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Introduction

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED entirely to vegetables—all prepared in the style of Northern Italy. The chapters are organized by vegetable for a very good reason. I couldn’t possibly count the number of evenings I rushed home to make dinner, opened the refrigerator, and discovered that carrots were my only vegetable. And there were days at the market when I couldn’t resist the beautiful produce—gorgeous baby artichokes, plump fresh peas, or juicy ripe tomatoes. Unfortunately, once home I was often unable to find a recipe to inspire me. This book is for those evenings—nights when you need a simple yet delicious recipe for vegetables already in your refrigerator or those you couldn’t pass up at the market.

The most important element in Italian cooking is freshness. Whenever possible, the highest quality ingredients should be used. I grew up in Milan, where vegetables were a significant part of my youth. I learned how to pick the finest produce and then prepare it in a way that would respect its unique flavors. When you start with quality ingredients, you need very little to enhance the inherent taste of vegetables. Too many additional ingredients and prolonged cooking times mask the tremendous flavor fresh produce has to offer.

Thanks to global shipments of produce, you can enjoy most vegetables year-round—fresh asparagus in October, red ripe tomatoes in December, and tender baby eggplant in April. However, it’s important to remember that some vegetables travel long distances to get to your local market. Additionally, many vegetables remain on produce shelves for extended periods of time. Quality and age significantly impact a vegetable’s flavor, texture, and cooking time; therefore, use my suggested cooking times as a guideline, and to ensure the best result, keep an eye on the pot, not on the clock.

During one of my frequent visits to Italy I found myself wandering around the enchanting Umbrian hill towns. Umbria, situated one and one half hours from Rome’s Fiumicino International Airport, is reachable by car via the super strada north heading toward Florence. This pleasant ride provides views of small medieval towns perched on hilltops, silver-gray olive trees, dark green Roman pines, and contrasting golden sunflower fields.

Food in this region is at its simplest and the methods of cooking focus on producing fresh, clear tastes. The flavor of a dish is built upon the main ingredient, without the use of strong seasonings that would overwhelm the food. The philosophy in this book is simplicity and the use of fresh ingredients—the two most important elements of Italian cuisine at its best.



Artichokes

CARCIOFI

ARTICHOKES ARE the immature flower buds of a thistle plant. The edible portion—the velvety texture found at the base of each leaf and the center of the “cone”—tastes like a cross between celery and asparagus.

THERE ARE SEVERAL VARIETIES OF ARTICHOKE, WITH GREEN GLOBE BEING the most readily available. Baby and regular size artichokes come from the same plant, but their size is determined by placement on the plant. Baby artichokes grow down among the shady base, where they are shielded from the toughening and growth-enhancing rays of the sun. Since baby artichokes are uniformly tender, the whole vegetable is edible, raw or cooked.

Baby artichokes range in size from that of a walnut to a jumbo egg (size is not an indicator of age; some types are just bigger than others). Larger artichokes vary in size from medium (about 8 ounces), to large (about 10 ounces), to jumbo (about 12 ounces).

Artichokes have several parts worth mentioning. The “choke” is the inedible fuzzy portion in the middle of medium, large, and jumbo artichokes (baby artichokes have no choke). Remove the choke easily by scooping it out with a spoon after the vegetable has been steamed or poached. The terms “heart” and “bottom” are often used interchangeably, but they’re actually two different things. The “heart,” located in the center of the artichoke, comprises the pale, inner leaves and the firm-fleshed base. The “bottom,” or saucer shaped portion of the artichoke, is free of the choke and leaves and is touted as the most prized portion of the vegetable.

Artichokes are available year-round, but spring is the domestic (California) peak season. Choose artichokes that are firm and heavy for their size, with tight, compact leaves. Color varies from green to purplish red, and some artichokes—exposed to an early frost—may have a yellowish tinge or brown spotting; slight discolorations do not affect quality or taste (in fact, some say frost enhances flavor). Since all artichokes are mature when picked, avoid any that look dry or withered. Fresh artichokes have a rich, meaty flavor with a clean aftertaste, but old artichokes can be dull and tasteless.

