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The book begins with an overview of the Italian meal and a full description of the primary ingredients used in Italian cooking. More than two hundred classic recipes follow, beginning with a mouthwatering array of  antipasti and culminating in a spectacular variety of desserts. Chapters on cheese-making, stocks and basic sauces, rustic soups, pasta, risotto, pizza and breads, meats, fish and shellfish, and vegetables offer all manner of  primo and  secondo courses in between. 

The final section of the book is a compendium of professional techniques, with a detailed discussion of each technique and a description of how it is taught at The International Culinary Center. These “lessons” are illustrated with hundreds of step-by-step photographs, and also include information about restaurant organization and practices. This section may be used in conjunction with the recipes in the book, as an aid when cooking from other cookbooks, or on its own, as inspiration. 
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Foreword 

Good food has no boundaries. France slips into Italy, China touches Thailand, and the Pacific waters bridge the California beaches to the Japanese shores. 

So it was not surprising when two dapper men from Italy came to visit The International Culinary Center in New York in 2004. Albino Ganapini and Riccardo Carelli had a dream to create a culinary school outside Parma with one of the greatest chefs in Italian history, Gualtiero Marchesi (known as Il Divino!). Their vision was to bring young budding chefs from all over the world to study Italian cuisine in a gorgeously renovated palazzo in the picture-perfect town of Colorno. 

After a very agreeable lunch, our French dean, Chef Alain Sailhac, and I decided to visit with Ganapini and Carelli in Italy. We discovered their passion as well as their commitment to quality and experienced some of the most delicious food we had ever tasted. It reminded me of when I had visited the Ferrandi school in Paris twenty years earlier as I considered starting The French Culinary Institute. When Chef Alain said, 

“This is great; we should do it,” I knew an Italian school was in our future. What fun! 

But challenging. The course in Colorno would be very different from the courses we had previously offered. First, our students would be going abroad. Second, the Colorno 

course was primarily based on the cuisine of the region, Emilia-Romagna and northern Italy. Our students would need a broader curriculum that encompassed all the regions of Italy, and they would need to be adequately prepared for international living and learning. 

Who could help us form a comprehensive preparatory course so our students would be able and ready to attend the program in Italy? Who could help us negotiate with the Italians for a broader curriculum? 

Everyone we asked, from Marcella Hazan to Arlene Feltman Sailhac (founder of De Gustibus at Macy’s), responded emphatically, “Cesare!” Of course, they were referring to the great Tuscan chef Cesare Casella, who had taken New York by storm. The idolized chef from Lucca once prompted shopkeepers to yell, “Cesare! Cesare! Come back! Come back!” when we walked down the town’s main street together. 

Cesare agreed to be our dean and we were off to an exciting start. To house this dynamic program, we even created a new school, The School of Italian Studies at The International Culinary Center. In order for the students to fully extract the glories of the cuisine during their stay in Italy, they needed to be well armed. A new ten-week curriculum was created that included intense immersion in the Italian language, an overview of all the regions of Italy, and an introduction to the basic techniques common to all styles of Italian cooking. 

In 2006, we accepted our first students and began to prepare them for a nine-week intensive program at the school in Colorno followed by a nine-week “stage” 

(internship) in an authentic regional Italian restaurant. Cesare not only displayed a voluminous knowledge of cooking from the Alps to Sicily, but he also seemed to know personally every major chef from both sides of the Apennines. His passion for teaching was immediately obvious. His love of sharing his expertise was infectious. 

He labored for two years with one of our seasoned teachers, Chef Susan Lifrieri, and the terrific food writer Stephanie Lyness to present our students with a binder full of history, techniques, tips, and recipes that would serve as the curriculum for our new program. After hundreds of hours of refinement, it is ready to be put into a text. 

This book will cut a swath through Italy and get to the core of the techniques and products that a good cook needs to know in order to be a good “Italian” chef. There truly is no course that has been so lovingly and painstakingly conceived and presented. We are happy now to share it with you. 

 Dorothy Cann Hamilton 





Preface 

Today is a fantastic moment for Italian cuisine. 

Our cuisine is at once ancient and very young. Regional Italian cooking,  la cucina regionale, has a rich and vibrant story that dates back hundreds of years. It is based on a love and knowledge of the earth and its harvest—what Italians call  territorio. 

Regional cuisine is a celebration of local agriculture. It is a reflection of the skills and history of people who have lived and worked on the land. 

By the time Italy was unified in 1861, there were so many different ways of cooking that it was not possible to talk about a national cuisine. Yet despite their differences, the foods of each region were unified by a universal philosophy. It was about simplicity, respect for ingredients, and a sense of place. That is still very true today. 

Italian food is based on the idea that culinary expression starts with the ingredients. 

To cook Italian is to highlight the flavors of the products—whether you talk about the food of Toscana, of Sicilia, or of Alto Adige, this principle is the same. Yes, the ingredients are different. The land and climate have produced different peoples, different lifestyles, and different foods. But the philosophy is a constant. 

For me, the unification of Italian cuisine—and the beginning of something we can call la cucina Italiana—was set in motion in the 1960s. Fueled by curiosity and a fervent entrepreneurial spirit, Italian chefs and restaurateurs began to travel extensively and to pursue a wider culinary education. They experimented with new flavors, products, and cooking techniques. In French kitchens, they were exposed to a sophisticated restaurant culture. They returned home with a passion to advance and professionalize Italian cuisine. 

We began to see the fruits of this work in the seventies and eighties. That was the era of Mirella and Peppino Cantarelli, Angelo Paracucchi, and, of course, Gualtiero Marchesi. A new  cucina Italiana was taking root. It built on regional cooking by making use of new culinary technologies, retooled old ideas, and brimmed with curiosity. Today that  cucina Italiana is in full bloom with chefs like Massimo Bottura and Massimiliamo Alajmo, who are admired around the world. 

This cuisine is not divorced from traditional  cucina regionale. It is based on it. 

Contemporary Italian cuisine  is regional cuisine, executed with modern techniques and ideas. The current generation of Italian chefs understands the chemistry of cooking. Their choices are based on tradition, but the tradition has been elevated. 

 Zuppa di Pesce (this page), for example, has been made all over Italy, with variations, for centuries. Traditional recipes may call for the fish to be cooked all together, regardless of individual cooking times, and for a long time. Now, with greater technical knowledge, a chef can adhere to the soul of the dish and enhance it. A fish broth is used as a base of flavor, and the seafood is added sequentially, or even cooked separately. This technical “upgrade” demonstrates a respect for and understanding of each variety of seafood and its cooking time while remaining consistent with what has always made Italian food great. 

Contemporary chefs may choose ingredients based on something other than proximity or custom. A chef may make  Spaghetti alla Carbonara (this page), from Lazio, with  speck in lieu of the  guanciale that is traditional to the region. Or the dish may be deconstructed and presented in an entirely contemporary way. Classic Italian cuisine? Yes! There is still a respect for the ingredients, which form the basis of culinary expression. This is simply a more contemporary expression. 

I’m sometimes asked whether it’s difficult to cook Italian food in America. Italian food can be cooked well wherever good-quality products are available, where there is the desire to learn, and where there is a passion for the food. This curriculum will give you the traditional foundations and the technical skills to cook great Italian food wherever you find yourself.  Fantastico. 

The curriculum teaches authentic Italian cuisine. What distinguishes the cuisine is its strong focus on  i prodotti—raw materials and products such as olive oil, cheese, and salumi—and its reliance on traditional “forms” of foods, such as pasta, gnocchi, and risotto. These forms survive without formal codification throughout the twenty regions of Italy, varying with the products available. They exist as basic evolutionary structures—general themes—created over time, through opportunity and necessity, to reveal the intrinsic goodness of the ingredients. While cooking techniques certainly play a part, they are traditionally in the nature of approaches, rather than rules. 

