONIGHT!

Cooking is not a genetically inherited skill—people forget this. Just because your mom or your grandma is a good cook doesn’t mean you will be. Cooking is something that you need to learn how to do—just like everything else. The purpose of this book is to teach you how, in a fun way, to cook—or to help you expand your skills and your repertoire if you’re already comfy in the kitchen.

When I was in grade school, high school, even college, I just wasn’t interested in school; I did as little as I could to get by. But when I went to culinary school, it was all about doing and using my hands—not just listening. I was like a sponge. Finally, I was in the right place at the right time in my life; I actually enjoyed school and wanted to learn. And that’s my goal with this book: to get you cooking and tasting things and having so much fun you don’t even realize how much you’re learning.

I went to culinary school to learn how to cook and I’ve been working for years to know all that I do today—but I’m going to leapfrog you ahead. I’m giving you the benefit of my blood, sweat, tears, and even my mistakes in this book. But I’m also giving you my happiness and joy—my triumphs!

As a girl who has spent most of her career in restaurant kitchens and as a culinary teacher, cooking is part of my soul. For years I’ve been internalizing cooking techniques, losing sleep over them, and forever fantasizing about food. I’ve learned how to coax the most out of a dish, how to combine ingredients to get the best flavor, and how to time everything so it all comes together at the moment it should. I’ve worked hard to become the cook that I am, and I’m proud to call myself a chef. But chefs aren’t rocket scientists, and most of what we do is not all that difficult. It’s stuff you can do at home once you know how—which is what I want to teach you with this book … and we’re going to have A LOT of fun along the way.

The recipes in this book are very near and dear to me, and they get me excited every time I look at them. (Even while I was writing this book, I’d sometimes stop and think, “This sounds SOOOOO good, I want to make this now!”) This collection tells the story of who I am as a chef, and if you take these recipes and make them your own, they’ll help you develop your inner chef too (a.k.a. your inner rock star).

So here’s the dealio: I want you to have fun making dinner tonight, and then I want you to sit down with your husband, wife, boyfriend, girlfriend, kids, closest friends, first date, neighbors down the hall, anyone, and eat the delicious meal that you made—from scratch—yourself. I want you to know what it feels like to create lovely food for people you care about and feel confident that you can do it over and over again. I want you to rock out and be the chef of your own kitchen! And I want to help you do it.

THE MAKING OF A GIRL CHEF

Apparently I started on my journey toward becoming a chef at a very early age. According to my mother, when I was three years old I came to her and said, “I have a friend named Julie,” and she asked, “You do? Julie who?” And I said, “Julie Child! I watch her every day on TV.” It was another twenty years before I had the epiphany that led me to make cooking my career, but even as a kid I knew that dinner—making dinner—could be fun.

When I started out in the food world, there weren’t many women in restaurant kitchens, and the Food Network was in its infancy. I started cooking because I was totally passionate about food—the concept of celebrity chefs didn’t even exist yet! I went to culinary school because I wanted to know everything I could about food and become a badass cook. All I wanted to do was work in a restaurant.

After graduating from the Culinary Institute of America, I did a second stint at a culinary school in Italy to learn how to cook Italian food. My time in Italy opened my eyes to a whole other world of food, cooking, and a way of life that I didn’t even know existed. When I got back to the States, I headed straight to New York City—where I’d always wanted to end up—and I was immediately drawn to Lidia Bastianich, the owner and chef of Felidia. I wanted to work for her because I had worked with several women in Italy and it felt like a natural progression to do so back home. I also wanted to learn all I could from someone I respected. I watched how she handled herself, her staff, and her food, and I learned a lot about how to be a girl chef in what is still mostly a man’s world (kitchen). And I learned that I liked being one of the only girls in the boys’ club!

From the very beginning of my career, my mantra was, “I will work harder than any guy; I will stay later and be better than anyone. And no guy is ever going to have to pick up a stockpot for me!” So I worked like crazy to prove myself. You have to be tough in a professional kitchen—playing with fire and knives is dangerous, and I do it wearing a skirt and a smile. I feel very lucky to have found my passion and I love the path I’ve chosen. I can go anywhere in the world and do my job. I love the people who work in restaurants—they’re intelligent, creative, and have a different take on life. And my education is never over. In this business there’s always something new to learn.

LOOK AT YOU, BECOMING A CHEF!

Being a chef is a matter of having a good basic foundation—an understanding of the principles and techniques of cooking. Sure, there’s talent involved, but the majority of it is simply learning the process, knowing the techniques, and practicing them over and over again until they’re ingrained in your being. Cooking is about learning what to look for, what to listen for, how a dish should smell, how it should feel, and, of course, what it should taste like—you use all your senses when you cook and those are tools that we all have at our disposal; we just need to use them.

For the home cook, it’s not so important to know a bunch of culinary terminology. So I’m going to skip a lot of the technical kitchen terms and put everything into everyday language so it makes sense and becomes part of your daily existence in the kitchen. For example, a recipe might tell you to brown a piece of meat and then deglaze the “fond.” But what the hell is “fond”? It’s the crud on the bottom of the pan—the flavor, the stuff you want to scrape up and use to develop your rich brown food! By ditching the fancier cooking terms and speaking in plain English, I’m going to help you to understand why you brown the crap out of things (because brown food tastes good), and how to get the crud off the bottom of the pan (deglazing).

I’m simplifying everything here because I want you to cook! If you’re new to cooking, I want to help you get over the fear factor and bump up the fun factor. If you’re someone who already cooks, then I want to share some of my hard-learned lessons with you so you feel even more empowered at the stove. I have a little saying: Food is like a dog; it smells fear. If you’re nervous, scared, or bunched up when you’re cooking, your food will sense it. But if you embrace cooking with a sense of confidence and an air of fun, your food will taste SOOOOO much better. If you change a recipe, the recipe police are NOT going to be on their way over. If you want to use three cloves of garlic instead of one, knock yourself out. What I offer you here are my opinions as a professional chef. You can take them or leave them (but I recommend you take them).

A FEW WORDS ON RECIPES (AND WHY YOU SHOULD READ THEM BEFORE YOU COOK!)

Have you ever had a dinner party and told everyone to come over at seven, but you didn’t sit down to eat until ten because dinner wasn’t ready? I have, and it wasn’t because I was running fashionably late. It was because I was making braised short ribs and hadn’t read my recipe ahead of time. I didn’t realize how long those guys had to cook. The result was a tipsy group of friends hoovering down a delicious dinner that no one even tasted because it was so late, and everyone was tired and ready to go home by the time it was ready. All my effort was in vain because I hadn’t read the recipe.

Or, have you ever been happily cooking along, excited to taste your amazing creation and call yourself a rock star, only to get to the part of a recipe that says “add the remaining flour,” and you think, uh-oh, what remaining flour? This is something that can easily be avoided if you read the recipe first and have an understanding of where you’re headed.

Whenever anybody asks me for tips for the home cook, I crack myself up because the first thing I say is, “You have to read the recipe.” That’s exactly what my mother used to tell me to do—and I never did. So now when I’m teaching, I can’t help but hear her voice telling me to read the recipe. As much as I love my mother, I hate it that she’s always right. Whether you’ve been cooking your entire life or are just getting into it, reading a recipe is really important; and it’s amazing how it can help you prevent mistakes and frustration later on.

I’ve spent a lot of time writing recipes in my career and I work hard to make sure that they work, and work well—for cooks of all levels. With all of these recipes I’ve used what I call my “crap detector” to eliminate unnecessary steps, streamline the operation, simplify the process, and maximize the flavor. Look at me, always thinking!

DON’T MESS WITH MY MISE EN PLACE

Okay, so I said no fussy words, and then I start with something that does sound sort of intimidating (or at least French). That’s because there’s always an exception in cooking—accept it and move on. The exception here is mise en place, which translates to “put in place.” It means get all of your prep work done before you start cooking. You’ll notice that the recipes in this book are not written by ingredients and then method like most books. Instead they start with mise en place—your prep work—and then the recipe is broken down into numbered steps. This is how I cook and how professionals cook, and it’s how you should cook, too. It doesn’t matter if you’re a four-star chef or a beginning home cook, you need to have your mise en place ready before you start cooking.

