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First Edition

This Publication

Welcome to Cooking for a Cause—a book born from a simple, profound belief: that food is more than sustenance; it is love, memory, and connection made tangible. Within these pages, we invite you to embark on a culinary journey through the sun-drenched landscapes of the Mediterranean and the World where vibrant flavors and time-honored traditions have nourished both body and soul for generations. 

But this collection is not solely about the joy of cooking; it is also about the power of community. Every recipe you will find here is a small act of hope, prepared in support of the Rhode Island Brain + Spine Tumor Foundation—an organization dedicated to uplifting patients, families, and caregivers navigating the challenging path of neurological illness. By bringing this book to your table, you are joining a larger cause, turning your kitchen into a place of healing and generosity.

Just as the Mediterranean table is a gathering place for storytelling and togetherness, we hope this book becomes a companion in your own home. From the first pour of golden olive oil to the final fragrant sprinkle of fresh herbs, we have designed each chapter to feel like a warm embrace—welcoming to the novice cook and inspiring to the seasoned chef. 

The recipes are organized around five themes that capture the essence of the region: The First Pour offers small plates and beginnings, evoking the charm of seaside tavernas; Golden Grains & Coastal Twists celebrates hand-shaped pastas and creamy risottos, honoring the dance between land and sea; Land & Olive Grove brings rustic meats, slow-simmered stews, and herb-crusted roasts from pastoral kitchens across France, Spain, Portugal, and Turkey; The Morning Catch presents bright, simple seafood; and Between the Greens and the Earth highlights fresh salads and sun-drenched sides that complete any meal.

With 50 + carefully curated recipes, this book balances tradition and innovation, embracing grilling, baking, and fermentation while keeping each dish accessible through clear instructions and thoughtful tips for adaptation. You will find standout creations like the rich Mediterranean Olive Tapenade, perfect for gatherings, and the creamy Lemon Herb Risotto, which captures the bright essence of seasonal cooking.

What truly sets Cooking for a Cause apart, however, is its voice—a lyrical, sensory style that invites you not just to cook, but to feel. We have written with descriptions that evoke the crackle of a wood-fired oven, the briny kiss of sea air, and the laughter of shared meals under olive trees. It is our deepest hope that as you cook from this book, you connect emotionally with each dish, and that every bite carries the warmth of purpose. 

This is more than a recipe collection; it is an invitation to gather around the table, to share in the joy of good food, and to stand alongside the Rhode Island Brain + Spine Tumor Foundation in making a meaningful delicious meal at a time.
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Preface

Food has a unique way of bringing people together. Around the table, we celebrate life’s milestones, share family traditions, create memories, and find comfort during difficult times. This cookbook is a collection of those moments gathering of recipes, stories, and traditions shared by friends, families, supporters, and community members united by a common purpose: helping Rhode Islanders affected by brain and spine tumors.

The proceeds from this cookbook will benefit the Rhode Island Brain & Spine Tumor Foundation (RIBSTF), a nonprofit organization dedicated to supporting patients and families facing the challenges of a brain or spine tumor diagnosis. Through educational resources, support groups, financial assistance, and compassionate outreach, RIBSTF helps individuals navigate a journey that can be overwhelming, uncertain, and life-changing.

Brain and spine tumors affect thousands of individuals and families every year. Rhode Island has one of the highest rates of brain tumor diagnoses in the nation, making the Foundation’s mission especially important within our state. Behind every diagnosis is a person—a parent, spouse, child, sibling, friend, or neighbor—whose life has been forever changed. The impact extends beyond the patient, touching entire families and communities.

This cookbook represents more than a collection of recipes. It is a symbol of hope, resilience, and community. Each recipe has been shared with generosity and care, reflecting the belief that even small acts can make a meaningful difference. Whether these dishes have been passed down through generations, prepared for special celebrations, or served as comfort during difficult times, they remind us of the power of connection and compassion.

We extend our heartfelt gratitude to everyone who contributed recipes, purchased this cookbook, volunteered their time, or supported this effort in any way. Your generosity will help provide critical assistance to Rhode Island patients and families when they need it most.

