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			Ricotta

			Ricotta, one of the world’s most popular cheeses, is a necessity when it comes to Italian cuisine. This recipe is one of many examples of my mimicking a traditional style of cheese to make it vegan. Keep in mind that it’s important to make your ricotta light, airy, and easily spreadable, which will allow it to be used in many different recipes in many different applications.

			I have two versions: a cashew-based and an almond-based ricotta. The cashew ricotta heats up really well and is therefore excellent in dishes, such as lasagnas, that are baked and served hot. The almond ricotta is much lighter and works better in salads and on cheese plates. Despite their differences, both ricottas should be light, tangy, and able to go with everything—because that’s what ricotta cheese is: something that can go with just about anything you want it to go with.

			These cheeses mean a great deal to me. Sundays at my childhood home always meant pasta. Before I went vegan, my mom cooked up an accompanying meat sauce, but to accommodate my new lifestyle, she started making marinara sauce instead, which bothered my brother, Paulie, as it meant no more meatballs, no pork, no braciola—in fact, none of the meats that he loves. But there was still a bowl of fresh ricotta, along with the broccoli rabe and pasta.

			After I went vegan, one of the most important items on my to-do list was to create a ricotta without any animal products. I tried it over and over until, when I was twenty, I finally got the cheese exactly right. How did I know this version worked? Paulie, who makes fun of me more than anyone else in the world, and who would feel uncomfortable if he didn’t hold that title, ate some with the sole intention of tearing me to shreds. His reaction was unlike any other I’ve ever seen from him: he took a bite, then another, then another, and finally said, “That’s actually really good.” And then he put a big spoonful of it on his pasta.

		

		Cashew Ricotta

		Makes approximately 9 cups

		(Enough for a full tray of lasagna or parmigiana di melanzane)

		Raw cashews are interesting; they don’t have much taste on their own, meaning you can make them taste however you want them to taste. But they have just the right amount of fat to create these creamy types of dishes.

		1 quart raw, unsalted cashews

		2 cups extra-virgin olive oil

		1 cup filtered water

		¼ cup minced garlic

		½ cup apple cider vinegar

		¼ cup nutritional yeast

		2 tablespoons sea salt

		1 tablespoon black pepper

		2 pounds super firm tofu

		1 Soak the cashews in water for a minimum of 4 hours. Drain and rinse well.

		2 Place the cashews, olive oil, water, garlic, vinegar, yeast, salt, pepper, and tofu in a high-speed blender and blend until smooth.

		3 Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.

		Tip: If you cannot find super firm tofu, you can use firm instead. Make sure to squeeze all the excess water from the firm tofu. The texture of the ricotta will be slightly less dense but the taste will remain the same.

		Almond Ricotta

		Makes approximately 6 cups

		3 ½ cups sliced blanched almonds

		½ cup lemon juice

		½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

		2 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

		2 tablespoons nutritional yeast

		2 teaspoons sea salt

		½ cup filtered water

		1 Soak the blanched almonds in water for a minimum of 1 hour. Drain and rinse the almonds well.

		2 Place the lemon juice, olive oil, vinegar, yeast, and salt in the jar of a high-speed blender. Add the almonds and water, then blend until smooth.

		3 Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.

		Cashew Mozzarella

		Makes approximately 7 cups

		Mozzarella is one of the most popular cheeses in America—and in Italy as well. Mozzarella should always be light in flavor and texture. Unfortunately, many of the vegan mozzarella options on the market are too thick, heavy, and not particularly meltable. So my goal for vegan mozzarella was to make it light with a wonderful texture that can complement any dish.

		Mozzarella is excellent just by itself or in a caprese salad.

		Tip: You should adjust the amount of tapioca you use depending on which dish you plan to use the mozzarella in. For example, if you plan to use the mozzarella melted or soft, use about ¼ cup tapioca. If you plan to make a caprese salad, you will want the cheese to be firmer.

		2 cups raw, unsalted cashews

		1 quart filtered water

		¼ cup nutritional yeast

		2 tablespoons, plus 2 teaspoons apple cider vinegar

		2 tablespoons sea salt

		2 teaspoons garlic powder

		2 tablespoons refined coconut oil

		½ cup tapioca starch

		1 Soak the cashews in water for a minimum of 4 hours. Drain and rinse well before using.

		2 Add the cashews, water, yeast, vinegar, salt, garlic powder, and coconut oil to the jar of a blender or food processor. Blend until smooth.