You have no idea how many times I have heard people complain that they were halfway through a recipe and realized the container of bread crumbs was almost empty or that they needed a cup of sugar and had only a quarter cup left. This is when things start to run amok and cooks start to get creative (Can I substitute bread for bread crumbs? I wonder if confectioners’ sugar would work instead of regular sugar?). Take your mise en place seriously and you won’t have to take chances with creative solutions that may or may not work.

So before you even think of turning on the stove, smash your garlic, dice your onions, wash your lettuce, and separate your eggs. Get out all your equipment so that you can just get in there and cook like a rock star. Good mise en place makes cooking less stressful (it also cuts down on clutter—you can clean as you go) and a lot more fun.

TASTE & SEASON AS YOU GO (A.K.A. DITCHING THE “I-HOPE-IT-COMES-OUT-ALL-RIGHT” METHOD OF COOKING)

As a chef, I make my living cooking for other people, and that includes seasoning their food for them. After years of practice, I have a very good idea of what a dish will taste like when it’s done, but I would never, ever think of waiting until the end of the cooking process to taste it. You MUST taste as you go. FOOD SHOULD TASTE GOOD! If it doesn’t, there’s something wrong and the only way to know is to taste it. For some reason, home cooks have a tendency to not taste their food during the cooking process—then they wonder why it doesn’t taste delicious when it’s done. I call this the “I-hope-it-comes-out-all-right” method of cooking, and it doesn’t work. Your palate is a muscle, and like any muscle, you need to train it. You know how you train it? Taste your food.

SALE & PEPE (SALT & PEPPER) ARE NOT MARRIED, THEY’RE ONLY DATING

I’m going to jump right out there and say this: If you don’t cook with salt, you will NEVER be a good cook. Salt is a flavor enhancer; it makes things taste like what they are. Have you ever heard of someone putting salt on watermelon? And there’s always a pinch of salt in desserts. Salt is not something to be scared of. If you cook from scratch with good-quality, fresh ingredients—meaning seasonal produce and high-quality meat—and you steer clear of prepared, processed, frozen, canned, and of course fast food, then you can salt your cooking with reckless abandon. As a home cook you’ll never get close to using the amount of salt found in most processed and packaged foods.

Pepper, on the other hand, is not a flavor enhancer. It’s a very strong spice and it adds ANOTHER flavor to food. That’s why I use pepper as an ingredient. I would never think to salt and horseradish everything, and I treat pepper the same way. I find when people are inexperienced in the kitchen they’re scared of salt, yet they go hog-wild with pepper. But Sale (sall-ay) and Pepe (Italian for salt and pepper) are not married. They are only dating. Sale makes the party; she’s the life of the party. But Pepe isn’t usually invited to my party—he’s too strong, so I tend to leave him home. He’s invited only when I want his strong personality around.

THE SPICES OF LIFE

Just because you buy spices and herbs in the same aisle of the grocery store does not make them the same thing. Dried herbs to me are gross. If you smell them, you’ll know instantly that they are nothing like their fresh counterparts. I’d rather cook with no herbs than dried herbs. Dried thyme smells like dirt. Dried parsley flakes smell like something from the lawnmower bag. Dried chives are just sad, and dried basil has nothing to do with summer. Adding these ingredients to your food will not improve it, so here’s my advice: Don’t.

Spices, on the other hand, are an ENTIRELY different story. They are transporting, exotic, aromatic, and sexy! They’re seeds, they’re bark, they’re pods! The world of spices is amazing and seductive, and these ingredients can add so much to your cooking—but they have to be treated with respect. Spices should be replaced annually, so buy them in small amounts and use them regularly.

I also recommend buying spices in their whole form—for example, cumin, fennel, and coriander seeds. To use them: Toast the spices in their whole form in a dry sauté pan for three or four minutes or until they’re very aromatic. Then grind them in a spice grinder. (A spice grinder is nothing more than a coffee bean grinder dedicated solely to spices—it’s worth the investment and will make a world of difference in your cooking.)

I LOOOOOVE NUTS

Like spices, toasting nuts is an essential step if you want to bring out their full flavor. Some people toast nuts in a sauté pan, but they don’t toast evenly this way—that’s why I’m an oven toaster. Put your nuts on a baking sheet and toast them in a 350°F oven. How long does it take nuts to toast? Just long enough to forget. Start with 6 to 7 minutes, but keep an eye on them. I’ve spent a lot of time in my career burning nuts. Once you start to smell them it’s too late—so set a timer!

What does toasting nuts do? It’s just like making toast! It makes them browner, crunchier, and far more flavorful. If you feel like toasting nuts ahead, go for it, then store them in the freezer until you’re ready to use them or for up to six months.

MY FAVORITE TOOLS
(AND WHY I LOVE THEM)

To this day, whenever I go into a kitchen supply store I still get turned on by all the wooden spoons, bowls, and other cool tools. I just want to buy everything because having the right equipment makes cooking so much easier and more fun. Of course, there are some tools that I love more than others, and there are definitely some that I use more often. To get set up with a basic toolkit, consider this list of my personal favorites. You can always add, but start with some of these essentials. You’ll begin to keep a wish list if you don’t have one already, because the more you cook, the more you’re going to want cool kitchen stuff!

BASIC KNIVES

Chef’s knife, boning knife, paring knife, and serrated knife

WOODEN SPOONS

Lots of them!

RUBBER SPATULAS

Large and small and definitely heatproof

BENCH SCRAPE

Useful for transporting little things from one place to another, scraping, cutting dough, and cleaning up

BOWLS

Mixing bowls of various sizes

MICROPLANE

A superfine grater

FOOD MILL

Great for passing tomatoes. A food mill lets all the big-money stuff fall through and leaves the seeds and stems uptown. Also great for mashed potatoes or anything you need to purée.

FISH SPATULA

A flexible metal spatula with large holes and a sharp edge

BOX GRATER

COLANDER

MEASURING CUPS

Dry and wet

MEASURING SPOONS

MESH STRAINER

MISE EN PLACE containers

Various shapes, sizes, and colors (they’re cute!)

SALT CELLAR

A salt dish. Don’t try to cook with a salt shaker!

SPIDER

A wire scooper to get things out of hot liquid easily

SPOONS

Large metal ones, with and without holes

TONGS

WHISKS

Big and small

PANS


• Large and small sauté pan with curved edges

• Large, straight-sided sauté pan

• Pasta or stockpot—a large, deep pot with a lid

• Straight-sided, wide shallow pot with a lid

• Large and small nonstick sauté pans

• Various sized saucepans with lids

• Baking sheets



FOOD PROCESSOR

IMMERSION BLENDER

For puréeing right in the pan

ELECTRIC MIXER

SPICE GRINDER

A.k.a. a coffee grinder used for spices only

KITCHEN SHEARS

PARCHMENT PAPER

SILICONE MAT

PASTRY BAGS

Disposable ones (or just use zip-top plastic bags)

TWINE

JAPANESE MANDOLINE

For slicing ingredients super-thin (use with caution, respectfully and lovingly!)

“THANK YOU FOR COMING” BOWL

A trash receptacle within arms’ reach so you don’t have to go back and forth to the garbage all the time.

MY BASIC PANTRY

Setting up your pantry is a bit of an investment. I know that cooking at home is supposed to be cheaper than eating out, but like anything, you need the right supplies to get started. (If you’re going to play golf, you have to buy golf clubs, right?) Once you get yourself squared away with some high-quality basics, the cost of cooking goes down exponentially (and when you’re cooking with good stuff and enjoying it, the fun factor goes up!). Here’s a list of what I keep in my pantry all the time. Of course, you don’t have to go out and buy all of this at once, but this list gives you an idea of what you ultimately want to see when you open your cupboard. Start with the things you’ll use the most often and build from there. With some or all of this on hand, you can whip up a delicious meal anytime.