As you enjoy these recipes and gather with those you love, know that you are helping bring comfort, support, and hope to members of our community facing one of life’s greatest challenges.

Together, we can make a difference—one meal, one family, and one act of kindness at a time.

With heartfelt and sincere thanks,

Rhode Island Brain & Spine Tumor Foundation

Cooking for a Cause the Cookbook
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1
The Art of Mediterranean Small Plates
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1.1 The Cultural Significance of Tapas and Meze

Envision a sunlit terrace where laughter intertwines with the sound of clinking glasses as colorful plates of small dishes are shared among friends and family. This encapsulates the essence of Mediterranean dining, where small plates—known as tapas in Spain and meze in Greece and Turkey—transcend mere appetizers to become a celebration of community, culture, and connection. Each dish narrates a story, a tale interwoven through generations, reflecting the rich tapestry of history, geography, and tradition that characterizes the Mediterranean region.

These small plates epitomize the Mediterranean lifestyle, encouraging diners to slow down, savor, and share. They exemplify the art of social dining, transforming the act of eating into a communal experience that fosters connections and creates lasting memories. From the briny olives of Andalusia to the aromatic dips of the Levant, each bite offers a passage through time and place, resonating with the historical trade routes that have influenced culinary practices throughout the region.

In examining the cultural significance of these small plates, we highlight the value of preserved ingredients—cured meats, artisanal dips, and seasonal vegetables—that not only gratify the palate but also reflect local terroirs and agricultural methods. Understanding this context deepens our appreciation for the recipes that follow, showcasing how these delectable bites harmonize flavors and textures to stimulate the appetite.

This chapter serves as a nuanced cultural exploration, emphasizing the social and sensory experiences that small plates cultivate. It invites you to immerse yourself in the rich traditions of Mediterranean dining, paving the way for the delightful recipes that will soon grace your table. Prepare to embark on a culinary journey that connects the past with the present as we delve into the art of Mediterranean small plates, celebrating the joy of sharing and the beauty of flavor.

Assembly and Cooking Process

In a food processor, combine the pitted olives, capers, and minced garlic.

Pulse the mixture until coarsely chopped, scraping down the sides as needed.

With the processor running, slowly drizzle in the olive oil until the mixture reaches your desired consistency smoothly or chunky.

Add lemon juice and any optional ingredients like fresh herbs or sun-dried tomatoes, then pulse a few more times to combine.

Taste and adjust seasoning if necessary, adding more olive oil or lemon juice as desired.

Presentation Suggestions

Serve the tapenade in a small bowl, drizzled with a little extra virgin olive oil on top. Accompany it with crusty bread or pita chips arranged around the bowl for an inviting presentation. Garnish with a sprig of fresh herb for a pop of color.

Pairing Suggestions

This tapenade pairs beautifully with a crisp white wine, such as Sauvignon Blanc or a light rosé. It also complements a charcuterie board featuring cured meats and cheeses.

Chef’s Tips

For a more complex flavor, consider adding a pinch of red pepper flakes for heat or a splash of balsamic vinegar for depth. Experiment with different types of olives to find your preferred flavor profile.

Common Mistakes and Solutions

If the tapenade is too salty, balance it by adding a bit more olive oil or a small amount of unsalted nuts, such as almonds or walnuts, to mellow the flavors.

Special Options

For a vegan version, ensure that all ingredients are plant-based. To make it kid-friendly, reduce the garlic and capers for a milder taste.

Lower-Calorie Options

To create a lighter version, use less olive oil and incorporate more fresh herbs or vegetables, such as roasted red peppers, to maintain flavor without added calories.

Spiced Chickpea Hummus

This spiced chickpea hummus is a vibrant and creamy dip that draws inspiration from Levantine culinary traditions. Infused with aromatic spices like ground cumin and smoked paprika, along with a refreshing squeeze of lemon, this hummus beautifully balances the earthiness of chickpeas with zesty accents. It serves as a delightful alternative to traditional dips, making it a versatile addition to any Mediterranean table. Hummus is not only easy to prepare but also encourages creativity in the kitchen. Feel free to adjust the spice levels to suit your taste or add fresh herbs for an extra layer of flavor. This dish pairs wonderfully with warm pita bread or crisp vegetables, making it an ideal choice for gatherings or as a healthy snack.