Baby artichokes are ideal for eating raw in salads. They can also be marinated, sautéed, and added to soups, sauces, stews, and pot roasts. Medium and large artichokes are perfect for side dishes and light meals. When trimmed and sliced, they can be battered and fried, or added to stir-fries and pasta dishes. Stuffed jumbo artichokes make a complete and satisfying entree. To eat the larger artichokes, pull off a leaf, drag it through your teeth, and discard the portion that doesn’t come off easily. The tiniest inner leaves are completely edible.

Artichokes pair well with sharp flavors such as lemon, orange, wine, vinegar, olives, capers, smoked meats such as ham and bacon, garlic, shallots, bay leaves, parsley, sage, tarragon, fennel, and oregano. In Italy, we enjoy dipping the leaves in extra virgin olive oil that’s been seasoned with a little salt, pepper, and lemon juice. To prepare artichokes for cooking, slice off the top 1 inch from each artichoke to remove the thornlike tips. Slice the stem end so it’s even with the base (or leave 1 inch of stem, if desired) and pull away any dry or tough outer leaves. To prevent discoloration while you are working, immerse trimmed artichokes in a large bowl of ice water that has the juice of one lemon squeezed into it.

To store fresh artichokes, sprinkle them with a little water, place in perforated plastic bags, and store in the refrigerator crisper for up to one week.

COOKING TIMES

(times vary depending on artichoke size; artichokes are ready to eat when an outer leaf pulls off easily)

BOILING (standing in 3 inches of water) and steaming (over 1 to 2 inches of boiling water): 15 to 20 minutes for baby artichokes, 25 to 40 minutes for medium, large, and jumbo artichokes

MICROWAVING (in 1/2 inch of water): 6 to 10 minutes (for all sizes)



BOILED ARTICHOKES

CARCIOFI LESSATI

The beauty of this recipe lies in its simplicity. These artichokes make a lovely side dish served with roast beef or baked ham.

6 medium artichokes (about 8 ounces each)

1 lemon

8 to 9 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

2 1/2 tablespoons white wine vinegar

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

SLICE off the top 1 inch from each artichoke to remove the thornlike tips. Slice the stem end so it’s even with the base (or leave 1 inch of stem, if desired) and pull away any dry or tough outer leaves. As you trim them, transfer the artichokes to a large stockpot with enough water to cover and the juice of the lemon. Set the pot over medium-high heat and brings to a boil. Reduce the heat, partially cover, and simmer 20 minutes, until tender (outer leaves will pull off easily).

Drain, turn artichokes upside down, and let cool slightly.

Meanwhile, in a small bowl, whisk together the oil, vinegar, and salt and pepper to taste. Place the artichokes in individual, shallow bowls and serve with olive oil mixture on the side for dipping the leaves.

Serves 6



FRIED ARTICHOKES

CARCIOFI FRITTI

10 baby artichokes

2 lemons

3 large eggs, separated

1 teaspoon salt

1 cup all-purpose flour

3 cups olive oil

SLICE off the top 1 inch from each artichoke to remove the thornlike tips. Slice the stem end so it’s even with the base (or leave 1 inch of stem, if desired) and pull away any dry or tough outer leaves. Transfer the artichokes to a large bowl of ice water that has the juice of 1 lemon added.

In a medium bowl, whisk the egg whites until frothy. Whisk in the yolks and salt.

Drain the artichokes and cut into four equal wedges (length-wise). There may be tougher leaves and fuzz in the middle. If necessary, using a spoon, remove the inner core of each artichoke quarter (pale inner leaves) and scrape away the fuzzy middle. Return to the bowl of water and lemon juice.

Place the flour in a shallow dish. Drain artichokes well and pat dry with paper towels. Add artichoke wedges to the flour and turn to coat. Dip the flour-coated artichokes into the egg mixture and let stand 5 minutes (they should become saturated with egg mixture).

Meanwhile, heat the olive oil in a heavy stockpot until a thermometer reads 350° to 375° F. Add the artichokes in two or three batches (to keep oil temperature constant) and fry until golden brown on all sides, about 5 minutes. Remove the artichokes with a slotted spoon and drain on paper toweling. Cut the remaining lemon into wedges. Serve the artichokes hot with lemon wedges on the side.