EXTRA VIRGIN OLIVE OIL

KOSHER SALT

BACON OR PANCETTA

(or both)

FRESH PARMIGIANO

GARLIC

ONIONS

(BTW, when I say onions, I’m referring to onions about the size of a tangerine)

CRUSHED RED PEPPER

BAY LEAVES

DRIED PASTA

(some short, some long)

RISOTTO RICE

(Arborio or Carnaroli)

POLENTA

DRIED LENTILS

CHICKEN STOCK

CANNED BEANS

(cannellini, chickpeas, and black beans)

CANNED TOMATOES

NUTS

(almonds, pine nuts, and walnuts)

RED WINE VINEGAR

BALSAMIC VINEGAR

DRIED PORCINI MUSHROOMS

TOMATO PASTE

DIJON MUSTARD

BREAD CRUMBS

CAPERS

CORIANDER SEEDS

FENNEL SEEDS

PIMENTÓN

(smoked paprika)

ANCHOVIES

CORNICHONS

TABASCO SAUCE

UNSALTED BUTTER

EGGS

MILK

FLOUR

SUGAR

(white and brown)

BAKING POWDER

BAKING SODA

HORSERADISH

TUNA FISH

KETCHUP

MAYONNAISE

SOY SAUCE

SAMBAL OELEK

(Vietnamese chili sauce)

SRIRACHA

(Asian hot sauce)

A FEW WORDS ON FANCY WORDS

Like I said, I’m not big on fussy language, but there are a few terms and Anne-isms that will help you follow my recipes.

BIG FAT FINISHING OIL

This is your big-money extra virgin olive oil, the good stuff. Heat changes the flavor of olive oil, so this is the oil you want to use when you’re after a pristine, green, olive-y flavor to drizzle on pasta, salads, soups, or anything really, just before serving. There are tons of different kinds of olive oil, so experiment with them. You may want to have different big fat finishing oils for different purposes—play around and decide which ones you like best.

BIG MEAT

Any big hunk of meat, usually red meat or game.

BRAISE

A technique for cooking tough cuts of meat low and slow in liquid.

BROWN FOOD

What you get when you take the time to sear meat really well and establish big brown flavor and color.

BTB, RTS

Bring to a boil, reduce to a simmer. To reduce to a simmer you must first bring your pot to a boil—you can never turn the heat down if it hasn’t gone up!

CINCHY

Easy.

CRUD

The delicious brown bits on the bottom of the pan that help develop deep, rich, meaty flavors.

DIPPER

A dipping sauce.

EQUATORIALLY

Through the middle widthwise, like the equator!

FORK-TENDER

When something can easily be pierced with a fork and meets no resistance; how you know it’s fully cooked.

HOMOGENEOUS

When things are uniformly combined.

LARDONS

Sliced bacon cut crosswise into ¼-inch lengths.

MISE EN PLACE

French for “put in place.” Means getting all your prep work done BEFORE you start cooking.

PICCOLINI

My teeny, tiny small plates; super-yummy, bite-size nibbles. Kind of like Italian tapas.

POC

Piece of cake, totally easy.

QC

Quality control, tasting to make sure everything is delicious.

Q&E

Quick & easy, the way we like to roll!

SAUTÉ

A quick cooking method in a “sauté pan” over high heat with a small amount of oil.

SHOOTIN’ MATCH

The whole thing, whatever it is.

SOFFRITTO

A combination of veggies (usually onions, carrot, celery, and garlic) puréed to a coarse paste in a food processor. The base for braised things.

SPRINKEY-DINK

A little sprinkle.

SUPER-SECRET FLAVOR WEAPON

An ingredient that adds amazing flavor to a dish.

SWEATING

To sauté without adding any color (e.g., cook onions until they’re translucent but not brown—guess what? You’re sweating!).

TECHNIQUE

An approach or a method, not a specific recipe (e.g., sauté).
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Thinking ahead, taking your mise en place seriously, streamlining the process, being organized, and multitasking: These are some of the most important things you need to know—and keep in mind—to be a good home cook. It’s a process. Of course you’re going to screw up sometimes; all cooks do (and if they tell you they don’t, they’re lying). But you learn a lot from your mistakes. You learn what not to do and how to prevent it next time. You may even figure out how to fix it! Once you start to think about all this as you cook, you’ll be thinking like a chef—then you’ll start feeling like a chef. The next thing you know, you’ll cook like a chef. Remember, YOU are the chef of your own kitchen! Way to go, rock star!!!
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    See my playlist for rockin’ out in the kitchen.
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I love to graze, to nibble on what I call “picky” food: itty-bitty morsels made up of different flavors and textures, delicious bite-size snacks in cute servings. That’s why I created what I call “piccolini.” In Italian, piccolini means teeny, tiny—which perfectly describes my style of lovely little bites. My piccolini are small plates to be eaten with a big glass of wine (or two!) as an intro to dinner. Think of them as Italian tapas.


    I started making piccolini seriously when I was the chef at Centro Vinoteca in New York City because I wanted to share a special tradition with my customers. These days, many of our families are made up of people we’re not related to at all—friends who support us, care about us, and are there whenever we need them. My surrogate family is a group of friends I couldn’t live without—most important, Jim and Deacon. We help each other through work crises and personal dramas, we get together to celebrate the good times—and of course we spend a lot of time just laughing. For years, every Friday night our little group would meet up, sometimes pretty late, for what we called our “family dinners.”

    Just like a family get-together, we’d meet at a restaurant to eat, drink, catch up on the week, and find out what was going on in everyone’s lives. We’d always have a lot of wine and then suddenly be totally starving, at which point we’d say to the waiter, “Three orders of croquettes—STAT!” Within minutes, three plates would arrive: gorgeous little fried bites, tasty snacks that were far yummier than diving into the breadbasket and that got us excited for dinner, more wine, and, of course, more gossip and laughter.

    These family dinners meant so much to me, and this ritual was such an integral part of those nights, that I wanted to re-create a similar experience at my restaurant. I wanted everyone to be able to walk in, have a drink, and start tasting good things right away, even if they weren’t ready to dig in to a big meal yet. I figured, if I like to eat this way, why wouldn’t my customers? But I didn’t want to offer just a couple of snacks; I wanted to commit to this idea, this concept of having lots of lovely little nibbles to choose from. So I developed a separate menu of just piccolini—beautiful little bites of food designed to take the edge off while you have a drink, to get your palate going for the main course, or to make up an entire meal. As someone who loves food and tasting a variety of different things, offering lots of small plates made perfect sense to me—so I did it.

    These piccolini recipes are some of my very favorites, the ones that I make over and over again and never get tired of eating—or cooking. When I make piccolini for friends, I make an assortment and serve them as a little family of flavors. Some are very easy to pull together while others take a bit of effort, but the main thing is they give you a reason to chat and drink, and they get you warmed up for what’s next!

    If you’re making a few different piccolini, keep in mind how important variety is. Remember, always look at the big picture when you’re cooking and think about how different foods work together. You want each piccolini to offer something a little different in your mouth: a bit of crunch contrasted with something smooth, maybe something salty next to something sweet. But most important, you want to have fun! Invite a few friends over, open a bottle of wine or two, and pick a bunch of your favorite piccolini.



    
    
    Mortadella Pâté

Zucchini & Parm Fritters with Spicy Tomato Sauce

Stir-Fried Marinated Olives

Truffled Deviled Eggs

Figs Stuffed with Gorgonzola & Walnuts

Chicken Liver Pâté with Balsamic Onions

Peperonata with Goat Cheese

Sausage & Pancetta Stuffed Mushrooms

Oyster Mushroom Chips

Eggplant Cakes with Ricotta

Prosciutto-Arugula Breadstick “Brooms”

Polpettini (Yummy Little Meatballs)

Hard Polenta Cakes with Taleggio & Cherry Tomatoes

Parmigiano-Crusted Cauliflower with Garlic Dipper

Cipolline Tempura with Aïoli

White Bean Purée with Prosciutto

Grilled Corn, Bacon & Chili Crostini

Tomato-Basil Bruschetta

Baked Ricotta with Rosemary & Lemon
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Mortadella Pâté
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SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 20 MINUTES

Mortadella is a super-high-quality baloney. In fact, it’s probably the most delicious baloney you’ve ever had. At one of my dinner parties I was serving mortadella and one of my guests said, “Hey, this baloney has nuts in it!” And it does: Mortadella is full of pistachios and chunky bits of fat, both of which make it super-flavorful. My mortadella pâté is puréed, mixed with whipped cream, and topped with pistachios—think of it as baloney mousse.