		3 Pour the mixture into a saucepan.

		4 Stir in the tapioca. Cook over low heat, stirring until completely combined. Reduce the heat so the cheese is at a low boil and cook for 8 to 10 minutes. The cheese should have a very thick consistency (you should have a hard time stirring it).

		5 Remove from the heat and let cool.

		6 Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.

		Macadamia Parmigiano

		Makes 2 cups

		Parmigiano is another cheese that Italians seem to use on nearly everything. This Macadamia Parmigiano is very simple to make, composed of just macadamia nuts and nutritional yeast (with a little pinch of salt).

		1 cup raw, unsalted macadamia nuts

		1 cup nutritional yeast

		1 teaspoon sea salt

		Tip: Yes, macadamia nuts are expensive, but they do work the best to make vegan parmigiano—and you don’t need that many. But you can use cashews, almonds, walnuts, Brazil nuts, and even pumpkin seeds instead.

		1 Place the macadamia nuts, yeast, and salt in the jar of a high-speed blender or food processor. Pulse until the mixture has the consistency of a fine crumble. Do not overprocess into a paste or butter.

		2 Store in an airtight container.

		Tip: Make sure your blender is 100 percent dry before adding the ingredients!

		Marinara Sauce
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		Makes approximately 11 cups

		Perhaps the most important day in an Italian American household is the one on which your mother makes the marinara sauce.

		Every Sunday my mother and my grandmother would wake up early in the morning and start the process, tending it for hours upon hours. That wonderful smell would then seep throughout the whole house. It was such a beautiful aroma, so peaceful and relaxing, because it made you realize it was Sunday and you were going to have all day with your family; and, best of all, you knew you were going to eat really well. The day was going to be all about food and laughing and maybe some arguing and whatever else but above all, family. There’s something about the sauce that just brought everybody together.

		Throughout the day, as the sauce was simmering, one by one each member of my family would rip off large pieces of bread and stick them into the giant pot of sauce. My mother would scream, “Ah, get out of here. What are you doing? Get yourself a little bowl. Don’t do that. That’s disgusting. Schifo! Stop it.”

		We didn’t care. Me and my brother, we could eat a whole loaf of Italian bread, just dipping it in the giant vat of sauce. When my brother had children, his son Anthony picked up the habit—he’s been known to stick an entire loaf of bread in the pot of sauce.

		Learning how to make a good pot of sauce is one of the most important tasks in Italian cooking. So let’s make marinara.

		¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

		1 cup finely diced onion

		¼ cup minced or sliced (super thin) garlic

		¼ teaspoon red chili flakes (optional)

		Three 28-ounce cans San Marzano tomatoes (La Valle or La Regina  are my favorite brands)

		½ cup chopped fresh basil leaves

		½ teaspoon black pepper

		2 teaspoons sea salt

		1 In a large stockpot, heat the olive oil over medium heat. Sauté the onion, garlic, and red chili flakes, if using, for 8 to 10 minutes, or until the onion is translucent.

		2 Add the tomatoes, breaking them up with a spoon. Simmer for 1 hour over low heat, stirring every 10 minutes.

		3 Remove from the heat and stir in the basil, pepper, and salt.

		4 Store in an airtight container, preferably glass, for up to one week.

		
			Growing up in New York, like many Italian Americans, we called red sauce “gravy,” no matter how many people scoffed at the word. But when I went to Italy and referred to the sauce as gravy, I got schooled hard. “That’s obscene!” they said. I immediately stopped.

		
		Classic Pesto

		Makes approximately 3 cups

		When I realized—as a kid!—that all I had to change was one single ingredient (using nutritional yeast in place of cheese) to make pesto vegan, I was amazed. This pesto can go on top of any pasta shape, smother your vegetables, or be spread on panini—pretty much any dish you can think of will be enhanced with pesto.

