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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my wife, Sheri, who is way out of my league. This next new exciting stage of my life would not have happened without her support, nor would I ever have wanted it to happen without her. Thank you for our two beautiful children, Beau and Briar Rose. I love you guys. XO
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Foreword
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I grew up on Elm Place in Nutley, New Jersey, a small street in a very ethnically diverse neighborhood. Our next-door neighbors, who were very good friends, were a retired German couple on one side, and a first-generation Italian family of four on the other side. I loved baking with Mr. and Mrs. Maus in their flour-dusty basement “bakery,” where I learned so much about doughs and yeast and pastries. The Allegris, our other next-door neighbors, were part of a large Italian family whose prosperous business was focused in construction. They were also a family focused on the foods of their ancestral home, Southern Italy. I would sit in their kitchen on Saturdays watching Mrs. Allegri clean the beef bones and peel the red, ripe tomatoes from which she made the Sunday “gravy,” or meat-based sauce, for the various hearty pastas that were served in giant quantities at Sunday lunch and during the rest of the week.

Christian Petroni’s new book, Parm to Table, reminds me of those cozy Saturdays in that friendly, loud kitchen right next door to my childhood home. As I leafed page by page through this colorful and inspiring book, I was constantly transported back to Nutley, where intense flavors and bright colors made my mouth water, and I wanted to cook and taste, on a wooden spoon, every one of the delicious and varied flavors that Christian has included in this great collection of family-style recipes interpreted by a creative and very energetic chef.

Ingredients, of course, play a very important role in Christian’s cooking, and he discusses where, and how, to find and choose them.

An accomplished restauranteur, Christian is very adept at keeping intense flavoring and character in his recipes, which taste as if they come straight from a delicious restaurant. Dishes are colorful, flavors are bright, and quantities are generous, just like Chef Petroni himself.

Martha Stewart
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Introduction
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Front of House
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I’ve always had one foot in each of two worlds.

I grew up in the Bronx. My whole life was contained between 241st Street and Matilda Avenue and 238th and White Plains Road. I had to walk that stretch to go to school, and I can still remember how loud it was underneath the El when a train would pass. Conversations with my mom would have to come to a two-minute pause while we waited for the train to roll overhead. On the way was A&M Bakery and Deli, one of the neighborhood staples, the epicenter of my culinary world. I can still smell it to this day, that combination of tricolor cookies and semolina bread baking. They had those metal orb-looking things hanging overhead that held red-and-white twine, which they would pull down to wrap the boxes of cookies, which you could then use as a handle to carry out.

Down the street, in the middle of all the gray, was this bright green wooden garage door. There was an old man there who was an importer—he just had stacks of cases of baccalà, cases of Italian waters and sodas. Big barrels of olives, cases of tomato sauce. Anything that you needed from the homeland, this guy brought in. It was like a mini Italian Costco. The smell of the pecorino in this place was so strong, it could knock out a donkey.

There was Vinny’s Pizza, Pepino’s Pizza, DeLuca Hardware—Ralph DeLuca was a fucking legend—and Caffè Espresso. If my dad had to go meet someone, it would be at this café. In the basement, they had poker machines called Joker Poker, and the neighborhood guys would be down there gambling. My dad never really got into that, but still, the room would be full of shady people having conversations that I shouldn’t hear, so he would send me upstairs where I’d get a Chinotto at the bar.

[image: image]

My best friend, Daniel Murphy, who was from Belize, lived on 238th, a block off the El. I would sleep over there all the time. We’d get into so much trouble.

That was where my life was.

Or, actually, that’s where it was most of the time.

Every summer we would go stay with my family in Ponza, a little island off the coast of Naples.

Being a kid and getting to Italy after a flight that seemed like it took an eternity, on the TWA where everyone was smoking cigarettes the whole time, felt like landing on another planet. We always had the same taxi driver pick us up—he must have been a hundred years old. He would come get us at Rome Fiumicino Airport and drive us down to the port of Naples, a few hours away, but we would stop at a coffee shop first. The smell of those Italian coffee shops—I can’t even define it, but it’s pretty amazing. My parents would get coffee, and my brothers and I would get warm milk and a cornetto with Nutella. It was a total awakening to this completely alien place.

Ponza was in many ways the absolute opposite of the Bronx. In New York City, it was easy to feel like you were at the center of the universe. But Ponza wasn’t even on the maps of Italy that my American teachers had. Ponza felt like the very edge of the universe. Since it’s a volcanic island, it’s full of gorgeous beaches, each one more unique than the last. We chose which beach we’d go to every day depending on our moods. If we wanted to be in the middle of a scene, we’d head for Cala Fonte, our local beach. It had a natural sort of port made up of rocks. This is where my grandfather would pull in the fishing boats. Maybe if we were in the mood for cliff jumping, we’d head to Lucia Rosa. Or maybe we’d head off to Palmarola, one of the most beautiful uninhabited islands in the world; we could get there in a few minutes by boat. That was a pilgrimage: Bronx to JFK in Queens to Fiumicino, then a three-hour taxi to Naples, and onto the ferry. When the ferry arrived at the port of Ponza, there would be Uncle Louis waiting with the three-wheeled pickup truck, and he’d load up our luggage. He would drive up the impossibly narrow roads on this volcanic island to Cala Caparra, our neighborhood. He could only get so far: About three-quarters of the way, we’d hit a little overgrown goat path going into the side of a hill, and we’d have to continue on foot, up what felt like an endless number of stairs, passing all the houses of friends of mine who I grew up with, neighboring little huts, grottos, cantinas, before getting to the building’s courtyard (which was a pass-through for people above us). Then through this little alleyway with vining vegetation growing up the walls and over your head that got narrow before it opened. You’d walk through that, and it would open up into this whitewashed courtyard bathed in sunlight. My nonna’s hundred-year-old lemon tree was off to the right, Zia Gisela in one of the little one-room houses, my grandparents in another, and a communal cantina in the center where everyone got together for dinner. The walls of the houses and cantinas were just craggy rock, like a Flintstones house, our TV perched on a ledge chipped into the stone of the wall. There was an old couch there, in the kitchen. The kitchen was the beating heart of this whole thing.

Down the hill from my grandparents was the coffee bar Angelino’s, which has been painted baby blue since I was a little kid. My first girlfriend when I was thirteen was Cristina, the owner’s daughter. We




Back of House
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