MISE EN PLACE

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

½ cup chicken stock

½ pound mortadella, 6 ounces cut into 2-inch chunks and 2 ounces cut into small dice

1 cup heavy cream, whipped to medium peaks

½ cup shelled and chopped pistachios



1 Melt the butter in a large, deep saucepan. Whisk in the flour and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, continuing to whisk until well combined; it should look like wet sand. Add the chicken stock and continue to cook for another 3 to 5 minutes. Remove from the heat and set aside.

2 Purée the large chunks of mortadella in a food processor until very smooth, then add the butter-flour mixture and continue puréeing until the mixture is homogeneous. Scrape down the sides of the food processor and check the consistency—it should be very smooth.

3 Transfer the purée to a large mixing bowl and add the diced mortadella, along with a third of the whipped cream. Gently combine the whipped cream into the mixture; repeat twice more. What you’re looking for is a homogeneous mixture without any streaks of cream. Transfer the pâté to a serving dish and sprinkle with pistachios.

Mmmmm … it’s a baloney cloud!
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Zucchini & Parm Fritters with Spicy Tomato Sauce
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SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 45 MINUTES

Everybody likes fried food (if you say you don’t, you’re lying!), and these little guys are fried food done beautifully: a ton of zucchini held together by just a little bit of batter. They’re the perfect combination of salty, crispy, cheesy, and spicy all rolled into one. And, they’re a cinch to make: Do all your mise en place ahead of time; then you can make the sauce and the batter at the same time. Once you’re prepped, fry these babies until they’re really dark and crunchy. What we want here is crispy, crunchy, and dark. Woo-hoo!


MISE EN PLACE

FOR THE SAUCE

Extra virgin olive oil

1 onion, cut into ½-inch dice

Large pinch of crushed red pepper

Kosher salt

2 cloves garlic, smashed and chopped

1 28-ounce can San Marzano tomatoes (with their juices), passed through a food mill or puréed

FOR THE FRITTERS

Extra virgin olive oil

2 onions, cut into ½-inch dice

Kosher salt

1 zucchini, cut into ½-inch dice

½ cup all-purpose flour

½ cup freshly grated Parmigiano, plus more for garnish

1 teaspoon baking powder

¼ to ½ cup whole milk

Peanut or other neutral-flavored oil



FOR THE SAUCE

1Coat a large saucepan with olive oil, add the onion and a decent pinch of red pepper—don’t go crazy here with the spicy stuff, you can always add more along the way—and bring the pan to medium-high heat. Season with salt and cook until the onion is soft and aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for another 2 to 3 minutes, stirring frequently.

2 Add the tomatoes and stir to combine. Taste and season with more salt and red pepper if needed. Bring to a boil (BTB) and reduce to a simmer (RTS).

3 Continue cooking until the sauce thickens, 15 to 20 minutes. Remember, it’s a dipping sauce, so you want it thick, highly seasoned, and delicious. When it gets there, remove it from the heat, adjust the seasoning if needed, and … get ready to dip!

FOR THE FRITTERS

1Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil, add the onions, season with salt, and bring the pan to medium-high heat. Cook until the onions are soft and aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes.

2 Add the zucchini, season with salt, and cook for another 7 to 8 minutes, or until the zucchini is soft and just beginning to color on the edges. Remove from the heat and let cool.

3 In a large bowl, combine the flour, Parm, and baking powder. Add the zucchini and onions to the bowl and stir until just combined. Add the milk gradually (you may not need it all) and stir to combine; you want a very thick batter. Don’t worry about the lumps.

4 Pour peanut oil into a large saucepan over medium-high heat; the oil should come 1½ to 2 inches up the sides of the pan. While the oil heats, set up your drying situation next to the stove by putting a couple layers of paper towels on a baking sheet. To see if the oil is hot enough, drop a little ball of batter into it. If it sizzles and floats quickly, you’re good to go. (If the batter burns or the oil begins to smoke, it’s too hot, so reduce the heat.) Drop 1-inch balls of batter into the pan without overcrowding. When the fritters turn nice and brown on all sides, 3 to 4 minutes, remove them with a slotted spoon and drain on the paper towels. Work in batches to finish the rest of the batter. If the fritters begin to color too quickly, lower the heat; if they don’t sizzle when they hit the oil, turn it up.

5 When all the fritters are done, serve them with a sprinkey-dink of Parm and the super-yummy spicy tomato sauce.

Holy fritter, Batman!

You can judge the temperature of the oil by what’s going on in the pan, but if you feel the need to use a deep-fry thermometer, go ahead!

[image: Stip-Fried Marinated Olives]

SERVES: 4 TO 6 • TIME: ABOUT 1½ HOURS, MOSTLY UNATTENDED

Lots of restaurants put a dish of olives on the table, which always seems like a great idea. The bummer is that the olives usually aren’t marinated very well and so they’re boring. These olives are different: I use all different colors and sizes and add yummy things like big pieces of citrus zest, fennel and coriander seeds, garlic, herbs, and even a little kick of crushed red pepper. The secret is to first warm everything together slowly so the flavors marry; then, once they’re marinated, stir-fry them in a SCREAMING hot pan until they blister and frizzle on the outside. (And here’s a tip: These olives will hold forever in the fridge and it’s just as easy to make a lot as a little—so whip up a big batch, and you’ll always have some on hand.) These are SOOOOO delicious you want to eat them right away, but watch out—they’re hot stuff!


MISE EN PLACE

2 cups olives, all the same or a mix of sizes and colors

1 tablespoon fennel seeds

1 tablespoon coriander seeds

1 teaspoon crushed red pepper

2 cloves garlic, smashed

Zest of 1 orange, removed in wide strips with a peeler

Zest of 1 lemon, removed in wide strips with a peeler

2 bay leaves

2 sprigs of fresh rosemary

1½ cups extra virgin olive oil



1 In a large saucepan, combine all the ingredients over low heat and warm everything until it bubbles gently, like a Jacuzzi. Continue to cook the olives in their warm oil bath for about 20 minutes; they should be very aromatic. Turn off the heat and let everything cool to room temperature (this will take about an hour). If you want to do this step ahead of time, put the olives in a jar in the fridge until you’re ready to fry them—the olive oil will solidify but don’t worry; it will melt when reheated.

2 When you’re ready to serve the olives, bring a large sauté pan to high heat—you want to get it EXTREMELY hot. Add the cooled olive mixture to the pan, shaking it every few seconds until the olives blister on the outside, then remove from the heat.

3 Put the olives and all the other good stuff in a dish and serve immediately, but remember—inside the hot olives is hot olive oil, so be careful!

Aaahhh-luuuv these!!!
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Truffled Deviled Eggs
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SERVES: 8 • TIME: ABOUT 20 MINUTES

I’m from upstate New York and we’re big deviled egg lovers. Growing up there were always deviled eggs at parties and picnics, so now, anytime I throw a party I make sure to have them, and if I don’t, I hear about it. They’re always the first thing to disappear at my parties!

When I was developing my piccolini menu at Café Centro, I wanted to have deviled eggs on the menu but I had to figure out a way to make them with an Italian slant. My friend Christina suggested I put truffles in them, and to this day I kick myself for not thinking of that myself, because trust me, these are some kick-ass eggs!


MISE EN PLACE

12 large eggs

1 cup mayonnaise

1 tablespoon truffle oil

Pinch of cayenne pepper

2 tablespoons finely chopped black truffle peelings

Chopped fresh chives, for garnish



1 Put the eggs in a large pot and add enough water to cover by about 1 inch. Bring the pot to a boil (BTB), cover, then turn off the heat and let sit for 13 minutes EXACTLY!

2 Drain the eggs and run them under cold water until cool; if you’re not using them right away, put them in the fridge.

3 Peel the eggs and cut them in half lengthwise; remove the yolks. Put the yolks in a small bowl and mash them with a fork; add the mayonnaise, truffle oil, cayenne, and truffle peelings and whip until very light and fluffy.

