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			Preface

			When I was approached about doing a cookbook, I thought, This sounds like something I can definitely do. After all, I work in the family pizzeria, and my entire life has revolved around authentic Italian recipes created mostly by my nonna and my father. So I got busy selecting which family recipes I wanted to share with you.

			My nonna now lives in Sicily, but when she lived in America, she stayed with us often. When I walked in the door after work each day, she would jump up to greet me and put on her apron. It could be ten o’clock at night, and she would still be ready to cook.

			“Salvatore ai fame? Pochettino di pasta?” she’d say. Sal, are you hungry? A little pasta?

			Usually, I said no, but I never won that battle. Soon the aroma of garlic would fill the kitchen, and water would already be boiling on the stove for pasta. I knew back then that those times would be treasured memories. What I didn’t expect, though, was an entire education of Sicilian food and its history.

			I’ve learned that the island of Sicily was invaded many times over hundreds of years, and that over time, a bit of each invasion has made its way into authentic Sicilian recipes. Most of the outside influence is from countries like Turkey and other Arab countries, but also from other Mediterranean countries like Greece—but the real secret to great Italian food is the ingredients.

			Most Sicilian families have their own gardens. They grow everything. The climate is perfect for fruit trees, which grow fruit so delicious you could pick and eat them right from the tree. Most people grow olives, and when the time is right, they go to a facility that makes true virgin olive oil from the olives they have grown. In my nonna and nonno’s house, there was a huge barrel of olive oil in a closet that they used all year round. Grapes hung over their carport all summer—some of which made it to the table, but others went to the winery. They made for very strong wine. And, of course, there was no shortage of heart ready to be poured into any dish that may have needed it.
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			That is Italian cuisine. It’s the authenticity of fresh, Italian-grown ingredients and the heart sown into them that make true Sicilian food what it is.

			I hope you enjoy making memories with your family and friends as you cook your way through this book. Writing it sure took me down memory lane. Remember that the best recipes are made with the heart. Without that, the meal will never have the flavor or flair that you desire. Cook with your heart.

			Buon appetito.
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			The Basics

			Simple recipes for everyone.

		

	
		
			Sauce
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			Everyone has to start somewhere, and in this book, that somewhere is with the sauce. This sauce is made with a tried-and-true family recipe, and it’s a solid one to lean on for any recipe that calls for tomato sauce.

			This recipe is my mother’s. My mother is actually American, and Dad, being full-blooded Italian, is usually the one with the kitchen expertise, but even he agrees that my mother’s sauce is the best! Whenever he needs sauce for a recipe, she jumps in to assist.

			She starts with peeled tomatoes. For our family of five, she uses two cans of peeled tomatoes, always San Marzano—the same ones we use in the pizzeria. This means the tomatoes are grown in the Campania region of Italy. Apparently, the soil is so rich, it produces the most delicious tomatoes you can get. Several brands have select cans that are certified to be San Marzano.

			My nonna makes her own sauce from tomatoes in her garden when she’s in Italy. If you grow your own tomatoes, fresh is the way to go. Fresh produce always works best in Italian recipes; when the weather is nice in New Jersey, we grow our own basil, tomatoes, string beans, and zucchini.

			Easy and delicious tomato sauce. Yes, sauce—we don’t say gravy unless it’s for turkey.

			 

			Ingredients

			2 28-oz cans of peeled tomatoes, 
preferably San Marzano

			3 tbsp olive oil

			1 medium-sized onion, chopped

			1 tbsp sugar (optional)

			Meat (optional)

			Salt and pepper, to taste

			Instructions

			1.Place a medium or large pot on the stove. Line the bottom of your pot with olive oil and turn the heat to medium.

			2.After the oil is hot, add the onion. Let cook until golden brown and soft.

			3.Add salt (and sugar).

			4.Let simmer for a few minutes until everything is incorporated and the onions are aromatic.

			5.Add two cans of peeled tomatoes. Stir until incorporated, then let simmer for about twenty minutes or until the tomatoes are soft.

			6.Pour tomato mixture into a blender and blend until pureed.

			7.Transfer the pureed sauce back into pot and simmer for twenty minutes. Add salt and pepper to finish.

			8.If you plan to add any meat to your sauce, you can add it to simmer at this step. First brown the meat in a separate pan with olive oil, then add it to simmer.

		

	
		
			Spaghetti with Oil and Garlic

			This recipe is simple and oh-so-satisfying. On Sundays, my father was off of work, and we ate dinner early—usually around one or two in the afternoon. This was a big meal! Sometimes we would go out, but other times, my father would cook. He would always know what he wanted to make beforehand, so my mother would have ingredients ready for him, and the cooking would start in the morning; we would wake up to the smell of garlic sauteed in oil and tomato sauce on the stove. It became a comforting smell for all of us. Dad always ended up serving pasta, Sicilian salad, and some kind of meat; he often liked to introduce us to foods we didn’t normally eat, like clams, octopus, calamari, or the dreaded tripe.

			[image: ]

			We would spend the day at home being lazy and enjoying time together. During football season, my father and I would bond over a great meal and watch whatever game was on. Every now and then, my mom’s parents would come over on a football Sunday and spend the day with us too. My grandfather would watch the game with us, and my mom and sisters would occasionally go out shopping with my aunts.

			At about six or seven in the evening, everyone was hungry again. Then my father would make spaghetti with oil and garlic. The smell of the garlic roasting in the olive oil filled every corner of our house. It’s such a simple dish, but it’s greater than the sum of its parts; when made with a little heart, it hits the spot every time.

			We still spend our Sundays at home during football season, but now, it’s usually just us; my dad’s family is back in Sicily, and Mom’s parents aren’t usually up for the drive, but the tradition lives on through us. I’m sure my sisters and I will continue to gather at my parents’ house for many years to come, even after we have little families of our own.

			Dad always cooks at home like he does in the pizzeria—a little messy! My mother is constantly after him about the oil on every surface. She works beside him the entire time, cleaning, not cooking. It’s a memory my sisters and I will always share.

			For a family of four.

			Ingredients

			1 lb spaghetti

			1 garlic bulb

			1 tbs salt

			Olive oil (enough to cover the bottom of the pan)

			Ingredients

			1.Fill a pot with water and put it on the stove on high heat. Add a tablespoon of salt and let it boil. Follow package directions to prepare the spaghetti.

			2.Cover the bottom of a separate pot with olive oil and put it on medium heat.

			3.Peel your garlic. You can either use each clove whole, or you can cut them in half. We add them whole!

			4.Add your garlic to the olive oil and let it brown. Make sure
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