Preparation Time: 30 minutes (10 minutes prep + 20 minutes cooking).

Difficulty Level: Easy

Ingredients

2 cups cooked chickpeas (or 1 can, drained and rinsed)

1/4 cup tahini

2 cloves garlic, minced

2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon smoked paprika (plus extra for garnish)

1/4 cup extra virgin olive oil

Salt to taste

Water as needed for consistency

Fresh herbs (like parsley or cilantro) for garnish

Ingredient Preparation

Drain and rinse the canned chickpeas if used. If using dried chickpeas, soak them overnight and cook them until tender.

Minced garlic can be prepared by finely chopping it or using a garlic press.

Assembly and Cooking Process

In a food processor, combine the cooked chickpeas, tahini, minced garlic, lemon juice, ground cumin, smoked paprika, and salt.

Blend the mixture until smooth, adding water gradually to achieve your desired consistency.

While blending, slowly drizzle in the olive oil until fully incorporated and creamy.

Taste and adjust the seasoning, adding more salt, lemon juice, or spices as desired.

Presentation Suggestions

Transfer the hummus to a serving bowl and create a swirl on the surface with the back of a spoon. Drizzle with olive oil and sprinkle with smoked paprika and fresh herbs for a vibrant presentation.

Pairing Suggestions

This hummus pairs beautifully with warm pita bread, fresh vegetable sticks (like carrots, cucumbers, and bell peppers), or as part of a mezze platter alongside olives and cheeses.

Chef’s Tips

For a creamier texture, peel the skin off the chickpeas before blending. Additionally, using high-quality tahini can significantly enhance the flavor of your hummus.

Solutions for Common Issues

If your hummus is too thick, add a little water or olive oil until you reach the desired consistency. If it tastes too bitter, a pinch of sugar can help balance the flavors.

Special Options

This recipe is naturally vegan and gluten-free. For a nut-free version, ensure that your tahini is made from sesame seeds only.

Lower-Calorie Options

To reduce calories, use less olive oil and substitute some of the tahini with Greek yogurt for a lighter dip while maintaining creaminess.

Testimonial

After my glioblastoma diagnosis, I quickly realized that the journey would be so much more than medical appointments and treatments. It was overwhelming trying to navigate the unknown, find reliable resources, and adjust to a completely different reality.

The Rhode Island Brain & Spine Tumor Foundation became an incredible source of support during one of the most difficult times in my life. They provided valuable resources, guidance, and a sense of community that helped me feel less alone. Knowing there was an organization dedicated to helping patients and families navigate this journey made a meaningful difference.

I'm also deeply grateful for the fundraising events they organize. These events not only raise critical funds to support patients and families, but they also bring people together with compassion, hope, and encouragement. Seeing the community rally around those affected by brain and spine tumors is truly inspiring.

Thank you to everyone at the Rhode Island Brain & Spine Tumor Foundation for your kindness, dedication, and unwavering support. Your work gives hope to patients and families facing unimaginable challenges, and I am incredibly thankful to have had your support throughout my journey.

Brian Dixon
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Pasta and Risotto: A Culinary Journey
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The Evolution of Pasta in Mediterranean Cuisine

Envision a sunlit Italian hillside, where golden wheat gracefully bends in the breeze, telling stories of age-old harvests. In this setting, the craft of pasta-making transcends mere culinary technique; it represents a treasured tradition, reflecting the abundance of the land and the artisans who shape it. Pasta and risotto serve not only as staple dishes but also as the embodiment of Mediterranean culture, encapsulating the intricate connections of agriculture, climate, and history that have influenced the region for centuries.

