

[image: image]





[image: image]







Copyright © 2025 by CPK Media, LLC.

Cover design by Laura Palese

Cover photographs by Joe Miller (palline) and Getty Images (Italian street scene)

Cover © 2025 Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

littlebrown.com

First ebook edition: April 2025

Voracious is an imprint of Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Voracious name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


ISBN 9780316582070

Photography Credits: Christopher Warde-Jones, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; Joe Murphy, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; Connie Miller, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; J.M. Hirsch, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; Christopher Kimball, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; Erika LaPresto, here, here, here; Brian Samuels, here; Carlo Gianferro, here, here; Beatrice Melotti, here, here; Petr Svarc / Alamy Stock Photo, here

Food Styling Credits: Wes Martin, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; Christine Tobin, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here; Catrine Kelty, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here.


E3-20250301-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Introduction

	Italian Pantry Essentials

	SALADS AND SIDES

	ZUPPE

	RISOTTO, POLENTA AND BEANS

	PASTA

	PASTA CLASSICA

	SHAPED AND BAKED PASTA

	PIZZA AND PANE

	FRUTTI DI MARE

	CARNE

	DOLCE

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Authors







	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iv

	vii

	i

	ii

	vi

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	7

	6

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	17

	16

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	25

	24

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	35

	34

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	53

	52

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	67

	66

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	79

	78

	80

	81

	82

	83

	85

	84

	86

	87

	88

	89

	91

	90

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	99

	98

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	115

	114

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	143

	142

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	153

	152

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	161

	160

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	179

	178

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	189

	188

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	217

	216

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	227

	226

	228

	229

	230

	231

	233

	232

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	291

	290

	293

	292

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	307

	306

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	315

	314

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	329

	328

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	339

	338

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385

	398

	399

	400








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Voracious logo]









[image: image]







[image: image]







[image: image]







[image: image]







[image: image]






Introduction
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My first trip to Italy was in 1967 when I arrived with my family in Rome and we stayed at the Hotel Hassler just above the Spanish Steps. It was a classic tourist trip—three days and then on to Paris and London—only stopping long enough to see the major tourist destinations, consuming the obligatory classics, and never experiencing the heart and soul of our host country.

Since then, I’ve been back many times, usually guided by cookbook authors and locals. I’ve visited small eateries in Rome’s Jewish quarter, local markets and farms outside Bologna; cooked a white wild boar sauce, ragu bianco de cinghiale, and eaten fried dough for breakfast; I surrendered to the unwashed chaos of Naples, took a walking tour from Ravello to Amalfi through the Valle delle Ferriere (iron works), and spent a week in Umbria cooking my favorite type of cuisine, cucina povera.

A great travel cookbook has to take one off the beaten path, but it also has to immerse you in the soul of a region. You want to meet the people, walk the land, sniff the aromas of wild herbs, sit at the table, and listen to the conversation. Many, many times I have sat at those tables, trying to keep pace with my rudimentary Italian, understanding the rhythm of the back and forth, the feeling of the language, without all of the particulars. A table in Calabria is quite different than one in Bologna, Rome or Bari. And that’s what great travel writing is all about, capturing the warp and weft of a culture, not just its food.

For those of you who have been to Rome, you know what I mean. The city is filled with the usual suspects, particularly mediocre pasta dishes. But if you know where to look, one finds the sublime. Antico Falcone for one (the palline al verde—ricotta spinach balls—are divine) or try Le Mani in Pasta, which offers shaved truffles over thin raw slices of branzino.

Or spend time at the Hotel Barbieri in Altomonte, Calabria, where three generations live under the same roof just a hundred yards away from the hotel they built in the 1960s. They still do some of their cooking in a wood-fired oven, including pizzas topped with chopped, seasoned pig offal. You are there for the hospitality as well as the food.

You can use this volume as a cookbook, as an armchair travel experience, or as a planning guide for your next trip to Italy. We cannot hope to cover the entirety of what Italy offers, but we can provide a peek at what lies beneath the typical tourist excursion—recipes that mostly have not crossed the Atlantic and remain connected to the people and places that birthed them.

It’s not just a story of cooking, it’s the story of many cultures, many regions and many families that somehow, magically, are woven into the fabric of what we call Italy.

—Christopher Kimball






Italian Pantry Essentials
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Quality Italian ingredients have become widely available in U.S. grocery stores, from authentic Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese and prosciutto to true aceto balsamico and salt-cured capers. These ingredients make it easier to capture both the flavors and traditions of classic Italian cooking. The following list covers many of the ingredients we like to keep on hand.