4 Use a disposable pastry bag (or just buy zip-top bags, fill them, and cut off one corner—a very low-tech solution but my favorite kind!) to pipe the yolk mixture into the whites (or just spoon it in). Sprinkle with the chives to serve.

Eggs-traordinary!

Want to goose up the truffle-y flavor? Add a dash more truffle oil. But proceed with caution: it’s very easy to over truffle!
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Figs Stuffed with Gorgonzola & Walnuts
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SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 10 MINUTES

People think fresh figs are elegant—and this preparation definitely is. To be honest, figs are not my favorite fruit, but when I make them this way I really love ’em. They are a quick and easy (Q&E) piccolino. Cut ’em, stuff ’em, and roast ’em until everything melts and gets all toasty—it’s SOOOOO easy!


MISE EN PLACE

12 fresh Black Mission, Brown Turkish, or (in a pinch) dried figs

High-quality balsamic vinegar

Kosher salt

8 ounces Gorgonzola Dolce, at room temperature

½ cup walnuts, quartered and toasted)



1 Preheat the oven to 350°F.

2 Slice the figs in half lengthwise, place them on a baking sheet, and dig a little hole in the middle with your pinky finger. Drizzle the fig halves with 2 or 3 drops of balsamic vinegar and sprinkle with salt.

3 Fill each fig with Gorgonzola and top with a quarter of a walnut. Bake for 5 minutes or until the cheese is melted and bubbly.

Fig out!
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Chicken Liver Pâté with Balsamic Onions
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SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 45 MINUTES

I learned how to make this recipe in Tuscany, and who knew all these funky ingredients put together could taste SOOOOO delightful? Chicken livers? Anchovies? Capers? Believe it or not, all these super-strong personalities come together to make one really delicious pâté—and it’s so easy. Top this combo with some onions braised in balsamic vinegar and you’ve got yourself a super Tuscan!


MISE EN PLACE

FOR THE ONIONS

Extra virgin olive oil

3 onions, thinly sliced

Kosher salt

1 cup balsamic vinegar

FOR THE PÂTÉ

Extra virgin olive oil

2 to 3 anchovy fillets

2 tablespoons capers

2 cloves garlic, smashed

1 pound chicken livers, rinsed

1 cup dry white wine

Kosher salt

1 baguette, cut into ½-inch slices, toasted or grilled



FOR THE ONIONS

1 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil, add the onions, and season with salt; bring the pan to medium-high heat. Cover and sweat the onions for 15 to 20 minutes, or until soft and beginning to color.

2 Add the balsamic vinegar and cook, uncovered, for another 20 minutes or until it becomes syrupy. Taste and reseason if needed. Remove from the heat and set aside.

FOR THE PÂTÉ

1 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil and add the anchovies, capers, and garlic. Bring to medium heat and cook, stirring occasionally, until the anchovies dissolve, 3 to 4 minutes.

2 Add the chicken livers, turn the heat to high, and cook for 5 to 6 minutes, stirring occasionally. Add the wine and cook for 4 to 5 more minutes or until the wine has reduced by half; the mix will still be pretty soupy.

3 Transfer the mixture to a food processor and purée until smooth. Season with a little salt and loosen with a little olive oil if needed. Schmear each toast with the pâté and top with the balsamic onions to serve.

Killer! Chopped liver!

If you have leftover balsamic onions, these are yummy on sandwiches or on their own—they add a sweet-sour tang to lots of thangs!
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Peperonata with Goat Cheese
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SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 30 MINUTES

For me, peppers are the gift that keeps on giving. Whenever I eat a roasted pepper it seems to stay with me forever. My sister, who’s a dietician, told me it’s because they have so little acid in them. Knowing this, I came up with a way to do two cool things—eat peppers without having them stick around all day and make a yummy peperonata—simply by adding a bit of sherry vinegar (a.k.a. acid) to the mix.

The vinegar adds a lovely brightness to this dish, and the pimentón (smoked paprika) gives it a rich smokiness—both of which are unbelievably good with the creaminess of the goat cheese. Of course, you don’t have to serve this with goat cheese the way I do; you can make a batch of peperonata just to have in the fridge to throw on a sandwich—like a condiment—or to pull out and serve on bread when someone comes over for a drink. This is one of my personal super-secret flavor weapons!


MISE EN PLACE

Extra virgin olive oil

2 onions, cut into ½-inch dice

Pinch of crushed red pepper

Kosher salt

2 cloves garlic, smashed

1 red and 1 yellow bell pepper, stemmed, seeded, pith removed, and cut into ½-inch diamonds

¼ cup tomato paste

½ teaspoon pimentón (smoked paprika)

2 tablespoons sherry vinegar

1 8- to 10-ounce log of goat cheese, at room temp

Chopped fresh chives, for garnish (optional)

1 baguette, cut into ½-inch slices, toasted or grilled



1 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil, add the onions and red pepper, season with salt, and bring to medium heat. Cook the onions until soft and aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes, stirring occasionally to make sure they don’t brown.

2 Add the garlic and cook for another 2 to 3 minutes; it should start to smell really good!

3 Add the peppers and ¼ cup water; season with salt. Continue cooking until the peppers have softened and the water has evaporated, another 8 to 10 minutes.

4 Add the tomato paste, pimentón, and sherry vinegar and stir to combine; taste for salt (it will probably need more). Cook until the mixture comes together and looks tightened up and slightly thickened, 6 to 7 minutes. Remove from the heat and let cool.

5 I like to squish the goat cheese into a serving bowl and nestle the peperonata in the center rather than spooning it over an entire log—it’s more rustic-looking this way. Garnish with chives if you like and serve with baguette slices.

Collect your kudos!
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Sausage & Pancetta Stuffed Mushrooms

[image: Sausage & Pancetta Stuffed Mushrooms]

MAKES: APPROXIMATELY 30 • TIME: ABOUT 20 MINUTES

These mushrooms are double-stuffed with pork so even if you think you don’t like mushrooms, remember, they’re just the vessel for a double dose of porky deliciousness! I make these all the time and here’s a tip: Always make a small tester patty out of the stuffing before filling all the caps. Cook the patty and taste it to make sure it’s delicious. It may sound like an unnecessary step, but it’s one you don’t want to skip. There’s nothing fun about an underseasoned mushroom!


MISE EN PLACE

Extra virgin olive oil

¼ pound pancetta, cut into ¼-inch dice

2 onions, finely diced

Pinch of crushed red pepper

Kosher salt

2 cloves garlic, smashed and finely chopped

1 pound cremini mushrooms, cleaned, stems removed and finely chopped, caps reserved

1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh rosemary

½ cup dry white wine

½ pound sweet Italian sausage, casings removed

1 large egg

½ cup freshly grated Parmigiano

½ cup bread crumbs



1 Preheat the oven to 375°F.

2 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil, add the pancetta, and bring to medium-high heat. Cook the pancetta until it starts to brown and crisp on the edges, 6 to 8 minutes. Add the onions and the red pepper and season with salt. Continue cooking until the onions are soft and aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for another 2 to 3 minutes, stirring frequently.

3 Stir in the mushroom stems and rosemary and cook until the mushrooms are brown and soft, 5 to 6 minutes. Add the wine and cook until evaporated. Remove from the heat and cool.

4 Meanwhile, in a large bowl combine the sausage, egg, Parm, and bread crumbs; add the mushroom mixture, season, and mix well (if the filling seems a little dry, add ¼ to ½ cup water to moisten things up).

5 Make a 1- to 2-inch tester patty out of the stuffing mixture. In a small sauté pan, heat a bit of oil and cook the patty until it’s done. When it’s cool enough, taste your tester patty to make sure it’s delicious—if it’s not, reseason.

6 When your tester tastes fabulous, generously fill each mushroom cap with the stuffing mixture and arrange them on a rimmed baking sheet. Pour ¼ to ⅓ cup water into the pan to keep the mushrooms moist. Bake until the filling is cooked through and brown and crispy on top, 7 to 8 minutes. Transfer to serving platters.