As we embark on this culinary exploration, we will examine the captivating evolution of pasta shapes, fillings, and sauces that have originated from the varied landscapes of the Mediterranean. From the delicate strands of angel hair to the robust, hand-rolled pappardelle, each variety narrates a story informed by local ingredients and cultural influences, molded by the dynamics of trade and migration. Risotto, with its creamy consistency and comforting warmth, stands as a distinguished counterpart to pasta, highlighting the adaptability of grains within Mediterranean cuisine.

In this chapter, we will investigate the techniques that elevate basic ingredients into comforting yet sophisticated dishes. Kneading dough to achieve the desired elasticity, rolling it out to unveil its thin, delicate layers, and stirring risotto to attain that sought-after creaminess—these rituals establish connections to generations of cooks who have paved the way. Each technique serves as a bridge to the past, a method to honor the culinary innovation that has thrived in this dynamic region.

Gaining insight into the origins and regional diversity of these cherished dishes enriches our appreciation for the recipes that will follow. As we uncover the culinary narrative intricately woven through centuries of Mediterranean creativity, we encourage you to embrace the flavors and techniques that will soon grace your table. Prepare to relish the depth of tradition and the joy of creation as we transition from the art of small plates to the heartier, grain-based specialties that lie ahead.

Lemon Herb Risotto

Lemon Herb Risotto is a renowned Italian dish that highlights the exquisite qualities of slow-cooked Arborio rice, recognized for its creamy consistency and remarkable capacity to absorb flavors. This risotto is enriched with vibrant citrus undertones from fresh lemon zest and fragrant herbs such as parsley and thyme, resulting in a dish that is both invigorating and comforting. Typically served as a main course or a side dish, it exemplifies the sophistication of Mediterranean cuisine, making it an ideal transition from lighter small plates to more substantial offerings.

Preparation Time: 45 minutes (10 minutes preparation + 35 minutes cooking).

Difficulty Level: Medium

Ingredients for 4

1 ½ cups Arborio rice

4 cups vegetables or chicken broth (homemade or low-sodium)

1 medium onion, finely chopped

2 tablespoons of olive oil

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

1 cup of dry white wine (optional; may be substituted with additional broth)

1 lemon, zested and juiced

½ cup grated Parmesan cheese (or nutritional yeast for a vegan option)

¼ cup fresh parsley, chopped

2 teaspoons fresh thyme leaves (or 1 teaspoon dried thyme)

Salt and black pepper to taste

Ingredient Preparation

Finely chop the onion and set aside. Zest and juice the lemon, ensuring you to remove any seeds. Chop the parsley and thyme, keeping them separate for convenient addition during the cooking process.

Assembly and Cooking Process

In a medium saucepan, gently heat the broth over low heat to maintain warmth.

In a large skillet, combine the olive oil and butter, warming them over medium heat. Add the chopped onion and sauté until it becomes translucent, approximately 5 minutes.

Add the Arborio rice to the skillet, ensuring the grains are well-coated with oil, and lightly toast them for about 2 minutes.

Introduce the white wine (if using) and stir until it is predominantly absorbed by the rice.

Begin adding the warm broth, one ladle at a time, stirring frequently. Allow the rice to absorb most of the liquid before incorporating the next ladle. This process should take approximately 20-25 minutes. When the rice reaches a creamy consistency and is al dente, stir in the lemon zest, lemon juice, Parmesan cheese, parsley, and thyme. Adjust seasoning with salt and black pepper to taste.

Remove from heat and allow to rest for a minute prior to serving.

Presentation Suggestions

Serve the risotto in shallow bowls, garnished with additional parsley and a light dusting of Parmesan cheese. A drizzle of high-quality olive oil can further enhance the dish's richness.

Pairing Suggestions

This Lemon Herb Risotto complements a crisp Sauvignon Blanc or a light Pinot Grigio beautifully. For a side dish, a simple arugula salad with lemon vinaigrette is recommended.

Chef’s Recommendations

To enhance the dish's flavor profile, consider incorporating sautéed seasonal vegetables such as asparagus or peas in the final minutes of cooking. Continuous stirring will help achieve an ideal creamy consistency.