Anchovies

In Italian, alici refers to fresh anchovies; acciughe refers to cured anchovies, whether salt-preserved or oil-packed. We often cook with the latter, as they are easy to find and are ready to use right out of the container. Oil-packed anchovies are sold jarred and in tins. Avoid anchovy paste sold in a tube; it tends to be unpleasantly salty and lack umami depth. White anchovies, a Spanish specialty, typically are packed in vinegar and oil; they are meant to be eaten as is and are not intended for cooking. Colatura di alici is an Italian fermented anchovy condiment similar to Southeast Asian fish sauce, but its taste is saltier, smoother and less pungent. Depending on the dish, oil-packed anchovies, rinsed and patted dry, can be a reasonably good substitute for colatura di alici.

Arborio and Carnaroli Rice

Taking its name from a town in the Po Valley of northern Italy’s Piedmont region, Arborio rice is a medium-grain variety with a stubby shape, high starch content and ability to absorb large amounts of liquid. It’s the best-known rice for making luxuriously creamy risotto. But in our experience, carnaroli rice, which also comes from Piedmont, is more resistant to overcooking, making it our favorite. The two types can be used interchangeably in recipes, but Arborio requires a little more attention when simmering to ensure the proper degree of doneness. Vialone nano is yet another Italian high-starch rice; it’s the preferred variety in the Veneto region.

Beans

Nutritious, inexpensive and shelf-stable, dried beans, or fagioli, are co-stars in countless Italian soups, stews and pasta dishes, and often are the featured ingredient. The varieties we cook with most are white, creamy cannellini beans and beige and red-mottled Roman beans, which also are known as cranberry beans or borlotti, in Italian. In addition, chickpeas, or ceci, are a staple legume in the Italian kitchen. No matter the variety, soaking in salted water, then simmering dried beans yields the best taste and texture. But when short on time, canned beans are a terrific option, too. We often drain and rinse canned beans before use, but sometimes we add some or all of the canning liquid to give the dish starchiness and body, so be sure to read the recipe before draining your canned beans. See here for instructions on cooking dried beans.

Calabrian Chili Paste

Sold in jars, Calabrian chili paste, sometimes referred to as bomba calabrese, is made by crushing fresh red chilies from Italy’s Calabria region with oil, salt and vinegar. The vividly hued, coarse-textured condiment is quickly gaining in popularity, as it’s an easy way to spike dishes with spiciness, saltiness and a little tang, plus the fruity notes of fresh red chili. The paste is terrific in sauces, soups and stews, as well as on sandwiches and pizzas. Stored in the refrigerator after opening, it will keep for several months.

Capers

To make punchy, pungent capers, the tiny flower buds of a bush that thrives in hot, dry climates are harvested, then preserved. In Italy, salt-packed capers are common, but here in the U.S., capers packed in brine are more common. The term “non-pareil” on jar labels indicates that the capers are of the smallest size on the grading scale (no larger than 7 millimeters). Salted capers should be briefly soaked in water, then rinsed before use. Capers in brine need only to be drained before use, but also can be quickly rinsed to tame their intensity. Caperberries are the flower buds that have matured into fruits. Roughly the dimensions of olives, and with their stems still attached, caperberries also are sold salted and brined. With a milder flavor and a texture that is seedy and slightly pickle-like, caperberries are better on an antipasto platter than used in place of regular capers.

Cheeses

Burrata, a specialty of the Campania region of Southern Italy, is a stark white, ball-shaped soft cheese. It consists of an outer casing of what is essentially fresh mozzarella and a rich, oozy center of cream with mozzarella curds called stracciatella. (The term stracciatella, which translates as “little rags,” also refers to a Roman egg-drop soup and to chocolate-chip gelato or ice cream.) Burrata may be made with cow’s or buffalo milk, though in the U.S., the former is the more common variety. Either way, it’s highly perishable and should be enjoyed soon after purchase.

Fontina is a semi-firm unpasteurized cow’s milk cheese made in the Aosta Valley in dairy-loving northern Italy. With a washed rind and small “eyes” that dot the interior, fontina has a rich, buttery, slightly nutty, vaguely truffle-y flavor that’s assertive yet approachable. An excellent melting cheese, fontina is a key ingredient in fonduta, Italy’s version of Swiss fondue. When shopping, be sure to purchase fontina from Italy, sometimes labeled “fontina Val d’Aosta.” Pass on Danish fontina; encased in a tell-tale red-wax rind, this cheese has a rubbery texture and uninspiring flavor.