To reflect the spirit of the cuisine, this book is divided into two major parts. The first, 

“Recipes,” is a collection of the traditional forms that compose the cuisine. Recipe introductions supply information on regional particularities. Since this is a teaching curriculum, recipes were chosen to demonstrate a full range of culinary skills, from butchering to baking. 

The second part, “Lessons,” is a detailed discussion of cooking techniques and processes taught at The School of Italian Studies at The International Culinary Center as well as information about restaurant organization and practices useful to readers in the industy. Many techniques are illustrated by step-by-step photography. The lessons may be used in conjunction with the recipes in this book (if, for example, the reader encounters an unfamiliar technique while cooking, he or she can turn to the relevant lesson for help), as an aid when cooking from other cookbooks, or on its own, as inspiration. The School of Italian Studies at The International Culinary Center was founded on the principle that excellent cooking begins with excellent technique. This training gives students the professional foundation that turns a good Italian cook into a great one. In addition, The International Culinary Center believes that to understand a cuisine, one must understand the culture. To give a taste of how the curriculum does this, we have included some of the Italian-cooking vocabulary that is used in our Italian-language classes, in our kitchen classrooms, and in Italian restaurant kitchens. 

In using this book, you will notice that the introduction to each recipe chapter includes a short section entitled  Le Tecniche (Cooking Skills). This section indicates the skills that are employed in the chapter. It also notes page references to those lessons that are relevant. In addition, recipe chapters include sidebars that deliver brief explications of cooking techniques as they arise throughout the course. 

Throughout this book, we have used metric measurements (as students are taught at The International Culinary Center) followed by equivalents in American units, either in weight or cup measure, in parentheses. Our assumption is that professionals will adhere to the metric measure, while home cooks will find the parenthetical measure more helpful. In all cases, the metric measure is exact; the American may be rounded where practical. Very small amounts of ingredients—those too slight to be weighed on most scales—are expressed in teaspoon, half teaspoon, and quarter teaspoon, without a metric equivalent. 

Because of its diverse and ancient history, Italy is a nation of regions and regional differences. Any attempt at making a generalization about Italy will inevitably run squarely into this historical truth. Consequently, information about specific regions is interspersed throughout the book. Quotes from Italian restaurant chefs who work with International Culinary Center students in Italy further highlight regional characteristics. (We can only begin to cover the cultural context of Italian cuisine, however. For those who are interested in more in-depth reading, see the 

Bibliography.) 

We believe that this is the most authentic and professional traditional Italian cooking curriculum in America. It differs even from classes taught in most schools in Italy precisely because it seeks to unite Italian home cooking with the level of professional technical training for which The International Culinary Center is known. 

 Cesare Casella 
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The Flavors of Italy 

Italian cuisine is defined by its native ingredients: its wealth of produce; its multiplicity of beans and grains; its abundance of oils, wines, and vinegars; and its livestock, from which a profusion of cheeses and cured meats have been made for centuries. These products intimately reflect the geographies, histories, and distinctive characteristics of the twenty regions in which they are produced. 

While it is still true that eating in Italy operates as a kind of gustatory GPS—the regional differences are so evident in the cuisine that you can at the very least make an educated guess as to where you are by the food you’re eating—the homogeneity resulting from modern communication and global influences has not gone unnoticed. 

Pizza, for example, once the defining food of Naples, is now ubiquitous in Italy (and in the world). Conversely, the Alpine regions of Valle d’Aosta and Trentino–Alto Adige, once isolated by their treacherous geographies, now have access to products that were never historically part of their cuisines. Italian chefs, intrigued by contact with cuisines and technologies so radically different from their own, have begun successfully and creatively to incorporate these influences into their cooking. 

At the same time, a concerted effort exists in Italy to hold to tradition. This is reflected in the institution of two product designations approved by the European Union: Denominazione di Origine Protetta (DOP) and  Indicazione Geografica Protetta (IGP). 

These trademarks have been put in place to preserve and protect the diversity and peculiarities of artisanally produced foods, and to act as a measure of quality control for the consumer. (These programs have been modeled after similar programs used for wines of controlled origin:  Denominazione di Origine Controllata [DOC], Denominazione di Origine Controllata e Garantita [DOCG], and  Indicazione Geografica Tipica [IGT].) 

A designation of DOP links a food to the area in which it has traditionally been produced. All phases of its production—from the raw material through the processing—must be carried out in that area. A DOP-designated sheep’s-milk cheese, for example, must be made with milk from sheep raised in the area and manufactured by local producers who are versed in the traditional manner of production. A designation of IGP (most common for fruits and vegetables) reflects less stringent regulations. Certain traditional conventions must be respected in the manufacture of the product, and the product must be historically linked to that area. But only one phase of the production is required to be carried out in the designated area. So, for example, certain breads may be designated IGP because they are manufactured in a specific region, but the flour may be from elsewhere. 

DOP and IGP products include produce, grains, cheeses, meats, olive oils, and balsamic vinegars produced throughout the twenty regions of Italy. (It must also be noted that many fine products are made in Italy that do not carry an IGP or DOP certification.) This cultural defense of traditional and local cuisines was also reflected in the birth, in 1986 in Piemonte, of what three years later was to become Slow Food, an international food movement with associations around the world. The movement’s mission is to protect the heritage, tradition, and culture of food in the face of the homogeneity encouraged by the existence of industrial agriculture and a multinational food industry. 

Given Italy’s passionate attachment to its culture and customs, a study of its cuisine must open with a discussion of those products that are integral to it, beginning with the occasion that unites them: the Italian meal. Traditionally, an Italian meal should take at least an hour or two so that one has the leisure to enjoy the food and company. 

The pace of modern life has encroached to some extent on this practice, but Italians still hold to it when possible. 

The main meal customarily consists of several different courses: 

Antipasto:  Antipasto translates to “before the meal” and refers to a food that is served before the meal begins.  Antipasti include such preparations as salads, raw and marinated vegetable and seafood dishes, raw and cured meats, and toasts spread with savory toppings. 

 Primo (or  primo piatto): The first course usually consists of a small serving of soup, a rice dish such as risotto, or pasta. 

 Secondo (or  secondo piatto): The second course is the meat course. Portions are small and the preparations are simple—grilled or roasted chicken, beef, lamb, game, and fish, perhaps with a very light sauce, are popular. Italian cuisine also boasts many braises and stews. 

 Contorno: This is a vegetable side dish that accompanies the  secondo. Loosely translated,  contorno means “contours,” because Italians believe that the role of vegetables is to define the shape of a meal by orienting it in terms of seasonality, color, and texture. A salad may be served as a  contorno. 

 Dolce: From the Italian word for “sweet,” the  dolce is the final course of a meal. It may be a complex pastry preparation, but it is likely to be a simple  frutta (fruit) served with biscotti, particularly during the summer. 

 Formaggio: A cheese course is served at the end of a meal, often before or in place of dessert. 

 Pane: Bread is a fundamental and ubiquitous part of Italian life and is served at almost every meal. Every region has its specialties (as do geographical areas within regions), and hundreds of breads of varied styles, shapes, textures, and flavors are baked throughout the country.  Pane Siciliano, for example, is made with semolina and sprinkled with sesame seeds;  casareccio is another Sicilian semolina bread.  Pane Toscano, famously saltless, is made with white or whole-wheat flour.  Pane Pugliese is characterized by its thick crust and chewy interior. 

To some extent, these differences are related to the types of grains available in the areas in which the breads are traditionally made. So, for example, the further south one goes, the more one finds breads made with semolina flour. In northern Italy, darker breads are made with rye, buckwheat, corn, and whole-wheat flours. Most Italian breads are not made at home but rather purchased at bakeries ( panifici). 

Breads taught in this curriculum— pizze, calzone,  focacce, and  grissini—are covered in 

Chapter 9.  