Serves 4



RAW BABY ARTICHOKE SALAD

INSALATA DI CARCIOFI CRUDI

The baby artichokes in this salad are eaten raw, and they are so delicate and tasty—like the petals on a rose. Serve this delightful salad as a first course or as a side dish with veal scaloppini or sautéed chicken.

12 baby artichokes

4 lemons

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

1 1/2 teaspoons salt

SLICE off the top 1/4 to 1/2 inch from one artichoke to remove the thornlike tips, if necessary. Slice the stem end so it’s even with the base and pull away any dry or tough outer leaves. Transfer to a large bowl of cold water and add the juice from 1 lemon. This is done to prevent discoloration. Repeat with remaining artichokes.

Drain the artichokes and cut each in half lengthwise. Place halves cut side down on a cutting board and thinly slice lengthwise.

Place the artichoke slices in a large bowl and add the juice from the remaining 3 lemons, olive oil, and salt. Toss to combine. Serve immediately.

Serves 4

Variation

BABY ARTICHOKES WITH PARMIGIANO REGGIANO

CARCIOFI FRESCHI CON PARMIGIANO-REGGIANO

TOP artichoke slices with thinly sliced Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese (use a vegetable peeler to obtain thin slices).



ARTICHOKE FRITTATA

FRITTATA DI CARCIOFI

Frittatas are delicious.

12 baby artichokes

2 lemons

6 large eggs

2 tablespoons freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

Salt and freshly ground black, pepper

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, divided

SLICE off the top 1/4 to 1/2 inch from each artichoke to remove the thornlike tips, if necessary. Slice the stem end so it’s even with the base and pull away any dry or tough outer leaves. Transfer the artichokes to a large bowl, add the juice of 1 lemon, and pour over enough cold water to cover.

In a medium bowl, whisk together eggs, Parmigiano-Reggiano, and salt and pepper to taste. Set aside.

Drain the artichokes and cut in half lengthwise. Place halves cut side down on a cutting board and thinly slice lengthwise.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the artichokes and sauté 3 minutes, until golden. Remove the artichokes from the pan with a slotted spoon and dry on paper toweling (keep skillet hot).

In a large bowl, whisk the eggs until frothy. Add artichokes and mix well. Add the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil to the hot skillet. Pour mixture into hot skillet and cook 3 minutes, until almost cooked through to the top. Invert the frittata onto a large plate and slide frittata back into skillet, uncooked side down. Cook over medium heat until cooked through (a wooden pick inserted will come out clean).

Serve hot, room temperature, or chilled with remaining lemon sliced on the side.

Serves 4



Asparagus

ASPARAGI

IN THE ANCIENT GREEK language, asparagus meant “shoot,” an appropriate name for this grasslike member of the lily family that bursts out of the ground in the spring. These shoots, or asparagus spears, grow at different rates, so they must be harvested by hand—a time-consuming process that also shoots up the price. If the shoots were not picked, they would grow into tall, fernlike shrubs with bright red berries.

Asparagus varieties vary in color from green to purple—or a combination of the two. The spears range in thickness from very thin to almost 1 inch thick at the ends. Very thin asparagus is the youngest and most tender. Also available are cream or off-white shoots; this variety is grown without sunlight in order to prevent photosynthesis, the chemical process that turns vegetables green. Whether green, purple, or white, the taste of fresh asparagus is virtually identical.

Available year-round thanks to shipments from the Southern Hemisphere, asparagus is in peak season in the United States from late February through July. Asparagus season is often thought of as the first sign of spring for those anticipating the warmer months.

When shopping, select crisp, tightly closed, straight spears with fresh-looking cut ends. Avoid limp spears and any that show signs of drying at the ends.

Thin asparagus spears are best steamed, boiled, microwaved, sautéed, and stir-fried. The fleshy spears of thicker asparagus are great for roasting and grilling. To prepare asparagus for cooking, rinse the spears under cold water and snap off any woody ends. Thinner spears may need just a slight trimming of the tough ends; thicker asparagus often benefits from peeling the outer layer off of the bottom few inches. Asparagus has great affinities for butter, olive oil, hollandaise sauce, eggs, sharp cheese, shallots, bay leaves, basil, oregano, tarragon, and sage.

Best used within two days of purchase, asparagus will keep up to five days if stored properly, in a tightly closed paper bag in the refrigerator crisper.