Gorgonzola, a rich cow’s milk blue cheese, is produced in northern Italy, specifically in the dairy-rich regions of Piedmont and Lombardy. Its texture and assertiveness depend on how long it is aged. Gorgonzola dolce is the cheese in its younger stages, when it is luscious and spreadable, with a mellow, subtly sweet flavor. Gorgonzola piccante, often labeled simply as “Gorgonzola,” has a creamy yet crumbly consistency and bold, salty pungency. Either type works both in recipes and on cheese boards.

Mozzarella is a household cheese, but the bouncy, rubbery shreds scattered on pizza and chicken Parmesan in the U.S. have little in common with Italian mozzarella. The latter is a fresh, stretched-curd cheese produced with the milk of water buffalo. A specialty from Southern Italy with protected status by the European Union, mozzarella di bufala ideally is eaten the day it is made, as it is highly perishable. If produced with cow’s milk, the cheese is called fior di latte—what we in the U.S. refer to as “fresh mozzarella.” These days, most supermarkets sell fresh mozzarella, typically packed in whey, and in a variety of sizes, from egg-sized ovoline to diminutive perline. It’s also relatively easy to find mozzarella di bufala in specialty markets and grocery stores with sizable cheese departments. Smoked mozzarella has a firmer texture than fresh mozzarella, and is a great way to add woodsy flavor to cheesy dishes.

Parmesan needs little introduction. When we call for the firm, aged, umami-rich cow’s milk cheese, we mean Parmigiano-Reggiano, which is produced according to European Union regulations in a handful of provinces within the regions of Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy. Parmesan can be grated or shaved for adding to dishes, or cut into shards for a cheese plate. To taste the full spectrum of rich, nutty flavor notes, purchase Parmesan in chunks that you will use within a few weeks’ time. Avoid pre-grated Parmesan, as the cheese loses its character, including its unique crystalline crunchiness, with exposure to air. We prefer to grate Parmesan as needed on a wand-style grater, which yields a finer, fluffier texture than if grated on the small holes of a box grater. Be sure to reserve the rind in a zip-close bag in the freezer. Simmered into soups and stews, even just a small piece of rind will add great depth of flavor.

Pecorino Romano is the best-known member of the pecorino family of cheeses, all made with sheep’s milk. A firm, crumbly cheese with assertive salinity, a little spiciness, a touch of tang and a notable but pleasant funkiness, pecorino Romano pairs perfectly with the bold, strong flavors of Central and Southern Italian cooking. Though the name implies the cheese comes from Rome or its environs—and indeed it does—it also is produced in parts of Tuscany and Sardinia, which is where most pecorino Romano is made. Tuscany also produces pecorino Toscano and Sardinia has pecorino Sardo, but these varieties are more difficult to source in the U.S.

Provolone from Italy is recognizable as the log-, cone- or pear-shaped cheese tied with string and hung from the rafters to age. Originally from the southern part of the country, the northern region of Lombardy now is famed for the production of the semi-firm cow’s milk cheese. Other areas of Italy produce different types of provolone. In the U.S., we typically have few options when it comes to imported provolone. Dolce is a softer, mellower, younger version of the cheese, while piccante is a little drier and firmer, with a pleasant sharpness. Provolone stracciatella, a smoked version, is another variety, and a delicious way to work woodsy flavor into a cheesy dish. Domestically produced provolone tends to be liked mainly for its texture, ease of melting and innocuous flavor.

Ricotta, which translates from Italian as “recooked,” can be made with buffalo, goat’s or sheep’s milk, but in the U.S., cow’s milk is used most often. Milky, mellow and spoonable, ricotta, like yogurt and sour cream, is equally at home in sweet preparations as it is in savory dishes. In the traditional Italian method of ricotta production, the whey left over from cheesemaking is heated, often with added milk, plus a coagulant, then the curds are salted and drained. In the U.S., commercial ricotta is made more simply by coagulating milk with additives, which results in a blander, more watery cheese. When shopping, look for a brand that does not include stabilizers and preservatives. We typically prefer to drain ricotta cheese before use to remove excess moisture (see here).

Ricotta salata has the same stark-white color as fresh ricotta, but its texture is dry and semi-firm from pressing and aging. Sardinia, in particular, is famous for its ricotta salata. There, it is made with either goat’s or sheep’s milk; versions produced in the U.S. are likely to be made from cow’s milk, which tend to taste more subdued. Still, the flavor is pleasantly salty with just enough sharpness and funkiness to make it interesting. Ricotta salata can be shredded, crumbled or shaved, and is excellent on pasta dishes or on salad. In supermarkets, it typically is sold in plastic-wrapped slabs or wedges at the cheese counter, not alongside the fresh ricotta in the refrigerator case.