Mmmmm … magic mushrooms!
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Oyster Mushroom Chips
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SERVES: 4 • TIME: ABOUT 15 MINUTES

These are one of my favorite things to make: oyster mushrooms tossed with olive oil, salt, and crushed red pepper. They’re salty and spicy and they taste like bacon! To me they’re kind of like mushroom jerky. Who knew an oyster mushroom could be so delicious?


MISE EN PLACE

1½ pounds oyster mushrooms, stemmed and torn into bite-size pieces

Extra virgin olive oil

Kosher salt

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper, or to taste



1 Preheat the oven to 375°F.

2 Put the mushrooms in a large bowl and toss with olive oil until lightly coated; season with salt and red pepper. Using two baking sheets, spread the mushrooms in a single layer; you don’t want them to overlap.

3 Roast the mushrooms for 10 to 12 minutes, or until brown and “cooked on” or stuck to the baking sheet. Remove from the oven and let cool for 5 minutes. Use a bench scrape to get the mushroom chips off the bottom of the baking sheet. Transfer to a dish and serve.

Mmmmm … mushroom chips!

[image: Eggplant Cakes WITH RICOTTA]

SERVES: 4 TO 6 • TIME: ABOUT 1½ HOURS

If you think you don’t like eggplant, I bet this recipe will change your mind. And if you do like eggplant, feel free to make these bigger for a yummy eggplant burger!


MISE EN PLACE

Extra virgin olive oil

2 onions, cut into ½-inch dice

Kosher salt

Pinch of crushed red pepper, plus more for topping

2 cloves garlic, smashed and finely chopped

3 plum tomatoes, seeded and diced

1 eggplant, strips of skin removed lengthwise (it should look striped!), cut into 1-inch dice

½ bunch of fresh oregano leaves, finely chopped

½ cup freshly grated Parmigiano

½ cup bread crumbs, plus more for coating

1 cup ricotta cheese



1 Preheat the oven to 400°F.

2 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil and bring to medium heat. Add the onions, season with salt and red pepper, and cook until soft and very aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for 2 to 3 more minutes, stirring frequently.

3 Toss in the tomatoes and eggplant and sprinkle with more salt. Cook for 30 minutes, or until the mixture is dry and mushy (you WANT it mushy!), stirring frequently to keep it from burning. Let the mixture cool until you can handle it, about 20 minutes.

4 Toss in the oregano, Parmigiano, and bread crumbs and stir to combine; taste and adjust the seasoning if needed.

5 Put some bread crumbs in a small bowl. Using a tablespoon, scoop out balls of the eggplant mixture and roll them in the bread crumbs. When the balls are well coated, gently flatten them and put them on a baking sheet.

6 Drizzle the “cakes” with olive oil and bake for 10 to 12 minutes or until golden and crispy. Top each cake with a dollop of ricotta and a couple flakes of crushed red pepper, and serve.

Betcha love eggplant now!

[image: ]

Prosciutto-Arugula Breadstick “Brooms”

[image: PROSCIUTTO-ARUGULA Breadstick “Brooms”]

SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 45 MINUTES

Who doesn’t love a breadstick? And a breadstick wrapped up with yummy stuff is even better. My recipe for homemade grissini (skinny little breadsticks) is really good, but as I always say, pick your battles. If you don’t feel like making them, go ahead and buy some packaged ones—I promise this will still be a crowd pleaser!


MISE EN PLACE

1 cup all-purpose flour, plus more as needed

1 teaspoon baking powder

½ teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon sugar

1½ teaspoons kosher salt

¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh rosemary

½ cup whole milk

1 teaspoon lemon juice

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

½ pound prosciutto, thinly sliced

½ pound baby arugula



1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. and line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

2 Put the flour, baking powder, baking soda, sugar, salt, cayenne, and rosemary in a large bowl and whisk to combine. Make a well in the center of the dry ingredients and add the milk, lemon juice, and olive oil; using a fork, gently stir the wet ingredients into the dry until a dough forms.

3 Put the dough on a well-floured work surface, shape it into a ball, and, using the heels of your hands, knead it for about a minute. If the dough sticks, sprinkle it with a bit of flour.

4 Roll the dough in a log and cut it into about twenty-four 1-inch pieces. Using both hands, roll each piece of dough into a 7-inch rope; don’t worry if they’re not all exactly the same. Put them on the parchment-lined baking sheet.

5 Bake the breadsticks until golden and crispy, 20 to 25 minutes. Remove them from the oven and let the little lovelies cool.

6 Cut the prosciutto slices in half widthwise and lay a few arugula leaves in a bunch on one end of each slice. Put the end of a breadstick on the arugula and roll up the arugula and prosciutto, pressing lightly to secure—the finished product should look like a wacky little broom! Repeat with all the breadsticks.

Watch out—these will clean up!

    
    
    When rolling out the grissini, don’t worry if the ropes aren’t perfectly shaped; you want them a bit knobby in places—it’s more rustic!
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Polpettini (Yummy Little Meatballs)

[image: Polpettini (YUMMY LITTLE MEATBALLS)]

MAKES: APPROXIMATELY 80 TO 100 • TIME: ABOUT 25 MINUTES

Polpettini are delightful little Tuscan meatballs. I love them bite-size, but you can also take this mix and make one big log called a polpettone—either way, it’s delicious! And here’s a tip: For cute and easy serving, cut 1-inch rosemary sprigs to use as toothpicks.


MISE EN PLACE

Extra virgin olive oil

3 onions, cut into ¼-inch dice

Kosher salt

3 cloves garlic, smashed and finely chopped

½ pound ground beef

½ pound ground veal

½ pound ground pork

3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh rosemary

¾ cup freshly grated Parmigiano

½ cup bread crumbs

3 large eggs

2 cups chicken stock



1 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil and bring to medium heat. Add the onions, season with salt, and cook until soft and very aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for 2 to 3 more minutes. Remove from the heat and cool.

2 Transfer the onions to a large bowl and add the beef, veal, pork, rosemary, Parmigiano, ¼ cup water, bread crumbs, and eggs; season generously with salt. Use your hands to combine everything well—it’s squishy and fun! The mixture should be pretty loosey-goosey, so add 1 to 2 tablespoons more water if needed.

3 Before cooking all the polpettini, make a 1- to 2-inch tester patty. In a small sauté pan, heat a bit of oil and cook the patty; when it’s cool enough, taste it to make sure it’s delicious—if it’s not, reseason. When the tester tastes fabulous, roll the mixture into 1-inch balls.

4 Coat a large sauté pan with olive oil and bring it to high heat. Working in batches so you don’t overcrowd the pan, cook the polpettini until brown on all sides, then add ½ cup of the chicken stock and cook until the stock has reduced by half, 2 to 3 minutes. Remove the polpettini and reserve in a warm spot. Repeat this process until all the polpettini are cooked. Stick them with rosemary toothpicks to serve.

Have a ball!

Remember, a tester patty is a super-important step, so don’t skip it!
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Hard Polenta Cakes with Taleggio & Cherry Tomatoes

[image: Hard Polenta Cakes WITH TALEGGIO & CHERRY TOMATOES]

SERVES: 8 • TIME: ABOUT 2 HOURS, MOSTLY UNATTENDED

I love to make these for company because the polenta can be made WAY in advance. And you can top the cakes with almost anything—I like to use a nice stinky cheese, but after that really anything goes. Tomatoes give you a nice burst of sweetness, but dried fruit is fun, some fresh herbs, whatever you want! No matter how you top them, these corn cakes are little bites of melty, cheesy deliciousness.


MISE EN PLACE

1 cup whole milk, plus more as needed

1 bay leaf

Pinch of cayenne pepper

Kosher salt

¾ cup polenta

½ cup mascarpone

½ cup freshly grated Parmigiano

½ pound Taleggio, rind removed, cut into ½-inch cubes

1 pint cherry tomatoes, cut in half lengthwise

Extra virgin olive oil

Coarse sea salt for finishing

1 bunch of fresh chives, finely chopped



    
        [image: ]

        If you’re not a stinky-cheese person, use whatever cheese you want—remember, you’re the chef of your own kitchen!