The following products ( prodotti)—vegetables, oils and vinegars, grains, cheeses, and preserved meats—are integral to the making of Italian food, and appear regularly in this book and in Italian restaurant kitchens. 

 Verdure (Vegetables) 

The Italian climate, protected from the cold of northern Europe by the Alps, is conducive to agriculture, and varied microclimates and soil types in Italy encourage cultivation of many types of produce. In addition to the vegetables that are indigenous to Italian soil, invasions, notably Greek and Muslim, and the conquest of the Americas during the fifteenth century brought new crops: tomatoes, sweet peppers, chili peppers, beans, squashes, potatoes, and corn. (Tomatoes were not commonly acccepted into Neapolitan cooking until the 1700s.) 

Vegetables are crucial in forming the identity of regional cuisines. Each region in Italy has its specialties, depending on what vegetable flourishes in that geography and climate. The Veneto is famous for its radicchio, for example, and a special variety of white asparagus,  asparago bianco di Cimadolmo. Toscana is known for its beans, Umbria for its lentils, and the southern regions for their tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants. Piemonte is famous for its cardoons; Calabrian cooking would be unrecognizable without its spicy  peperoncini. 

Traditionally, Italian chefs have cooked with seasonal local produce—asparagus in the spring, tomatoes in the late summer, and mushrooms in the fall. This tradition has a 

great deal to recommend it; fruits and vegetables typically taste better in season, and if they can be purchased locally, they are more likely to be fresh. 

It is essential to be able to recognize high-quality produce and to clean, store, and handle it correctly so that it does not deteriorate too quickly. 

As a general rule, fresh produce looks fresh—crisp, with vibrant colors and no obvious blemishes or soft spots. Yellowing or browning is a sign of age, as is limpness. 

Perishable produce should be inspected and refrigerated as soon as possible after receiving. Do not allow it to sit out on a counter and wilt. Fruit that needs ripening, such as tropical fruit, pears, and stone fruit, should be left out to ripen at room temperature before refrigeration. 

Purchasing and storage information for specific vegetables is given below; methods for cleaning are included in those cases in which instructions do not appear in individual recipes. 

 Carciofi (Artichokes) 

Purchasing: Leaves should be tightly closed around the heads; stems should be firm, not rubbery; leaves should snap rather than bend. Color will vary depending on variety, but should not be brown. 

Storage: Like flowers and asparagus, the best way to store artichokes is stems down, in shallow water. In a restaurant, they will be stored in plastic bus tubs or hotel pans. 

They will last at least 1 week. 

 Asparagi (Asparagus) 

Purchasing: Heads should be tightly closed with compact buds; stalks should be dark, bright green, and firm. Stalks should snap when broken. 

Storage: Refrigerate for up to several days. Store upright, if possible. The fresher the asparagus, the sweeter. 




 Fagiolini, Fagioli, e Piselli (String Beans, Beans, and Peas) String beans are a category of fresh bean encompassing a variety of shapes, colors, and sizes. String beans acquired their name from their long, narrow shape and because of the stringlike fibers that often cling to the tops of the beans. The entire bean is edible, pod and all. Shell beans—such as fava and cranberry beans—have a tough pod that is not usually eaten. 

Purchasing: Green and yellow string beans and haricots verts should be firm, without wrinkled ends, and snap crisply when broken. Color is deep with no brown spots. 

Pods on shell beans and peas should be bright colored and plump, with no sign of dryness or browning. 

Storage and Cleaning: As with all vegetables, sugars in beans and peas turn to starch with age, which negatively affects flavor; refrigerate beans and use as soon as possible. Shell beans are shucked before cooking. To clean string beans, snap off the stem end and pull down the length of the bean to remove the “string.” The small, pointy end of the bean may also be snapped or cut off. 

 Broccoli, Cime di Rapa, e Cavolfiori (Broccoli, Broccoli Rabe, and Cauliflower) Purchasing: Broccoli florets should be a deep green color and their buds compact, with no yellow flowers. Stems on broccoli rabe should be firm and slender, the buds dark green and tightly closed. On both, leaves should be dark green, not yellowed nor wilted. Cauliflower should be ivory colored, with no black or brown spots, and its leaves firm. Heads should be tightly packed. 

Storage: Refrigerate for up to several days. 

Preparation: In Italian cuisine, broccoli rabe is often, but not always, blanched and refreshed before sautéing in order to soften its bitterness and set its color. 

 Cavoli e Cavoletti (Cabbages and Brussels Sprouts) 

Cabbages include a wide variety of vegetables eaten for their heads, flowers, or leaves, such as turnips, Brussels sprouts, and cauliflower. Cabbages typically have a short stem upon which rests a mass of leaves or a compact, round cluster. 

Purchasing: Leaves on head cabbage and Brussels sprouts should be tightly closed; leaves on Brussels sprouts should be a deep green color. Check for browning or wilting at stem ends; leaves should show no signs of drying or wilting. Head cabbage should feel heavy. Buy Brussels sprouts on the stalk, if possible. 

Storage: Refrigerate for up to several days. 

 Melanzane, Peperoni, Pomodori, e Zucchine (Eggplants, Peppers, Tomatoes, and Summer Squash) 

The nightshade family includes vegetables such as potatoes, eggplants, and tomatoes. 

Members of this family contain capsaicin, a defensive chemical that has proven useful throughout history. After hundreds of years of farming, the processes of selection and breeding have reduced these defenses, although the leaves are often still toxic. 

The tomato’s unique chemical composition makes it a natural complement to the complex flavors of meats and sauces in classic Italian cuisine. 

Purchasing: For eggplant, whatever the size or color, skin should be shiny and smooth, without blemishes or spots; it should feel firm and plump. Its cap should be bright green. Smaller, narrower eggplants contain fewer seeds. Ripe tomatoes should give when touched, without being soft. Regardless of color, skin on peppers should be smooth, shiny, and not wrinkled. Flesh will be firm. Zucchini and yellow squash (summer squash) should be firm; skin should be smooth and without obvious damage. 

Smaller squash contain fewer seeds. 

Storage: Refrigerate eggplants, peppers, and squash for up to several days. Do not refrigerate tomatoes; store ripe tomatoes at room temperature and use them as soon as possible. Tomatoes may also be ripened at room temperature. 

 Finocchio (Fennel) 

Fennel is used as a vegetable (the bulb), an herb (the leaves), and a spice (the seeds). 

The bulb has short, tight stalks with feathery leaves, and the flavor is similar to anise or licorice. 

Purchasing: Buy bulbs with stems and fronds attached; fronds and stems should be fresh, not limp. Bulbs should be firm and whitish-green with little browning and should show no signs of drying out. 

Storage: Cut off fronds and stems; refrigerate for up to several days. 



 Verdure a Foglia (Leafy Greens): Lettuces 

Purchasing: Look for bright color with no browning or yellowing leaves. Texture will depend on the variety of green, but leaves should never be limp: Hardier lettuces such as romaine and varieties of chicory such as  puntarelle should be crisp with fleshy, crunchy ribs; tender lettuces such as Boston, loose-leaf, and butter lettuce should be soft but not limp; arugula should be crisp with dark color—smaller, younger leaves are milder tasting. Belgian endive and radicchio should have tight heads; endive leaves should show no brown or green color. 

Storage: Remove any damaged leaves and refrigerate. Softer lettuces and arugula should be used as soon as possible, as they wilt quickly. 

 Verdure a Foglia (Leafy Greens): Cooking Greens 

Purchasing: For spinach, kale (including the Italian variety known as  cavolo nero, or black kale), Swiss chard, and beet, turnip, mustard, collard, escarole, and dandelion greens, leaves should be bright colored, with no signs of drying or decay, and not limp. 

Stems should also be firm. 

Storage: Remove any damaged leaves and refrigerate. Wrap ends in damp paper towels. 