COOKING TIMES

(for crisp-tender asparagus)

BOILING, STEAMING, AND MICROWAVING: 4 to 5 minutes for thin spears, 8 to 10 minutes for thick spears

SAUTÉING AND STIR-FRYING: 6 to 10 minutes (depending on spear size)

ROASTING AT 500° F: 8 to 10 minutes

GRILLING: 5 to 7 minutes, turning frequently



ASPARAGUS SALAD WITH POTATO-ANCHOVY DRESSING

INSALATA DI ASPARAGI CON PATATE CONDITECON SALSA DI ACCIUGHE

An interesting blend of salty anchovies, starchy potato, and fresh sweet asparagus. This side dish pairs perfectly with sautéed or grilled chicken and steak. If desired, you can make the dressing in advance and refrigerate. Reheat in a small saucepan over low heat until warm.

2 pounds thin asparagus spears, woody ends trimmed

1 large potato, peeled and diced

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

8 whole anchovies, chopped

 1/2 cup chopped fresh parsley

4 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

BLANCH the asparagus in a large pot of rapidly boiling water for 2 to 3 minutes, until crisp-tender. Drain and immerse in a large bowl of ice water to prevent further cooking. Drain and set aside.

Cook the potato in a small pot of rapidly boiling water for 10 minutes, until fork tender. Drain and set aside.

Heat the olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the anchovies and potato and, using the back of a spoon, mash the two together until blended. Sauté 2 minutes, until hot. Remove from the heat and stir in the parsley and lemon juice. Season to taste with salt and pepper.

To serve, transfer the asparagus to a serving plate and spoon anchovy dressing over top.

Serves 4 to 6



ASPARAGUS MILANESE WITH FRIED EGGS

ASPARAGI ALLA MILANESE CON UOVA FRITTE

This traditional Milanese dish is as popular as risotto alla milanese in my home town of Milano. When I was a child, fresh asparagus was available only in the spring (not year-round as it is today). When asparagus season began, so did the wonderful elements associated with springtime—mild weather, aromatic flowers, the thrilling feeling of nature awakening all around us. Serve this dish with a nice dry wine, such as Pinot Grigio (very cold).

28 to 32 medium asparagus spears (about 2 1/2 pounds), woody ends trimmed

1/2 cup freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

3 to 4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, divided

8 large eggs, divided

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

BLANCH the asparagus in a large pot of rapidly boiling water for 2 to 3 minutes, until crisp-tender. Drain and divide onto four serving plates. Sprinkle the top with Parmigiano-Reggiano and set aside.

Heat 1 tablespoon of the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add 2 eggs and cook until the yolks are just cooked through, 3 to 4 minutes, turning halfway through the cooking if desired. Arrange the fried eggs on the Parmigianino-topped asparagus. Repeat with the remaining eggs, adding additional olive oil as necessary. Sprinkle the top with salt and pepper and serve warm.

Serves 4



ASPARAGUS SALAD IN OLIVE OIL AND LEMON

ASPARAGI IN INSALATA CON OLIO D’OLIVA E LIMONE

2 pounds thin fresh asparagus, woody ends trimmed

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

1 lemon

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

BLANCH the asparagus in a large pot of rapidly boiling water for 2 to 3 minutes, until crisp-tender. Drain and transfer to a large serving platter.

Meanwhile, in a small bowl, whisk together the olive oil and the juice from the lemon. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Spoon the dressing over the asparagus and toss to coat.

Serves 4 to 6

Variation

ASPARAGUS WITH VINAIGRETTE

2 1/2 tablespoons vinegar (red or white wine)

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

5 to 6 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

BLANCH the asparagus as described above.

In a small bowl, whisk together the vinegar and mustard. Gradually add the olive oil and whisk until blended. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Spoon the dressing over the asparagus and toss to coat.



BAKED ASPARAGUS WITH BÉCHAMEL

ASPARAGIAL FORNO CON BESCIAMELLA

5 tablespoons unsalted butter, divided

2 pounds thin asparagus spears, woody ends trimmed

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

2 to 3 cups milk

1/2 cup freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

3 egg yolks

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

PREHEAT the oven to 425° F.