		4 cups basil leaves packed

		1 cup extra-virgin olive oil

		½ cup sliced or slivered blanched almonds

		2 or 3 medium to large garlic cloves, to equal 1 tablespoon minced garlic

		1 tablespoon nutritional yeast

		2 teaspoons lemon juice

		1 teaspoon sea salt

		½ teaspoon black pepper

		¼ teaspoon red chili flakes

		1 Place the basil leaves, olive oil, almonds, garlic, yeast, lemon juice, salt, pepper, and chili flakes in the jar of a high-speed blender and blend until combined.

		2 Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator.

		Tip: Save the pesto in a jar so you always have some on hand.

		Pesto Calabrese

		Makes approximately 3 cups

		My grandmother comes from Calabria, which is the southernmost mainland region of Italy—the so-called tip of the boot and, in my opinion, where some of the world’s best food originates. I was fortunate to be able to learn her magic, as her cooking style differed from the others in my family, who come from the Naples region.

		In Calabria everything is just a bit spicier, so when they prepare a pesto, it’s a pesto calabrese, made with Calabrian chili peppers and a touch of sun-dried tomato instead of the traditional basil, garlic, and parmigiano. The spice is present but not overwhelming.

		2 pounds red bell peppers

		¼ cup, plus ½ cup extra-virgin  olive oil

		1 tablespoon minced garlic

		3 tablespoons minced shallot

		2 tablespoons sun-dried tomatoes in olive oil, drained

		1 cup Almond Ricotta (this page)

		1 tablespoon apple cider vinegar

		2 teaspoons sea salt

		1 teaspoon black pepper

		2 tablespoons Roasted Garlic (this page)

		2 tablespoons whole Calabrian chilis in oil, stems removed

		2 tablespoons oil from Calabrian chilis

		1 Roast the bell peppers over a grill or burner flame until completely blackened.

		2 Place the grilled peppers in a bowl and cover tightly with plastic wrap. Allow them to cool for 15 minutes, and then remove them and peel off the skins. Cut off the stems and remove the seeds.

		3 In a sauté pan, heat the olive oil over low heat. Sauté the garlic, shallot, and sun-dried tomatoes for 5 minutes. Remove from the heat and cool.

		4 Place the roasted peppers, ¼ cup of the olive oil, garlic, shallot, tomatoes, ricotta, vinegar, salt, pepper, roasted garlic, chilis, and chili oil in a food processor and process until smooth.

		5 Pour in the remaining ½ cup of olive oil while the machine is running to emulsify the pesto.

		Tip: Save some pesto in a jar so you always have it on hand. Use it for raw vegetable crudités or to spread on grilled ciabatta or panini and, of course, for Calabrese pasta (this page).

		Pistachio Pesto
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		Makes approximately 3 cups

		Pistachio pesto is a staple in Sicily. You can use this style of pesto for virtually anything you would use a classic pesto for, but the flavor of the pistachio will give the dish an intense earthy flavor.

		4 cups packed fresh basil leaves

		1 cup roasted unsalted pistachios

		1 tablespoon minced garlic

		1 tablespoon nutritional yeast

		2 teaspoons lemon juice

		2 teaspoons sea salt

		1 teaspoon black pepper

		¼ teaspoon red chili flakes

		½ cup cold filtered water

		½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

		½ cup pistachio oil  (La Tourangelle is my favorite)

		1 In a high-speed blender, blend the basil, pistachios, garlic, yeast, lemon juice, salt, pepper, chili flakes, and water until nearly smooth.

		2 While the machine is running, pour in the olive oil and pistachio oil to emulsify.

		3 Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.

		Tip: Save the pistachio pesto in a jar so you always have it on hand. Use it on raw vegetable crudités or spread on grilled ciabatta or panini and, of course, for pesto pasta in place of the classic pesto (see Pesto Cavatelli, this page)!

		RoaSted Pistachio Crumble

		Makes approximately 2 cups

		In Sicilian cuisine, pistachios are so valued they have earned the nickname “green gold.”

		This roasted pistachio crumble is an excellent addition to almost any roasted or grilled vegetable dish as well as the Heirloom Tomato and Watermelon Salad (this page). You can buy roasted and salted pistachios from the store or follow this recipe.

		2 cups shelled pistachios

		1 teaspoon sea salt

		1 Preheat the oven to 350°F.

		2 Place the pistachios in a ziplock bag and smash them to smithereens. You can use a hammer, mallet, or whatever tool you can handle. Be careful not to tear the plastic bag.