 Funghi (Mushrooms) 

White “button” mushrooms and cremini mushrooms—used often in this curriculum—

are different strains of the  Agaricus bisporus mushroom. (Portobello and cremini mushrooms are actually the same strain, harvested at different times of the growing process. Portobello mushrooms are allowed to mature to a much larger size.) Porcini mushrooms are common in Italian cuisine but difficult to find here in America; cremini are usually substituted at The International Culinary Center. 

Purchasing: Regardless of variety, mushrooms should be firm and dry, not wilted, and with no evidence of damage. On white mushrooms, the cap should be closed, with no dark-colored gills visible. 

Storage: Refrigerate out of plastic and keep very dry; dampness causes mushrooms to rot quickly. Do not remove the stem until ready to slice. (See this page for general instructions on cleaning mushrooms.) 

Preparation: For white and cremini mushrooms, trim the stems (discard if dark or soft) and cut the mushrooms as desired. 

For portobello mushrooms, trim the stems flat to the cap; cut the mushrooms as desired. 

For porcini mushrooms, remove the gills if they are dark or mushy (as the mushroom ages, the underside of the cap darkens; the gills should be tan in color). Trim the stem ends and peel the stems with a vegetable peeler if they are hard or dry. If the porcini are large, separate the cap from the stem, then cut as desired. 

For chanterelle and black trumpet mushrooms, trim the stems; cut the mushrooms as desired. 

For shiitake mushrooms, gently pull off the stems; cut the mushrooms as desired. The stems are not edible but add excellent flavor to stocks. 

For oyster mushrooms, trim the bases; cut the mushrooms as desired. 

For morel mushrooms, wash carefully and trim the stem ends. 

 Cipolle (Onion Family) 

Purchasing: Red onion is used for cooking throughout Italy, with the exception of a pickling preparation known as  saor, in which white onion is traditional. Typically, white onions are eaten raw. Fresh garlic is preferred; never use garlic that is sold peeled. Skins on garlic, onions, and shallots should be dry and papery without soft spots or mold. Spring garlic, also called green or immature garlic, has a milder flavor than mature garlic. The outer layer of the bulbs should be soft, like a scallion but thicker, and not dry; peel before using. (See “Preparing Spring Garlic” on this page.) The bulbs should be firm, with no green sprouts emerging. Leeks should be firm, their leaves white and bright green, with no sign of drying. 

Storage and Cleaning: Store garlic, onions, and shallots in a cool place, ideally outside of the refrigerator; the humidity in refrigerators will cause them to rot. Refrigerate leeks, however, for up to 1 week. Peel garlic, onions, and shallots and trim the stem ends. The root ends may be left attached for ease of dicing, or be trimmed and cut as desired. (See this page for detailed instructions on cleaning leeks, and this page for tips on how to easily peel small onions such as cipollini.) 

 Tuberi (Root Vegetables) 

Purchasing: Buy beets, carrots, and turnips with leaves if possible. Crisp, fresh-looking leaves indicate a fresh vegetable. Trim leaves before refrigerating. Potatoes should not have sprouted or have spots or bruises; a greenish color indicates bitterness. Jerusalem artichokes (sunchokes), in season from fall through early spring, are very firm when fresh and spongy when old. 

Storage and Cleaning: Refrigerate beets, carrots, and turnips for up to 1 week. Store potatoes in a cool, dry place, preferably outside of the refrigerator; the humidity in refrigerators will cause them to sprout. For beets, wash and trim the stems, leaving 1 

to 2 centimeters (about ½ inch). 

 Zucche (Winter Squash) 

Purchasing: Regardless of variety, squash should be firm, without soft spots. In Italy, a delicious variety of pumpkin called  zucca is available. The standard American sugar pumpkin is not comparable because it contains too much water, but butternut squash makes an excellent substitute. 

Storage and Cleaning: Store in a cool, dry place or refrigerate. Squash may be peeled with a knife or vegetable peeler. 

 Erbe e Odori (Aromatic Herbs) 

The flavor of basil leaves depends on the variety, the growing conditions, and even the stage at which they are harvested. Young basil leaves have a much larger proportion of aroma compounds than older leaves, by as much as five times. For the recipes in this book, basil leaves are torn into pieces (or in half for smaller leaves) rather than chopped. Chopping will bruise the herb and cause it to blacken, which is undesirable in uncooked or lightly cooked dishes. 

Bay leaves, the leaves of the bay laurel tree, grow all over Italy. The trees are traditionally planted in lines between properties to make a natural divider. Fresh bay leaves are always used. Bay leaves are not edible. 

Dried oregano is commonly used in Italian cuisine. It is one of only a few dried herbs used at The International Culinary Center because its flavor is not diminished by the drying process. 

Purchasing: Fresh herbs (parsley, basil, chives, dill, chervil, tarragon) should be unblemished, with soft, bright leaves. They should not look wilted. 

Woody herbs (thyme, rosemary, sage, oregano, marjoram) should not be brown or black. 

Storage: Store fresh herbs wrapped in paper towels, then in plastic, in the refrigerator. Do not wash until ready to use. Basil and parsley may be stored standing in water, the leaves covered loosely with plastic. Store dried oregano in a tightly closed container. 



Oils and Vinegars 

In Italy, olive oil is used for both cooking and seasoning, as well as for salads and other raw  antipasti such as  tartara,  carpaccio ,  and  crudo. Neutral oils, such as peanut and grapeseed oils, may also be used for frying. 

The smoke point of an oil, or the temperature at which the oil breaks down, depends on a variety of factors. The smoke point of unrefined oil, for example, is substantially lower than that of oil that has been refined. Therefore, smoke points are usually expressed as ranges of temperature. 

 Olio di Oliva (Olive Oil) 


Humans have extracted oil from olives for over five thousand years. Olive oil was used by the ancient Greeks as a food, as fuel for lighting, and as a medicinal ointment to soothe wounds. The word  oil is derived from the Latin  oleum, which refers to the oil pressed from  olivae (olives). 

Olive trees are indigenous to the Mediterranean areas of Italy, France, Spain, and Greece, and the olive tree is a cultural symbol of those regions. Production of olive oil was the primary trade of the Mediterranean for thousands of years, where it has always been an essential element of the diet. 

Italy produces nearly one-third of the world’s olive oil. Extra-virgin oils are produced in all regions of southern and central Italy, and sparsely in the north. The taste and aroma of the oil depend on a number of factors: the terrain, the climate, the variety of olive used to make the oil, and the way the olives are harvested. Fine-quality olive oil will be anywhere from golden yellow to almost bright green in color and will have a definite aroma. Flavor and aroma can range from slightly sweet, delicate, and nutty to almost grassy. (Oils from southern Italy, for example, tend toward a heavier flavor and a darker green color.) Oils made from hand-picked, underripe olives are a deep green color, with a fruity aroma and full-bodied flavor, while oil produced from mature olives is paler in color, with a subtler flavor. 

Olive oils should be purchased a small amount at a time because they turn rancid very quickly, particularly the highest-quality oils. Store olive oils in a cool place, out of the sunlight. 

Production 

The production of olive oil begins with the harvest. In most instances, the olives are hand-picked or shaken from the trees in a time-consuming process. They are harvested at different stages of maturity to yield oil with specific characteristics. Each olive tree may be harvested several times during the picking season, to produce either a few oils with distinct characteristics or one oil with complexity. 

To reduce their moisture content, olives are allowed to rest before production begins. 

After resting, they are crushed into a paste or formed into cakes that are then pressed to extract oil. The simplest method for crushing, still used in many areas of the Mediterranean, is a very ancient, primitive one employing a large granite stone in combination with a screw or hydraulic press, which does the actual crushing. The best producers accomplish this task without the aid of heat or water, which affect the purity of the finished oil. Smaller producers allow the fresh oil to settle, then filter it or leave it unfiltered, depending on the final product. The resulting oil is called “cold-pressed.” These unrefined oils have distinctive rich, delicate flavors and aromas and retain essential nutrients. Cold-pressed olive oils are used raw. Their smoke point is low; high heat destroys their fine aroma and taste. 