Garlic

Garlic, aglio in Italian, is fiery and pungent when raw. Cooking tames its bite, but how the cloves are prepped also impacts its potency. The more cells that are ruptured, the stronger the flavor. In descending order of boldness, garlic can be grated, minced or chopped. Slicing is a good option for eliciting milder flavor, as well as for when you’d like the garlic to have greater visual presence in the dish. For the subtlest notes, simply smash the cloves and sauté them in the oil that will be used to cook other ingredients or simmer them into a soup or stew, then remove and discard them when they’ve contributed the desired amount of garlickiness.

Lentils

Like dried beans, lentils (lenticchie in Italian), are an important ingredient in the Italian kitchen. The Italian New Year’s tradition of eating lentils as soon as the calendar flips is said to bring good luck. Brown and green lentils are commonplace, but Castelluccio lentils, sometimes referred to as Umbrian lentils—so called because they are grown in the village of Castelluccio in the Umbria region of central Italy—are a unique variety. With an earthy golden-green hue, Castelluccio lentils are prized for their nutty, subtly sweet flavor, and though they have thin skins, they hold their shape even when simmered until fully tender. They are worth seeking out in Italian markets, but if they are not available, French lentils du Puy are a reasonably good substitute, though they are darker in color and have a firmer texture when cooked.

Nuts

Almonds (mandorle), hazelnuts (nocciole), pine nuts (pinoli), pistachios (pistacchi) and walnuts (noci) are widely used in Italian cooking and baking, and they even flavor liqueurs such as amaretto, Frangelico and nocino. Sicily, in particular, is famous for its pistachios, and though hazelnuts grow throughout the country, Lombardy is home to the much-loved hazelnut-chocolate combination known as gianduja. Nuts add texture to dishes, but they also are used as thickeners, and since they are high in fat, they also enrich. Their fattiness also means that they easily go rancid, so we recommend purchasing in quantities that can be used within a few months and storing nuts of all varieties in the refrigerator or freezer to keep them fresh for longer.

Olives

Whether brined or oil-cured, olives pack tons of flavor. The most well-known Italian varieties in the U.S. are Castelvetrano olives from Sicily, which are plump and vibrantly green, with a mild, buttery flavor, and similarly smooth, extra-meaty Cerignola (also called Bella di Cerignola) from Puglia. In the U.S., Cerignola are most commonly green, but they also can be black. Gaeta olives from Lazio and Taggiasca from Liguria are two varieties of Italian black olives that are relatively easy to source. (Our recipes sometimes call for Kalamata, which come from Greece, because they are one of the most widely available types of black olives.) These days, many supermarkets feature olive bars that allow you to purchase just the quantity you need. Pitted olives offer the convenience of being ready to use, but if your olives require pitting, smash them with the flat side of the blade of a chef’s knife, then use your fingers to pull the pits from the flesh. It can be tedious work, so when you need a large quantity, pitted olives are the way to go.

Olive Oil

We use a lot of olive oil in our cooking. In most cases, we favor full-flavored but moderately priced extra-virgin olive oil that can be used for sautéing garlic for pasta sauce, but also is good enough for making a vinaigrette, or even lending luxuriousness to a cake. Save the expensive, ultra-premium extra-virgin olive oil for use as a finishing drizzle on dishes where its nuances aren’t masked by other ingredients or where heat won’t degrade its flavor. Regular olive oil—not extra-virgin—and light olive oil are made from subsequent pressings and lack the deeper color and robust flavor of extra-virgin. Both do have higher smoke points, which makes them better for sautéing; light olive oil could even be used in recipes that call for neutral oil.

Pancetta and Guanciale

Pancetta is made by salt-curing fat-rich pork belly, the same cut used to make smoky American bacon. The type most common in the U.S., called pancetta arrotolata, is rolled into a cylinder, though it also is produced as a slab, known as pancetta stesa. In supermarkets, pancetta often is sold thinly sliced in packages, but some deli counters or Italian markets will slice it to order from the whole cylinder. This is an excellent option when a recipe calls for chunky nubs of pancetta for texture, which thin, wispy ribbons cannot provide. Chopped and sautéed, pancetta and its rendered fat create a deeply savory, meaty base for sauces, soups, stews and braises, and the crisped bits lend character to pasta and vegetable dishes. Similar to pancetta but even fattier, guanciale is salt-cured pork jowl. One of guanciale’s most famous uses is in classic Roman pasta alla carbonara. In many recipes, pancetta is a fine stand-in for guanciale. Both can be frozen for longer storage.