		3 Pour the smashed pistachios into a mixing bowl and toss in the salt.

		4 Spread out on a baking sheet and roast for approximately  5 to 6 minutes, until toasted.

		5 Store in an airtight container for up to 2 weeks.

		
			How Howard Stern Jump-Started My Restaurant Career

			Once I received my master’s degree from the School of Visual Arts, I began a career as a photographer. After all, my father had implored me never to open my own restaurant.

			I adore my dad and I do listen to everything he says—but I just couldn’t get cooking out of my head. I wanted to share my experience of vegan food with friends, with strangers, with anyone and everyone. Even while I was a photographer, I was doing just that by providing private cooking lessons in people’s homes, teaching them how to prepare a whole-foods plant-based diet.

			Meanwhile, I loved listening to radio personality Howard Stern, a man whom some love and some hate (me, I love him). One day Howard was talking about a wonderful restaurant, Pure Food and Wine, where he had had an amazing meal.

			I hadn’t heard of this place and was both amazed and thrilled when I found out the restaurant was vegan (actually, raw vegan)—one of the first of its kind in a fine dining setting. Because of Howard’s strong recommendation, I went to Pure Food and Wine the following weekend.

			The concept of right place, right time never held truer than it did on that particular night. The moment I arrived I could sense the restaurant was a special place, a place I wanted very much to be a part of, so I asked the general manager what credentials were necessary to work in his kitchen. He didn’t know the answer, but he was kind, so he said he’d ask the chef. When he returned from the kitchen, he told me he was going to introduce me to Chef Neal Harden so I could talk to him myself.

			This all took place during a busy Saturday evening—I couldn’t believe they were taking this time out of their night to even entertain the thought of talking to me. But they did. Chef Neal turned out to be absolutely wonderful, and he politely asked me a couple of questions. He was too busy to engage for more than a few minutes, so he suggested I return the following Tuesday and do a stage with him—which basically meant I would follow him around, watch him work, see how the kitchen operates, and talk to him some more.

			I agreed as fast as I could.

			That next Tuesday I met with Chef Neal, did the stage, and had the absolute time of my life. Before the night was over, he hired me as a line cook (in a nutshell, a kitchen staff member who prepares the dishes).

			There I was, with no experience in a professional commercial kitchen with my foot in the door of a prestigious, fine dining restaurant in Manhattan. I fell instantly in love with my new career and still, to this day, feel very, very grateful to Howard Stern. Without him, this would not have happened.

			I ended up working at Pure Food and Wine for a little more than five years. Outside of Pura Vita, it was my favorite job—just an exquisite experience. The other staff members were an incredible group of people who were passionate about food and what they were creating. It was just a beautiful point in time where we were all on the same, happy, fulfilling page and it’ll never be matched again.

			Along the way I became quite close with Chef Neal, who went on to become the executive chef of abcV, one of restaurateur Jean-Georges Vongerichten’s places in Manhattan. Chef Neal taught me so much about how to manage a kitchen; in fact, when I told him I was thinking of attending culinary school, he told me not to, because, he said, I could be teaching the classes myself. That was truly one of the loveliest compliments I’ve ever received.

			Chef Neal was a mentor beyond any mentor I could possibly imagine. He allowed me to work almost every position in the kitchen until I eventually became his sous-chef. I owe much of my success and professional career to that man.

			But it was because of Howard Stern that all this started!

		
		Alfredo Sauce

		Makes approximately 7 cups

		Pasta Alfredo, supposedly invented in Rome in 1908, is one of the most popular dishes at Pura Vita, but it’s actually not something I grew up with. However, my mother did make us macaroni with parmigiano and butter.

		When Pura Vita opened, there was an immediate demand for pasta

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Gremolata

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Roasted Garlic
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		Whole Garlic Variation

		
		
		
		Peeled Garlic Variation

		
		
		
		Whole Garlic Variation

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Peeled Garlic Variation

		
		
		
		
		
		
		Roasted Garlic Aioli

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Cannellini Beans

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Pangrattato
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		Chili oil
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		Grilled Ciabatta Garlic Bread

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Garlic Croutons

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Cashew Cream

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		Spiced Pepitas
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