Most commercial olive oils go through additional processing, and some are made from second pressings. Larger producers use other methods of extraction that may involve the use of heat, solvents, and chemicals, which greatly affect the integrity of the oil. 

Several different oils from various countries may also be combined to arrive at a balanced oil. These oils constitute much of the inexpensive olive oil available in the commercial marketplace. 

Traditionally, olive oils were made with a combination of olive varieties. Production methods for extra-virgin olive oil, however, are becoming more sophisticated, and oils may be made using a single variety to give a particular flavor. 

Grading 

Commercially, and by law, Italian olive oil is graded according to its acidity. The level of oleic acid contained in an olive oil indicates the degree to which the fat has broken down into fatty acids. The percentage of fatty acids determines the smoke point of the oil. The acidity rises with the decrease in quality. 

Since heat destroys the flavor of olive oils, more expensive, high-quality extra-virgin oils are reserved in this book for uncooked preparations, and to drizzle over finished dishes as a seasoning oil. When recipes call for “olive oil,” a less expensive extra-virgin olive oil is recommended. 

Smoke points of olive oils range from 210°C (410°F) to 238°C (460°F), with extra-virgin oils registering at the lower end of the range and light olive oil at the higher end. 

The grades are as follows: 

 Olio extra vergine di oliva (extra-virgin olive oil): Produced by the first cold press of high-quality olives, extra-virgin olive oil has an acidity level of less than 1 percent. 

Used in dressings, emulsions, sauces, and condiments, and as a finishing oil. 

 Olio vergine di oliva (virgin olive oil): The next highest quality oil, virgin olive oil is also the result of a first pressing, with an acidity level of no greater than 3 percent. It is used for frying, sautéing, and baking. 

 Olio di oliva (pure olive oil): This oil is the result of the second or third pressing of olive cakes, with up to 10 percent virgin olive oil added, and an acidity level of no more than 4 percent. The process used to produce pure olive oil, whether heat or chemicals, permits a longer shelf life than that of virgin or extra-virgin, but also yields an oil with little flavor or color. It is a good cooking oil when delicate flavor is unimportant or when the oil will be subjected to high heat. 

Light olive oil: A recent introduction to the American market, light olive oil has the same properties and caloric count as pure olive oil, but through an exceptionally fine filtration process, it is lighter in color, with almost no flavor or aroma. It is used for cooking with high heat and for any dish calling for no additional flavor. 

Other Oils 

A number of other oils are used in Italian cuisine. 

Nut oils, including hazelnut ( olio di nocciola), walnut ( olio di noci), pine nut ( olio di pinoli), pistachio ( olio di pistacchi), and almond ( olio di mandorle): Most nut oils carry the flavor of the nut from which they have been made and impart a very defined character to foods. Since they are unstable oils that are very perishable, nut oils should be purchased in small amounts from reputable vendors and refrigerated once open. Italian chefs use these oils for sauces, for dressing salads, for seasoning vegetables, as a flavoring for  crudo, and as a “finishing” flavored garnish on the plate. 

Some may also be used for light sautéing. In the past, hazelnut and walnut oils were sometimes used in  Bagna Cauda,  because they were less expensive than olive oil, which is not widely produced in the Piemonte region, where those recipes are traditional. 

 Olio di semi di arachide (peanut oil): One of the heavier oils, peanut oil is used for frying, deep-frying, and emulsions. Its smoke point is 216°C (420°F) to 221°C (430°C). 

At The International Culinary Center, peanut oil is used for deep-frying. 

 Olio di vinaccioli (grapeseed oil): A by-product of wine-making, this light, neutral oil is extracted from grape seeds. With a very high smoke point of 216°C (420°F) to 248°C 

(480°F), it is useful for frying and sautéing. 

Infused oils: These oils are made by infusing fine-quality oils, even highly fragrant extra-virgin olive oil, with herbs; spices; aromatics such as garlic, shallots, or ginger; fruits; or fruit peels. They can be used in vinaigrettes but are used mainly as a flavored garnish or plate accent.  Olio santo, olive oil infused with chilis and garlic, is a local tradition in Puglia. 

 Aceti (Vinegars) 

Vinegar has been used for centuries for the preservation of foods, as a component of light and often healing beverages, as a deodorizer and cleanser, and even as a health aid. Vinegar is the result of the natural acid fermentation that occurs in wine or other alcoholic liquids. The first fermentation converts sugars in liquids such as grape juice or malt wort into alcohol; the second, known as acetous fermentation, converts the resultant alcohol liquid into vinegar. This acetous fermentation results from the action of the bacterium  Acetobacter xylinum. This bacterium occurs naturally in wine-growing areas, and the first vinegar was probably made accidentally when wine was left out in the hot sun. 

Today, most vinegar is produced with the addition of a cultivated bacteria starter. The bacteria react with the alcohol in the wine and turn it into acetic acid. Vinegar is produced all over the world, with wine vinegars generally made in wine-producing areas, and grain or other fruit vinegars made in regions producing grains or particular fruits. 

The basic vinegar types are those made from wine or champagne, distilled alcohol, sherry, or cider. The quality of the vinegar depends on the quality of the wine or alcohol used to make it. It must contain between 4 percent and 7.5 percent acetic acid to be labeled vinegar. (Vinegar is occasionally marked in terms of “grains,” with every 10 grains equaling 1 percent acidity. Therefore, a vinegar marked “50 grain” would contain 5 percent acidity.) 

The commonly used vinegars in Italian cuisine are: 

 Aceto di vino rosso (red wine vinegar): Sharp, sweet, and full-bodied, red wine vinegar complements intensely flavored foods such as bitter greens. 

 Aceto balsamico tradizionale (traditional balsamic vinegar): A traditional vinegar produced from the white Trebbiano grape in Modena, through a years-long process of aging in barrels made of a variety of different woods—including chestnut, cherry, ash, mulberry, pear, and oak—and in graduating sizes. The vinegar is moved from one barrel to the next after a one-year aging, with the complete aging process taking at least five years. Natural evaporation takes place during the aging process, infusing the vinegar with the scent of the wood and dramatically decreasing the yield. Traditional balsamic vinegar, labeled  aceto balsamico tradizionale, is extremely expensive and thicker than ordinary vinegars. It should be almost molasseslike in consistency, with a mildly acidic aroma and a smooth, yin-yang taste of sweet-sour. Like fine-quality olive oils, it is often used as a condiment for a flavored garnish on the plate. Two balsamic vinegars have been classified DOP:  aceto balsamico tradizionale di Modena and  aceto 



 balsamico tradizionale di Reggio Emilia, and they are distinguished by their specific bottle shapes (slender and bullet-shaped for Reggio Emilia, rounded for Modena). 


 Aceto balsamico di Modena (balsamic vinegar): Commonly available and more affordable than traditional balsamic vinegar,  aceto balsamico di Modena (or  aceto balsamico industriale) is a red wine vinegar fortified with caramelized sugar, herbs, and other flavorings. It is now widely used in the United States in vinaigrettes, dressings, and marinades. 

 Aceto di sidro di mele (cider vinegar): This vinegar is produced from naturally sweet apple juice with yeast added to convert the sugar to alcohol. The resulting hard cider is converted into vinegar following the usual process. Cider vinegar has a low percentage of alcohol and acidity and is used in dressings and in pickling solutions. 

Apple cider vinegar is produced in the regions of Friuli–Venezia Giulia, Trentino–Alto Adige, and Piemonte, where apples are grown. 