Pasta

Dried pasta is a staple in our kitchen. Versions made with egg are widely available, but when we cook with dried pasta, it’s almost always the type made with semolina, water and little else. Supermarkets offer an array of brands of differing qualities and price points, and specialty markets may offer pricier, lesser-known imports. Our pantry staple tends to be DeCecco, a middle-of-the-road supermarket Italian-made pasta that is produced using bronze dies that leave the noodles with a coarse, floury appearance. Once cooked, pasta that is rough-cut—premium brands may boast “bronze-cut”—has a texture that grips sauces for superior adhesion and integration. They also exude more starch during cooking, which helps thicken sauces. Inexpensive brands use nonstick die to make their pasta, so the noodles have a smooth, slick surface that offers less traction. The drying method also affects the quality of the pasta, with slow-drying at lower temperatures the preferred method over faster drying at higher temperatures.

Fresh pasta, or pasta fresca, usually refers to wheat noodles made with egg. Even in Italy, fresh pasta and dried pasta are considered different ingredients; which one a dish calls for typically comes down to tradition. Fresh pasta cooks quickly and has a rich flavor and a silky, delicate texture, making it a good match for cream- or butter-based sauces (think Alfredo). Supermarkets in the U.S. usually offer fresh pasta in the refrigerator case. Flat, ribbon-like shapes, such as linguine and fettuccine, are common, though well-stocked stores might also offer pasta sheets that can be cut to your preferred width or even filled to make ravioli or tortellini. Not surprisingly, homemade fresh pasta outclasses the typical supermarket offering, as the flavors are cleaner and purer. We like to make ours with a generous amount of egg yolks for an especially rich, elegant taste and texture; see here for our recipe.

Polenta

The term polenta refers to both the savory (and sometimes sweet) porridge-like dish and the dry cornmeal used to make it. Allowed to cool and set, cooked polenta can be cut into pieces and fried to make polenta fritta. To make polenta (the cornmeal), kernels of yellow flint corn are dried and milled. (In Italy, white cornmeal is mostly used in sweet preparations.) If you have the option, choose cornmeal that has been stone ground; we have found steel-ground grain to be less flavorful. We prefer the hearty, rustic texture of coarsely ground polenta, but medium grind will work, though it will cook more quickly. Read package labels carefully when shopping, as instant polenta looks similar to traditional polenta and sometimes is not clearly marked. Instant polenta is a convenience product of precooked fine cornmeal that reduces an hour-long cooking time to under five minutes, but sacrifices flavor and the robust texture we prefer.

Porcini Mushrooms

Seasonal and highly perishable porcini mushrooms are rarely sold fresh in the U.S.; dried porcini are more common. The fungi are sliced before they’re desiccated, and typically sold in small quantities. Fortunately, a little goes a long way, as dried porcini pack an enormous amount of earthy, woodsy umami. They can be pulverized in a spice grinder and used as a seasoning, or can be rehydrated and used in risotto, sauces, braises and soups. The soaking liquid takes on the hue of black tea and is rich with the meaty flavor and aroma of the mushrooms. Strain the liquid to remove any sediment and use it in the recipe in place of water or broth, or refrigerate for use as a flavor booster in vegetarian or vegan dishes.

Prosciutto

In Italian, prosciutto means ham—as in the hind leg of the pig. But when most of us think of prosciutto, we mean the dry-aged, salt-cured, uncooked ham served in paper-thin slices. The rosy meat and streaks of white fat have a flavor that is porky and salty, of course, yet also slightly sweet, with a subtle gaminess and loads of umami. Prosciutto di Parma, from the Emilia-Romagna region, is the most famous of this style of Italian ham, and its production is regulated by the European Union. From the Friuli Venezia-Giulia region, prosciutto di San Daniele, another well-known version, also has been granted protected status. We rarely cook prosciutto, as it truly is meant to be enjoyed raw. Use it in sparing amounts since its taste is intense and cost is high.