    

1 Combine the milk, 2 cups water, bay leaf, and cayenne in a medium saucepan. Bring to a boil (BTB) and season generously with kosher salt. You want to take the seasoning to the edge of too salty in this case; to do this you MUST taste as you go! Polenta acts like a “salt eraser,” and if you don’t salt abundantly in this early step, you’ll never recover.

2 When the liquid is boiling, gradually sprinkle in the polenta, whisking constantly. Once the polenta is combined, IMMEDIATELY switch to a wooden spoon and stir frequently until the polenta thickens; this will take 30 to 35 minutes. Taste the polenta to see if it’s cooked through; if it still feels mealy and grainy, add some more milk or water and continue to cook for another 10 minutes. Repeat this process as needed until the polenta feels smooth on your tongue. Remove the bay leaf and stir in the mascarpone and Parmigiano; reserve.

3 Line a 7-inch square pan with plastic wrap. Pour the polenta mixture into the prepared pan and cover with plastic, pressing down so the plastic sits on the surface of the polenta. Chill until set, at least 45 minutes. (All of this can totally be done ahead of time—like yesterday!)

4 Preheat the oven to 400°F.

5 When the polenta is set, cut it into 1-inch squares. Put the squares on a baking sheet and top each with a piece of Taleggio.

6 Put the cherry tomatoes on a separate baking sheet and toss them with olive oil. Bake both the polenta squares and the tomatoes for 10 minutes. The tomatoes should be hot, starting to relax, and getting a little squishy, and the Taleggio should be nicely melted.

7 Put the polenta cakes on a serving dish, top each square with a cherry tomato half, and garnish each with a little sprinkey-dink of coarse sea salt and chives.

What a corn cake!!!

Polenta starts to bubble like hot lava fields and if it gets on you it will stick and burn—so watch out!


[image: Parmigiano-Crusted Cauliflower WITH GARLIC DIPPER]

SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 45 MINUTES

Cauliflower is one of my favorite vegetables. I love to jack it up with some bread crumbs and Parm and deep-fry it till it’s nice and brown. These are little bites of crunchy, cheesy, salty, heavenly loveliness. Add some garlicky goodness in the form of a dipping sauce and you have a showstopper!


MISE EN PLACE

FOR THE CAULIFLOWER

Kosher salt

1 head of cauliflower, cut into bite-size florets

2 cups peanut or other neutral-flavored oil

1 cup all-purpose flour

2 large eggs, beaten with 2 tablespoons water

1 cup bread crumbs

1 cup freshly grated Parmigiano

FOR THE GARLIC DIPPER

2 cups day-old or stale rustic Italian bread, crusts removed and cubed

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar, or to taste

2 cloves garlic, smashed

½ cup extra virgin olive oil

Kosher salt



FOR THE CAULIFLOWER

1 Bring a large pot of well-salted water to a boil, set up a large bowl of well-salted ice water, and line a baking sheet with paper towels. Toss the cauliflower florets into the boiling water. When the water returns to a boil, cook the cauliflower for 2 more minutes, then drain and immediately plunge into the ice water. When the cauliflower has cooled, drain it and lay it out to dry on the prepared baking sheet. (While you wait, you can get your dipper going—now that’s what I call multitasking!)

2 Pour the peanut oil into a large saucepan over medium-high heat; the oil should come 1½ to 2 inches up the sides of the pan. To see if it’s hot enough, drop some flour into it. If the flour sizzles and floats quickly, you’re good to go. If the flour burns or the oil begins to smoke, it’s too hot, so reduce the heat.

    3 While the oil heats, set up your standard breading procedure: one bowl of flour, one bowl with the egg-water mixture, and one with the bread crumbs and grated Parm. Then set up your drying situation next to the stove by putting a couple layers of paper towels on a baking sheet. When the oil is hot, dredge the cauliflower in the flour and shake off the excess, then run it through the egg mixture, and finally through the bread crumb–Parm mixture. Repeat this process with all the cauliflower.

4 Working in batches so you don’t overcrowd the pan, fry the cauliflower until brown and crispy, 3 to 5 minutes; then transfer to the paper towels, sprinkle with salt, and serve hot, hot, hot with the garlic dipper.

FOR THE DIPPER

In a medium bowl, toss the bread with enough water to really moisten it up; you want it almost soggy. Then squeeze out the excess water and put the bread, vinegar, and garlic in a food processor and purée, purée, purée—it should be really smooth! While the machine is still running, drizzle in the olive oil until combined. Season with salt and more vinegar if you like—I like a very bright, acidic dipping sauce. Put the dipper in a dish and serve it along with the cauliflower.

Mmmmm … salty, crispy, crunchy cauliflower and garlicky gooooodness!


STANDARD BREADING PROCEDURE

(a.k.a. The Way to Coat Stuff for Deep-Frying)

The point of the standard breading procedure is to coat something—anything, really—in bread crumbs so when it’s fried, it comes out with a nice even, crispy coating. The key ingredients here are flour, egg wash, and bread crumbs, but there are two pieces of essential equipment that are often forgotten—the wet hand and the dry hand. In between these two essentials is the continental divide, and never the two shall cross.

Start by using your dry hand to coat whatever ingredient you plan to fry in flour and shake off the excess. Then, still using your dry hand, pick up the ingredient and drop it into the egg wash without letting your dry hand get wet. Then, using your wet hand, pick up your ingredient and drop it into the bread crumbs. Switch back to your dry hand to pack on the bread crumbs for a firm, even coating. By following this simple dry-wet-dry-hand approach, your ingredients will be properly breaded AND there will be no clumpage on the ends of your fingers. Ta-da!
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Cipolline Tempura with Aïoli

[image: Cipolline Tempura with Aïoli]

SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 30 MINUTES

Cipolline are flat, sweet Italian onions that look like little flying saucers. I love these guys because they’re like onion rings with no holes. Perfectly fried baby onions and garlic mayonnaise to dip them in—they’re out of this world!


MISE EN PLACE

FOR THE CIPOLLINE TEMPURA

Kosher salt

1 pound small cipolline onions

1 cup cake or rice flour

1 tablespoon baking powder

½ to ¾ cup ice-cold sparkling water

2 cups peanut or other neutral-flavored oil

FOR THE AÏOLI

2 egg yolks

3 tablespoons red wine vinegar

2 cloves garlic, smashed

Pinch of crushed red pepper, or to taste

Peanut or other neutral-flavored oil

Kosher salt



FOR THE TEMPURA

1 Bring a medium pot of well-salted water to a boil. Toss in the cipolline and cook for 5 to 7 minutes or until tender. Drain and let cool. (While these are cooling, I suggest you save time and whip up your aïoli. BTW, this is multitasking!)

2 When the onions are cool enough to handle, use a paring knife to peel off the outer skin and trim the hairy root end; reserve.

3 To make the tempura batter, combine the flour, baking powder, and ½ teaspoon salt in a large bowl. Add the cold (seriously—ice-cold!) sparkling water and mix until a loose batter forms; don’t worry about the lumps.

4 When you’re ready to cook, pour the peanut oil into a large saucepan over medium-high heat; the oil should come 1½ to 2 inches up the sides of the pan. To see if it’s hot enough, drop a couple of little batter balls into it. If they sizzle and float quickly, you’re good to go. If the batter burns or the oil begins to smoke, it’s too hot, so reduce the heat.

5 While the oil heats, set up your drying situation next to the stove by putting a couple layers of paper towels on a baking sheet. Dip and coat each of the onions in the tempura batter, then add them one at a time to the oil. Work in batches—you don’t want to overcrowd the pan—and fry them until the batter is crisp but still pale and golden. Remove the onions from the oil and salt these puppies immediately.

FOR THE AÏOLI

In the bowl of a food processor, combine the egg yolks, vinegar, garlic, and red pepper and process until combined. Then, with the machine running, begin to add the oil a drop at a time—you want to do this slowly in the beginning until the mixture begins to thicken and look homogeneous. Once this happens, add the remaining oil in a thin stream until it is all combined; taste and season with salt. Serve the garlicky mayonnaise with the crispy sweet onions.

Take THAT, onion rings!