Infused and flavored vinegars: Vinegar can be flavored with a wide variety of ingredients. The most common are infusions of herbs (particularly tarragon and basil), fruit (raspberry and pear), garlic, and shallots. 

 Formaggi d’Italia (Italian Cheeses) 

Every region in Italy produces cheese. As a whole, the country produces nearly 450 

different types. In the United States, we are exposed to only a small fraction of the cheeses available in Italy. Pictured at right is a sampling of cheeses available in the United States and used in the recipes in this curriculum. 




Classifying Cheese 

There are various ways to classify the Italian cheeses available to the American consumer. One is by type of milk:  vaccino (cow’s milk); pecorino (sheep’s milk), caprino (goat’s milk),  bufalino (buffalo milk), and  latte misto (mixed milk). Northern Italy is particularly famous for several cow’s-milk cheeses, specifically the nutty, granular Parmigiano-Reggiano and Grana Padano. Fontina, Gorgonzola, Taleggio, and Asiago are other well-known cow’s-milk cheeses produced in northern and central Italy. Once more common in the mountainous regions of central and southern Italy, sheep’s-milk cheeses (collectively called pecorino, from  pecora, the Italian word for sheep) as well as goat’s-milk cheeses are now produced in most regions. Buffalo-milk cheeses are traditionally connected to the area around Rome and southern Italy, particularly Campania. 

Italian cheeses can be further divided into two broad categories: fresh (or unripened) and aged (ripened). 

Then there are vast numbers of subdivisions that classify a specific cheese by its texture, the place from which it originated, the mechanics of its manufacture, the ripening process, and many other delineations. A classification is also altered by the aging process. A young, unripened cheese is an entirely different entity from the same cheese when it has fully matured. 

Cheeses may also be loosely categorized by cheese-making process and texture. While there is some variation and overlap among chefs and cheese-makers, a rough overview of categories is presented below. 

The simplest cheeses, called fresh cheeses, are those in which the milk is simply pasteurized (as required by law in the United States), soured and/or coagulated with rennet, drained, molded, salted, and perhaps pressed. These soft cheeses have a high water content and are made to be consumed soon after production. Examples are fresh goat cheeses. 

Ricotta is a special case. It is called a “secondary” fresh cheese because it is made by recuperating the residual whey drained from the “primary” cheese (usually a sheep’s-milk cheese), cooking it, and scooping out the resulting solids into a draining mold. 

The residual whey has enough fat and protein to make this second cheese. One particular whey protein, lactoglobulin, coagulates to allow the creation of ricotta and other whey cheeses. In Italy, sheep’s-milk ricotta is common; in the United States, one is more likely to see cow’s-milk ricotta. 

Soft-ripened (or bloomy-rind) cheeses are those that have been coagulated, drained, and molded, then ripened by dipping or spraying the rounds of fresh (“green”) cheese with bacteria that encourage a rind to develop. (Some soft-ripened cheeses are inoculated with bacteria in the liquid stage.) The mold ripens the cheese from the outside in, developing the texture from chalky and dry to creamy and runny. 

A mature soft cheese will run when cut into. A cheese that is not yet mature has a softened outer rim, while the center remains chalky and firm. Maturing also develops flavor in the cheese. Examples of soft-ripened cheeses are Robiola and Robiola Bosina. 

The soft rind is edible. 

Semifirm cheeses are those in which the curds have been coagulated, drained, and pressed in a perforated mold to allow the whey to continue to drain. In some cases, the curds have been cooked and cut in a variety of sizes. (Cooking is a technique for further expelling whey. The longer the curds are cooked and the higher the temperature, the drier the cheese; the smaller the curds are cut before cooking, the more whey is expelled, further drying the cheese.) As opposed to the softer cheeses described above, semifirm cheeses will hold their shape when sliced. Semifirm cheeses are aged for a short period of time and may be coated with wax to maintain moisture. Many goat cheeses are semifirm cheeses. 




Washed-rind cheeses such as Taleggio are washed with brine, beer, wine, or another liquid during their aging process to ripen their surface. The liquid feeds the bacteria that break down the surface proteins and cause the rind to develop a brown color and a strong odor. These cheeses, which range from semisoft to creamy, are made from raw or pasteurized milk. 

Firm cheeses are those in which the curds have been coagulated, drained, cooked (or not), pressed, and aged in a controlled environment that allows them to continue to dry and develop character. Asiago d’Allevo belongs in this category. Firm cheeses are aged for at least 45 days, and they can continue aging for several years, if properly stored. 

Hard cheeses are crumbly cheeses that have been pressed and aged (some have been cooked), and are dry enough that they will no longer slice easily; they are often used grated or shaved. Parmigiano-Reggiano, Grana Padano, and aged pecorino are examples. 

Blue cheeses such as Gorgonzola are made by exposing the cheese to specific molds, either by inoculating the milk or by sprinkling a powdered form of the mold on the curd. The cheese is pressed and aged; it is typically pierced at some time during the aging process to allow the necessary oxygen into the center of the cheese so that it develops veins of blue or green mold running throughout. Textures of blue cheeses vary from creamy to drier. For example, there are two types of Gorgonzola, one creamy and one “natural.” 

 Pasta filata, which means “pulled curd,” is a uniquely Italian process by which the drained curds are immersed in a bath of very hot water to soften them, then worked 

by hand or machine to stretch the cheese in thick strands until pliable. The cheese can then be shaped.  Pasta filata cheeses are very common in the southern regions of Italy. 

Mozzarella, Caciocavallo, and provolone are examples of this technique. 

Guidelines for Storing Cheeses 

In general, keep cheese and everything it touches clean, cold, and covered. Cheese is a living organism; it contains enzymes and bacteria that need air and moisture to survive. After opening cheese, always cover it in a fresh wrapping (waxed or parchment paper is ideal, but semipermeable plastic wrap is acceptable) to prevent it from drying out or picking up neighboring flavors. If possible, store cheeses separately to prevent flavor transfer. 

Double-wrap pungent cheeses, such as blue or washed-rind varieties, to prevent their aromas from permeating other foods. Store them in an airtight container to further ensure against aroma leakage. However, no matter how cheese is wrapped, be sure to use it within a few days after purchase to avoid loss of flavor. 

Avoid exposing cheeses to strong fluctuations of temperature and light. According to the American Cheese Society, the recommended temperature range for storing cheese is from 1.7°C to 7.2°C (35°F to 45°F). Cheese that is stored at too low a temperature may become dry and lose flavor. Cheese that is too warm may weep or even collapse. 

Cheese should be stored at a high humidity level, preferably in the bottom vegetable/fruit bin of the refrigerator, and never near meat. 

Note the expiration date on cheeses. If cheeses other than fresh cheeses and blues have passed their expiration dates, or if the cheese develops a blue-green mold on the exterior, cut it approximately 1 centimeter (about ½ inch) below the mold. Discard the moldy portion; the rest of the cheese will be fine. 

In general, never freeze natural cheeses, as this may damage texture. In some cases, their flavors will also be seriously affected. If cheese must be frozen, allow it to defrost slowly in the refrigerator and use it only for cooking (defrosted cheese often has a crumbly, dry texture). 

Check cheeses every day to make sure they remain healthy and to ensure that there is proper air exchange. Rewrap cheeses if necessary. 

If stored cheeses become overly dry or develop a slimy texture or any “off” odors, it’s best to discard them. If these characteristics appear too frequently in cheeses from one retailer, it may be advisable to find another source for your cheese. 

Serving Cheese 

When designing a menu, first consider when the cheese will be served. For instance, a cheese course after the main course and prior to or in place of dessert can add an elegant touch to casual dining. Present cheeses of diverse sizes, shapes, and flavor and texture profiles. Strong, pungent cheeses should not be placed next to delicate-flavored cheeses. Make sure each cheese has its own knife, to keep the flavors distinct. 