Semolina Flour

Milled from high-protein durum wheat and commonly used to make dried pasta, semolina has a pale, creamy yellow color and a granularity akin to fine cornmeal. In Italy and the Middle East, semolina often is used in breads, but its subtly nutty flavor and distinctive texture also have a place in cookies, puddings and other sweets, and its sandiness is ideal for dusting surfaces, such as a baking peel, so dough slides instead of sticks. Semolina flour is available in different grinds, so shopping can be confusing. Domestically produced Bob’s Red Mill semolina flour, widely available in supermarkets, has a medium coarseness that works well in many applications, but avoid any labeled “coarse,” which is too gritty.

Tomatoes

Canned tomatoes are more than a convenience; they are a great ingredient in their own right, and Italian cooks use them often. When we use canned tomatoes, it’s almost always the whole peeled variety, as their flavor and texture are the purest and freshest. For many recipes, we prefer them over diced tomatoes, which tend to remain firm, even after simmered into a sauce, because they are processed with calcium chloride. We also tend to avoid canned pureed, ground and stewed tomatoes because of their heavy, “cooked” taste, which sometimes comes across as tinny.

Fresh tomatoes that are in season and sun-ripened obviously have superior flavor and texture, but we have found that cherry or grape tomatoes are dependably sweet even in non-summer months. Campari tomatoes—sometimes referred to as cocktail tomatoes—are a good choice when larger fruits are needed. When fresh tomatoes are used raw, salting is an effective way to enhance juiciness, heighten flavor and slightly soften the too-firm texture of supermarket tomatoes. Sprinkle ¼ to ½ teaspoon kosher salt per pound of tomatoes that have been prepped. The moisture that is released can be discarded or, in some cases, used in the dressing. Fresh tomatoes are best stored on the counter at room temperature.

Passata is a pantry staple in Italian kitchens but has only recently started to appear in the U.S. Typically bottled in glass jars, passata is a pureed-tomato product with a slightly pulpy consistency, but don’t mistake it for the canned tomato puree that’s used to make dishes such as all-American chili. Passata’s flavor is lighter, brighter and fresher because it is much less cooked. Our recipes do not call for passata because it is not widely available, but we do sometimes blitz canned whole peeled tomatoes in a blender or food processor, which approximates the taste and texture of passata.

Sun-dried tomatoes, or pomodori secchi, are halved tomatoes that are dessicated to remove most of their moisture, making them shelf-stable. In the U.S., they typically are sold oil-packed in jars, though some Italian markets offer them dry. In Italy, we have seen sun-dried tomatoes that are quite plump and tender, and usable straight from the container. In the U.S., dried tomatoes often are leathery and tough. Depending on how they will be used, the tomatoes may require draining (if oil-packed), then rehydrating in water until softened.

Tomato paste is made by cooking tomatoes, straining out skins and seeds, then continuing to cook until it is deep red and ultra-thick. Sold in cans, tubes or jars, the paste, which is rich in umami, is a hardworking pantry staple at Milk Street. We often brown it in a little oil to build a flavor foundation for sauces and stews, or use it as a way to incorporate tomato notes without adding the moisture of the fresh fruits. It’s also an easy way to infuse a rusty, warm hue into a dish that needs color. Some brands of tomato paste are double concentrated, so take a look at the label before using. Our recipes assume regular single-strength paste, so if you’re using one that is more intense, you may wish to reduce the amount.

Vinegar

Balsamic vinegar originates in Modena, Italy, but the dark, tangy-sweet ingredient has become a staple ingredient in most home pantries. Traditional balsamic vinegar is made purely from cooked grape must (the fruits that have been pressed with their skins, seeds and stems) that is aged in wood barrels; the longer the aging, the more syrupy the consistency and the more complex and concentrated the flavors—and the higher the price, which can run into the hundreds, and even thousands, of dollars. Traditional balsamic should be used sparingly as a condiment, not as an ingredient in cooking. On the other end of the spectrum are supermarket balsamics that have an acidity of about 6 percent. They are made by combining wine vinegar with cooked grape must, sometimes with added coloring, before aging. Our recipes that call for balsamic vinegar assume a decent supermarket brand.

White balsamic vinegar, sometimes labeled as “white condiment” or “White Italian Condiment,” has the sweet-tart notes of regular balsamic, but its flavor and color are lighter and more neutral. The production is similar to that of regular balsamic, but the must is not allowed to develop caramelization during cooking. White balsamic is great for adding bright notes of acidity that are tempered with a little sweetness, but its flavor and golden hue do not try to upstage other ingredients.

Wine vinegars, both red and white, are great pantry staples, as they will keep almost indefinitely. Red wine vinegar is the sharper and more assertive of the two, while white wine vinegar has a softer, more delicate acidity. They both convey notes of fermentation from the wine used to make them.
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