Common Errors and Remedial Actions

Should the risotto become excessively thick, incorporate a small amount of warm broth to achieve the desired consistency. It is advisable to avoid adding all the broth simultaneously, as this may result in uneven cooking and texture.

Alternative Variations

For a vegan variant, replace the butter and Parmesan cheese with plant-based alternatives. Increasing the vegetable content can also elevate the nutritional profile of the dish.

Lower-Calorie Choices

To decrease caloric content, reduce the use of oil and butter, and consider employing low-fat cheese or nutritional yeast as a substitute for Parmesan. Additionally, boosting the vegetable content will create a more satisfying dish without a significant increase in calories.

Hand-Made Pappardelle with Wild Mushroom Sauce

This hand-made pappardelle with wild mushroom sauce is a rustic yet refined dish that embodies the essence of Italian culinary tradition. Originating from Tuscany, pappardelle is a wide, flat pasta that beautifully captures rich sauces, making it ideal for hearty preparations. The earthy wild mushroom sauce, infused with garlic, shallots, and fresh herbs, highlights the interplay between the land's bounty and skilled cooking, creating a dish that is both comforting and elegant.

Perfect for a cozy dinner or a special occasion, this recipe showcases artisanal techniques in pasta making, allowing you to create a dish that is not only delicious but also a testament to the beauty of homemade cooking.

Preparation Time: 1 hour (30 minutes prep + 30 minutes cooking).

Difficulty Level: Medium

Ingredients for 4

2 cups of all-purpose flour (substitutable with semolina flour for a firmer texture)

3 large eggs

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 teaspoon salt

2 cups mixed wild mushrooms, cleaned and sliced (substitutable with button mushrooms)

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 shallot, finely chopped

1/2 cup vegetables or chicken broth

1/4 cup heavy cream (optional for a richer sauce)

Fresh herbs (such as thyme or parsley) for garnish

Grana Padano or feta cheese for serving

––––––––
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Ingredient Preparation

For the pasta, create a mound with the flour on a clean surface, make a well in the center, and add the eggs, olive oil, and salt. Gradually incorporate the flour into the eggs until the dough forms. For the mushroom sauce, clean and slice the mushrooms, mince the garlic, and finely chop the shallot.

Assembly and Cooking Process

On a floured surface, knead the pasta dough for about 8-10 minutes until smooth and elastic. Wrap it in plastic wrap and let it rest for 30 minutes.

Roll out the rested dough using a pasta machine or a rolling pin until thin (about 1/8 inch thick). Cut into wide ribbons (about 1 inch) to form pappardelle.

In a large skillet, heat olive oil over medium heat. Add the shallots and garlic, sautéing until translucent.

Add the sliced mushrooms to the skillet and cook until they release their moisture and become golden brown, about 5-7 minutes.

Pour in the broth and bring to a simmer. If using, stir in the heavy cream and let the sauce thicken for a few minutes. Season with salt and pepper to taste.

Meanwhile, bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Cook the pappardelle for 2-3 minutes until al dente. Drain and reserve a bit of pasta water.

Add the cooked pappardelle to the mushroom sauce, tossing to combine. If the sauce is too thick, add a splash of reserved pasta water to reach the desired consistency.

Presentation Suggestions

Plate the pappardelle in a shallow bowl, twirling the pasta for an elegant presentation. Drizzle with a bit of olive oil, sprinkle with fresh herbs, and finish with a light dusting of Grana Padano or crumbled feta cheese.

Pairing Suggestions

This dish pairs beautifully with a light-bodied red wine, such as Pinot Noir, or a crisp white wine like Sauvignon Blanc. A side of arugula salad with lemon vinaigrette complements the richness of the pasta.

Chef’s Tips

For a more intense flavor, consider adding a splash of white wine to the mushroom sauce after sautéing the mushrooms. Allow it to reduce before adding the broth.

Solutions for Common Issues

If the pasta dough is too dry, add a little water, one teaspoon at a time, until it reaches the right consistency. If the sauce is too thin, let it simmer longer to reduce and thicken.

Testimonial

“We love the RIBSTF! When your kid is fighting a rare cancer or dealing
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