Even modest cheese courses can be elegant when served attractively using a wooden board, marble slab, straw mat, flat wicker basket, or other innovative presentation. Be sure not to overcrowd the tray, as guests will need room to slice the cheeses. Serve bread and/or plain crackers on a separate plate. Fruit can add variety to a cheese board, especially if cheese is being served with cocktails. Additional accompaniments can include nuts such as walnuts or Marcona almonds, fig cakes, floral honeys, wine jellies, or Italian  mostarda. It is best to cut cheese while it is still chilled, so the cut line remains clean. Cold cheese is also easier to handle. Some hard cheeses, such as Parmigiano-Reggiano, cut better when brought to room temperature. 

Fresh cheeses may be served slightly chilled; however, most other varieties should be allowed to sit at room temperature for at least 30 minutes to release the best flavor and aroma prior to serving. 

 Salumi (Cured Meats) 


Historically, every region in Italy developed methods to preserve fresh meat before access to refrigeration. Archeological evidence suggests that such preservation practices have been followed for thousands of years. Most often the meat was pork, but beef, goose, wild boar, and turkey were also used. Technology, refrigeration, and freezing, as well as other methods of preserving, have reduced the importance of curing, since these foods no longer need to serve the same function. However, Italians still make these cured products—though perhaps not in their original regions or with the same local ingredients—by incorporating new technologies into traditional recipes. 

The general word for cured meats is  salumi, which can be roughly divided into two categories. The first is whole cuts, such as hams (prosciutto and  speck) and pork belly 

(pancetta), that are cured in salt and aged in a temperature- and humidity-controlled environment. The second category,  insaccati, or  salami, are meats that are ground and packed into casings. This category includes such products as  cotechino and mortadella.  Insaccati or  salami may be fresh, cooked, or aged. Some aged  salami, such as  cacciatorino, are also fermented. Fresh  salami are usually, but not always, cooked before eating (sausage is commonly consumed raw in Italy). Aged  salami may be sliced and eaten, while fresh  salami must be eaten within a specific amount of time or they will spoil. Traditionally the casings were natural (bladder, intestine, or pigskin); many producers now use artificial casings. 

 Salumi are not usually smoked. A famous exception is  speck, a cured, lightly smoked, aged ham produced in the northern region of Trentino–Alto Adige. 

Below are some common types of Italian  salumi and fats ( grassi), most of which are used in this curriculum. 

 Prosciutto crudo: Salted, aged, cured ham. Many regions produce prosciutto. Two of the most famous types are Prosciutto di Parma, from Emilia-Romagna, and Prosciutto di San Daniele, made in the region of Friuli–Venezia Giulia. The latter is unique in that the pig’s trotter is attached, and the shape of the leg is somewhat flattened, giving it its signature violin shape. 

 Prosciutto cotto: Cooked ham. 

Pancetta: Salt-cured and aged pork belly. Pancetta is sold rolled up into a cylinder ( arrotolata) or as a slab ( tesa).  Pancetta arrotolata is the more common of the two forms in the United States and the form used in this curriculum. 

 Speck: Boned hog’s leg that is cured, cold-smoked, and aged. It is unusual in that the majority of Italian  salumi are not smoked. Speck dell’ Alto Adige IGP is a specialty of the province of Bolzano, in Trentino–Alto Adige. 

 Guanciale: From the Italian word  guancia, or “cheek,”  guanciale is cured pork jowl. It features prominently in the cuisine of Umbria and Lazio, where it is a main ingredient in such classic dishes as  spaghetti alla carbonara and  bucatini all’amatriciana. In many recipes,  guanciale can be substituted for pancetta. However, the pork flavor of guanciale is generally stronger than in pancetta and the texture is more delicate. 

Mortadella: Cooked sausage made with finely ground, smooth pink meat, at least 15 

percent of which must be mixed with pure white animal fat. 

 Bresaola: Air-dried, salted, and aged beef from the leg. Bresaola della Valtellina IGP 

has been made in Valtellina, an Alpine valley in the northern region of Lombardy, since 1400.  Bresaola is eaten raw. 

 Strutto: Soft-textured pork fat found in various locations (notably around organs) on the inside of the carcass and rendered. Do not confuse  strutto with  lardo (see below), which is made from subcutaneous pork fat.  Strutto is used in some traditional pastries 

(see  Pastiera) and for cooking. 



 Lardo: Cured pork fatback. Uncured fatback, also called  lardo, is used for larding meats and as an element in  salumi such as mortadella and  cotechino (see this page). 

The most famous cured fatback is Lardo di Colonnata IGP, made in the town of Colonnata, in Toscana, near the town of Carrara. The region of Valle d’Aosta makes another form: Valle d’Aosta Lard d’Arnad DOP.  Lardo is also served finely sliced as an antipasto or snack, or finely chopped as a condiment for bread. 

Guidelines for Storing  Salumi 

 Salumi—fresh, aged, and cooked—are ready to eat and at their best at the moment of purchase. Once sliced, they deteriorate quickly, so serve  salumi as soon as possible. 

Store  salumi in the refrigerator. 

The best way to hold  salumi is in Cryovac, which maintains appropriate humidity and keeps the meat from drying out. Otherwise, once  salumi have been cut into, wrap them in plastic to prevent the meat from drying out and picking up flavors. A good way to hold prosciutto is to cover it with the skin or thin-sliced fat, then in plastic wrap. 


Serving  Salumi 

 Salumi are among the most popular choices for antipasto. It’s traditional to serve several varieties. Count on about 50 grams (about 2 ounces) per person. Choose salumi with different shapes, tastes, textures, and styles. Combine whole cuts (prosciutto) with dry-aged  salami and cooked meats. This is an opportunity to play with  salumi of different styles from different regions. An appealing variety might include slices of prosciutto from Parma or San Daniele,  finocchiona from Toscana, Bresaola della Valtellina from Lombardy,  coppa from Emilia-Romagna, slices or cubes of mortadella from Bologna, and sliced  cacciatorino, which is made in several regions. 

 Lardo is delicious served on warm, toasted crostini so that the warmth of the toast melts the  lardo slightly. 

 Salumi should be brought to room temperature before serving. 



If the exterior of any meats, such as prosciutto or pancetta, is dry and hard, shave it off with a sharp knife and save for stock or soups. 

Slice meats with a very sharp knife or on a slicer. When slicing, use a gentle sawing motion rather than pressure, so as not to mash the meat.  Lardo in particular must be cut when very cold or it will be difficult to get a thin slice. 

Serve the meats on a  tagliere (wooden board) or platter with bread and/or breadsticks ( grissini), and perhaps a bowl of olives. 

 Fagioli (Beans) 

Italy grows a huge variety of beans of different sizes, shapes, and colors, each with a distinct flavor and texture. Recipes in this book use  cannellini beans, chickpeas, and lentils exclusively, but other varieties may be substituted. See this page for detailed instructions on washing, soaking, and cooking beans. (Note that beans and other dried legumes—peas and lentils—vary enormously in quality and price. Some excellent-quality legumes have superb flavor and tender skin that is barely distinguishable from the flesh of the legume when eaten.) 

Below is a sampling of several different varieties of Italian beans: 

 Fagioli cannellini Toscani have a creamy vanilla color, a delicious nutty flavor, and a slightly mealy texture. 

 Fagioli cocco di mamma have thin skins and a nutty, slightly sweet, buttery flavor. 

 Fagioli del papa, or pope’s beans, are large purple-and-beige beans with a wonderful chestnut flavor and a dense, meaty texture. These beans originated in the mountains of Peru and are closely related to the lima bean. 


 Fagioli burrini hold their shape well when cooked and have a mild, buttery flavor with a long mineral finish. 

 Fagioli corona are large, hearty, cream-colored beans whose skins stay whole when cooked. 

 Fagioli diavoli are dark brown beans speckled with purple. Sweet, with a hint of olive, they have a chewy skin and creamy texture. 