[image: White Bean Purée WITH PROSCIUTTO]

SERVES: 6 TO 8 • TIME: ABOUT 2 HOURS, MOSTLY UNATTENDED

This is not your ordinary bean dip. A lovely combo of beans, veggies, rosemary, and prosciutto makes this a simple but sophisticated twist on an old standby—and, while I recommend cooking your own beans, popping open a can instead is totally acceptable in a pinch.


MISE EN PLACE

    ½ pound cannellini beans, soaked overnight

3 onions, 1 peeled and cut in half, 2 cut into ¼-inch dice

1 celery rib, trimmed

1 carrot

2 cloves garlic, smashed

2 bay leaves

1 thyme bundle, tied with butcher’s twine

Kosher salt

Extra virgin olive oil

Pinch of crushed red pepper

½ cup prosciutto scraps, finely diced

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh rosemary




[image: ]

This recipe is best when you cook your own beans, so plan ahead.



    1 Put the beans, onion halves, celery, carrot, garlic, bay leaves, and thyme in a large pot and cover with water—it should come at least 2 inches above the level of the beans. Bring to a boil (BTB) and reduce to a simmer (RTS); cook until the beans are tender when you taste them, an hour or more. To be sure they’re done, do the 5-Bean Test.

2 When the beans are cooked through, turn off the heat, season the water generously with salt, and let sit for 20 minutes. Remove the onion halves, celery, carrot, garlic, bay leaves, and thyme and strain the beans, reserving about a cup of liquid to loosen the purée later if needed.

3 Coat a large sauté pan generously with olive oil, add the diced onion and red pepper, and bring to medium heat; season with salt and cook until the onions are soft and aromatic, 8 to 10 minutes. Add the prosciutto and rosemary and sauté for 3 to 4 more minutes, or until the meat just begins to color. Add the beans and some of the reserved bean cooking liquid if the mixture seems dry. Sauté for 2 or 3 minutes or until the beans are just warm.

4 Transfer everything to a food processor and purée until smooth, adding a bit of olive oil or reserved cooking liquid to loosen the purée if necessary. Taste, adding more salt if needed. Serve on bread or wherever bean dip is needed.

BEAN there, done that!

Don’t use your big-money prosciutto here. Ask your butcher to sell you the ends, which are usually the leftover bits they can’t sell.


BEANS, BEANS, THE MUSICAL FRUIT

Bean cooking SHOULD go like this: Toss the beans in a bowl of water and let them sit overnight. The next morning, put the beans in a pot with an onion cut in half, a whole rib of celery, a whole carrot, a couple of garlic cloves, some bay leaves, and a thyme bundle (and yes, you do want to leave all these veggies whole—it makes them much easier to remove later on). Cover everything with about 2 inches of water and BTB, RTS—bring to a boil, reduce to a simmer.

Now, if you didn’t remember to soak your beans yesterday, you can do the quick-cook method (which really isn’t that quick). Toss the beans and all the veggies together in a pot, bring to a boil (BTB), turn off the heat, and let it cool back down. This does the same thing as soaking your beans overnight. By the way, this works for all beans except for chickpeas—I don’t know why, they’re stubborn.

The only way to know for sure if your beans are done is to taste them, because different beans take different amounts of time to cook. To tell if beans are done, perform the 5-Bean Test: Taste at least five beans—if any of them are hard, then they’re not all done! When the beans are tender, turn off the heat, season generously with salt, remove the veg, and strain the beans from the bean cooking liquid. Voilà! Perfectly cooked and perfectly seasoned beans … every time.
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Grilled Corn, Bacon & Chili Crostini

[image: Grilled Corn, Bacon & Chili Crostini]

SERVES: 4 TO 6 • TIME: ABOUT 30 MINUTES

I always say everything tastes better with bacon. And when fresh corn is at its peak and just screaming to be eaten, this recipe is unbeatable (it also reminds me of summer as a kid because it was always my job to shuck the corn). It’s the perfect combination of smoky, sweet, spicy, and bright—what more could you ask for, except maybe MORE!


MISE EN PLACE

2 ears of corn, shucked

Extra virgin olive oil

Kosher salt

4 strips of bacon, julienned

2 Fresno chilies, cut into thin rounds, seeding optional

3 to 4 tablespoons red wine vinegar

4 scallions, white and green parts, sliced thinly on the bias

1 baguette, cut into ½-inch slices on the bias

1 clove garlic



1 Preheat a grill.

2 Lightly brush the corn with olive oil and sprinkle with salt. Put the corn on the grill and cook, turning every 2 or 3 minutes, until the kernels are charred and soft. Remove and let cool. Once you can handle it, stand the corn upright in a wide bowl and carefully run a knife down each ear lengthwise to cut the kernels off the cob; reserve.

3 Coat a sauté pan with olive oil, add the bacon, and bring to medium heat. When the bacon is brown and crispy, 8 to 10 minutes, add the chili peppers and sauté for 2 to 3 minutes more. Add the corn and toss to combine. Season with salt, stir in the vinegar, and taste—it should be really good by now. Toss in the scallions, remove from heat, and reserve.

4 Toast the baguette slices on the grill; when lightly charred on both sides, 3 to 4 minutes total, remove them and rub each slice with the whole garlic clove. Drizzle with olive oil and top with the corn-bacon mixture.

This is super-corny!

[image: Tomato-Basil Bruschetta]

SERVES: 6 • TIME: ABOUT 15 MINUTES

This is a classic that everyone should know how to do well. The trick here has nothing to do with cooking and everything to do with using only seasonal ingredients. When summer tomatoes are pristine and basil is at its peak, that’s when you want to whip this baby up. By the way, it’s pronounced “broo-SKET-ta”—NOT “broo-SHETT-ta.”


MISE EN PLACE

4 large tomatoes, seeded and cut into ¼-inch dice

    6 to 8 fresh basil leaves, cut into a chiffonade

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar, or to taste

Kosher salt

2 cloves garlic, smashed and finely chopped, plus 1 whole clove

¼ cup big fat finishing oil

1 baguette, cut into ½-inch slices on the bias



1 Preheat a grill.

2 Combine the tomatoes, basil, vinegar, salt, smashed garlic, and big fat finishing oil in a large bowl, toss well, and reserve.

3 Toast the baguette slices on the grill; when lightly charred on both sides, 3 to 4 minutes total, remove them and rub each slice with the whole garlic clove. Top with the lovely tomato-basil mixture.

This is summer on toast!


A chiffonade is a thin ribbon cut used for fresh basil, mint, and other fragile leaves that can bruise very easily, turn black, and look gross. To chiffonade, you can either cut the herbs with kitchen shears or roll up the herbs and run through them with a very sharp knife. Either way, you don’t want to crash your knife (especially a dull one!) down on top of the leaves or they’ll certainly turn black. Ick.



[image: Baked Ricotta WITH ROSEMARY & LEMON]

SERVES: 4 TO 6 • TIME: ABOUT 20 MINUTES

This is another super-cinchy piccolini that packs a big wow factor. Start with high-quality ricotta, mix it up with lots of other yummy stuff, put it in a cute dish, and bake until it’s all warm and melty. Serve this cheesy pot of deliciousness with lots of warm bread, and I guarantee people will call you a rock star!


MISE EN PLACE

2 cups ricotta cheese

3 sprigs of fresh rosemary, leaves finely chopped

Grated zest of 1 lemon

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

Pinch of crushed red pepper

Kosher salt

Big fat finishing oil

1 loaf of rustic Italian bread, cut into 1-inch slices



1 Preheat the oven to 375°F.

2 Combine the ricotta, rosemary, zest, olive oil, red pepper, and salt in a large bowl and mix well. Taste to make sure it’s delicious and reseason as needed.

3 Transfer the mixture to an ovenproof dish and bake for 12 to 15 minutes or until heated through. Remove from the oven, drizzle with a little bit of big fat finishing oil, and serve immediately with the bread.

Hot and cheeeeesy!




End of sample
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MAKING FRESH PASTA ... PERFECTLY

TYPE OF PASTA MACHINE SETTING DESIRED SIZE/SHAPE
Approximately 6-7 Thin pasta sheets
Approximately 5-6 Vinch-wide ribbons
Approximately 5-6 Vainch-wide ribbons.

Approximately 4-5 Va-inch-wide ribbons.
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