Use 1 tablespoon of the butter to grease the bottom and sides of an 11x7 inch baking dish. Set aside.

Blanch the asparagus in a large pot of lightly salted, rapidly boiling water for 2 minutes. Drain and transfer to prepared baking dish. Set aside.

Melt the remaining 4 tablespoons of butter in a medium saucepan over medium low heat. Add the flour and cook until mixture becomes golden, stirring constantly with a wire whisk. Gradually whisk in 2 cups of the milk and simmer until mixture is smooth and thick, about 3 minutes, stirring constantly with a wire whisk. Whisk in the Parmigiano-Reggiano and egg yolks, and simmer 2 minutes, whisking until smooth, adding more milk if necessary to create a fluid and consistent sauce. Remove from the heat and season to taste with salt and pepper.

Pour the sauce over the asparagus in the baking dish.

Bake 10 minutes, until top is golden. Serve hot.

Serves 4 to 6



SOUP WITH ASPARAGUS TIPS

MINESTRINA CON PUNTE D’ASPARAGI

This delicate soup is wonderful for special occasions, yet simple enough for any day. Be sure to check asparagus tips after 12 minutes of cooking — they should be al dente, or slightly firm to the bite.

2 1/2 quarts beef, chicken, or vegetable broth (or 2 1/2 quarts water and 2 bouillon cubes)

9 asparagus tips

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

Salt

IN a large stockpot over medium-high heat, bring the broth to a boil. Add the asparagus tips, reduce the heat to medium, and simmer 12 minutes, until crisp-tender.

Remove the pot from the heat, add the butter, and season to taste with salt.

Serve hot.

Serves 4



Beans

FAGIOLI

THERE ARE THREE STAGES in a bean’s life. The first stage is in early summer when the bean pod (up to one week old) is tender enough to snap when folded in half. These edible pods vary in color from green to purple, yellow, and various colors in between. The shapes vary, too. Beans can be thin and round (French beans or haricots verts), flat and thick (Italian Romanos), or long and slender (Asian yard-long beans). Bean pods have notable affinities with butter, nuts (especially almonds, hazelnuts, and cashews), dill, mint, chervil, and parsley. When shopping, select bright pods— green or yellow—with no signs of drying or wilting. Fresh pods will keep up to one week in perforated plastic bags in the refrigerator crisper.

The next stage occurs when the shape of the bean seeds becomes visible through the skin of the pod. At this point, the pods are too tough to eat, but the beans are plump and full of flavor. These fresh “shell beans” are available as lima beans, butter beans, and French flageolets. Other varieties that may be locally available include black-eyed peas, fava beans, cannellini beans, and cranberry beans. Shell beans are best when shelled just before cooking, and they pair exceptionally well with onions, leeks, chives, tomatoes, carrots, celery, marjoram, oregano, sage, parsley, thyme, and bay leaves. Look for plump green pods or bright green shelled beans of uniform color. Avoid pods or shelled beans with discolorations or signs of drying. In the pod, shell beans will keep up to three days in the refrigerator crisper. Shelled beans should be used the same day.

A bean’s third stage occurs when it has matured and almost all moisture has evaporated. The pod becomes brittle and dry and snaps open to release the mature beans. These beans are found dried at the market. Dried beans require longer cooking times and are often soaked overnight before using. The age of dried beans affects cooking times—the older the bean, the longer the cooking time. When shopping, look for shiny beans of uniform size and color. Avoid beans with faded color, an indication of age that may cause uneven cooking. Kept in air-tight packaging or in covered jars in a dark, cool, and dry place, dried beans will keep up to six months. Dried beans have wonderful affinities with smoked meats, onions, carrots, celery, bay leaves, thyme, rosemary parsley, basil, cilantro, vinegar, chili powder, cumin, and rice.

NOTE: When using canned beans, place them in a sieve and run water over them (to remove salt and other flavors from canning).

COOKING TIMES

(times vary depending on size and thickness of bean pods and type of shell bean)

Bean pods and shell beans

BOILING, STEAMING, MICROWAVING, SAUTEING, AND STIR-FRYING: 4 to 8 minutes

(some shell beans may take up to 20 minutes to reach crisp-tender texture)

Dried beans

BOILING: 1 to 2 hours
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