 Fagioli scritti are sought after for their tender skins and earthy, chestnutlike flavor. 

Members of the cranberry family,  scritti beans are off-white with red striations and are produced exclusively on centuries-old family farms in the Piemonte region. 

 Fagioli pavoni are plump, kidney-shaped beans with a creamy, smooth texture. Light brown with deep brown striations, they are sometimes called “peacock beans.” Earthy and meaty, with hints of sweet chestnut, they retain their color during soaking and cooking. 

 Fagioli piattella are flat, oblong white beans with a creamy texture and an earthy, salty flavor. 

 Fagioli rosso di Lucca are small, red beans with a rich, earthy, nutty flavor. Dense and meaty, they are specifically grown to be used in soups, where their thick skins add beautiful color to the broth. 

 Fagioli saluggia are tan with purple speckles. Intensely flavorful and slightly grainy in texture, they have durable skins that make them great for stews and braised dishes. 

It is common in Piemonte to serve them with sausages and rice. 

 Fagioli sorana have been grown for centuries in a small valley in the province of Pistoia.  Sorana beans come in two varieties: milky white, with a squashed shape; and wine red, with a cylindrical shape. Both varieties have rich but delicate taste and tender skins. 

 Fagioli stregoni are small, kidney-shaped beans of the  borlotti family. They are used mainly in soups, where they maintain their beautiful color throughout cooking. They have a meaty, slightly earthy flavor. 

 Fagioli toscanelli have an irregular, elongated shape, tender skins, and a white, milky color. Their flavor is intense, creamy, and sweet. 

 Fagioli zolfino pratomagno are also called  burrino because they melt in the mouth like butter ( burro in Italian). They are also known as  fagioli del cento (the hundred bean), because they are traditionally sown on the hundredth day of the year. They are small, round, yellow, and subtly flavored. 

 Ceci Toscani, nutty Tuscan chickpeas, are cousins of the pea that have been a staple on the Italian peninsula since the days of the Roman Empire. 



 Cicerchie, members of the chickpea family, date back to ancient Rome and are cultivated primarily in Puglia and Umbria. Tiny and irregular in shape and ranging in color from gray to brown, they look like miniature fava beans. They have a delicate flavor and tender skins. 

 Cereali (Grains and Flours) 

Italian cuisine makes use of a variety of grains and flours in soups, risotto, risottolike farrotto, polenta, pasta, breads, and pastries. 


 Riso (Rice) 

Italian rice is divided into four grades according to the length, shape, and size of the grain and the creaminess or texture of the rice when cooked. 

The least expensive, lowest-quality grade, called  commune, or  originario, is characterized by short, round grains that cook quickly and break down to a mushy texture when cooked. This grade is used mostly for soups and desserts where firmness is unimportant. 

Rice grains that are graded  semifino are of medium length and retain a moderate firmness when cooked.  Semifino-grade rice is used in soups and may be used in risotto, although higher grades will give a better product. 

 Fino-grade rice grains are longer and slightly larger, with an oval shape that narrows at each end. Rice that is graded  fino remains firm when cooked and is therefore a fine grade for  risotto. 

 Superfino is the top grade, denoting rice grains that are long and fat.  Superfino varieties take the longest time to cook because the grains can absorb more liquid while still remaining firm.  Superfino is an excellent grade for risotto. 

Italian Rice Varieties 

Worldwide, rice is divided into three major categories: short-, medium-, and long-grain, each characterized by a unique texture and cooking property. Most of the rice varieties grown in Italy are strains of a thick, short-grained variety called japonica ( Oryza sativa japonica). Although several of those varieties may be used for risotto, the three best, and most commonly used, are Arborio , Vialone Nano,  and  Carnaroli. For the purposes of risotto-making, the important distinction between the three lies in their differing percentages of two starches: amylopectin, which binds very effectively and is responsible for the creamy texture of risotto; and amylose, a harder starch that dissolves more reluctantly and is responsible for retaining the firmness of the grain. 

Arborio is a  superfino-grade rice. The grains are large and thick, and they contain a high percentage of amylopectin, which helps to produce the thick, compact style of risotto prevalent in Piemonte, Lombardia, and Emilia-Romagna. Arborio absorbs liquid readily and can become mushy if not carefully monitored. 

 Vialone Nano is a  fino-grade rice, popular in the Veneto and Lombardia. A smaller-grained variety, it contains a lower percentage of amylopectin than Arborio but is higher in amylose.  Vialone Nano retains its firmness well, but its lesser percentage of amylopectin means that it does not bind as well as Arborio, creating the looser (brothier), less creamy  risotti typical of the Veneto. 

 Carnaroli is a  superfino-grade rice considered to have the best characteristics for a firm, creamy risotto.  Carnaroli contains enough amylopectin to create an appropriately creamy texture; it also has a high percentage of amylose, which helps the rice to retain its shape and firmness. At The International Culinary Center, we use Carnaroli and  Vialone Nano. 

 Farro 

 Farro ( Triticum dicoccum) is a variety of hard wheat, an unhybridized ancestor of modern wheat recognized as the first known cereal in Western history. High in vitamins, mineral, and fiber, it was an important food of the ancient Etruscans, Egyptians, and Romans. Roman soldiers were given rations of  farro, with which they made thick soups flavored with dried pork and vegetables. Ground into a paste and cooked into porridge,  farro was also the major ingredient in  puls, the ancient forerunner of polenta. With the development of other grains after the fall of the Roman Empire, the cultivation of  farro was restricted to regions in central Italy, but it has regained popularity in recent years. 

Unlike in modern wheat, the husk of the  farro is attached to the grain, much like that of barley or oats, giving cooked  farro a chewy texture, somewhat like wheat berries. 

The key to cooking  farro is to use enough liquid, since it absorbs a great deal of water as it cooks.  Farro is not generally served on its own, as a rice pilaf might be. Rather, it is cooked into a dish such as a regional soup or rustic minestrone (see  Zuppa di Farro 

on this page), and it adds excellent texture to salads. It is also the main ingredient in a risottolike preparation called  Farrotto (this page).  Farro is now cultivated in a number 



of regions in Italy, but the only IGP-designated variety is grown in Toscana and Umbria. The  farro from the Garfagnana area of Toscana is famous for its pure, nutty taste. 

Make sure to buy  farro rather than spelt ( Triticum spelta), which it resembles. Cooked farro has a firm, chewy texture; spelt softens and becomes mushy. To get the correct product, look for  Triticum dicoccum, or buy the IGP-designated Farro della Garfagnana from Toscana. (Buying the IGP product also guarantees that the grain has been properly husked.) 


Polenta (Cornmeal) 

Cornmeal is available in coarse, medium, and fine grinds. The preferred grind depends on the region (sometimes white and yellow cornmeal are mixed as well, or buckwheat added, creating  polenta taragna), but as a general rule, coarse-ground cornmeal produces a thicker polenta, while a fine grind produces a softer, thinner polenta. 

 Polenta integrale is stone-ground cornmeal made from the whole grain—germ and bran. Whole-grain cornmeal looks speckled with light and dark bits rather than having a uniform color, and it has a richer corn flavor. 




 Farina (Flour) 

Recipes in this book call for several different types of flour. Except when specialty flour is called for, such as semolina,  doppio zero, or whole-wheat flours discussed below, recipes use all-purpose flour. Soft-textured cake flour, milled from soft wheat, is used in some pastry recipes, and bread flour is used in yeasted  bomboloni.  

Durum wheat ( grano duro),  which is milled into semolina flour, is used in the manufacture of dried pastas ( pasta secca) and is also used to make some hearty fresh pasta shapes from central and southern Italy, such as  orecchiette. Whole-wheat flour is used to make crisp  grissini.  Tipo (meaning “type”)  00 ( doppio zero, or “double zero” ) flour is traditional for some
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