MUST WATCH

STAYING
POWER
Mary Ann Esposito celebrates 25 years of “Ciao Italia,”
the longest running cooking series in television history.
Story By J EAN N E B OYE R

M

ary Ann Esposito has a shelf full of awards recognizing her contributions
to Italian cuisine and culture, but perhaps most important to her are the
comments from long-time fans of her PBS series, “Ciao Italia with Mary
Ann Esposito.”
“When I watch your show it brings me home again,” a viewer named
Karen writes.
This year, the series celebrates its 25th season, making it the longest
running cooking series in television history.
Esposito, a former history teacher, takes her culinary approach from her mother and grandmothers,
adapting their techniques to modern tools and ingredients.
“These women cooked from the heart and had to endure physical stamina in the kitchen that no
modern chef does today,” Esposito says. “They cooked from ingenuity, not recipes. They will always be
my inspiration.”
She didn’t always appreciate that tradition.
Today Italian food is widely embraced in the United States, but when Esposito was growing up in
Buffalo, New York, “No one knew what escarole, radicchio and tortellini were,” she says. As a child,
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she was embarrassed to be carrying a school lunch of fried frittata
sandwiches on whole wheat bread
made by her grandmother. Instead,
she wanted peanut butter and jelly
on Wonder Bread, like her friends
had.
Fortunately, she came to her
senses.
“I simply combined my love of
history with research on Italian
food while studying in Italy and
in graduate school,” Esposito says.
Once she started doing the show,
“Being a former teacher allowed me
to have the skills necessary to bring
joy to learning something new. I
like to connect with my students.
The television camera is a way to
connect to a large classroom.”
Esposito is also the author of 12
cookbooks, including her latest,
Ciao Italia Family Classics, and
leads an annual trip to Italy for students to experience cooking classes
there.
It’s hard for her to choose a favorite region. “I am partial to Campania and Sicily because these are
my family ties and heritage,” she
says. “I am also partial to Veneto
because Venice, Padua and Vicenza are strikingly beautiful and
unique.” But “I crave the food of
Emilia Romagna for its richness,
freshness and tradition. Tuscany
is the first region I ever traveled to,
and I love not only the food, but the
light, which is mesmerizing.”
Esposito makes sure to plant
a garden each year. “Having your
own garden is part of the cooking
lifestyle,” she says. “It guarantees
the freshness of the ingredients,”
which for her include Roma tomatoes, basil, zucchini, eggplant,
onions, garlic, Roma beans and
parsley.
Ultimately, “an Italian family is
all about love, respect and food—or
food, respect and love,” she says.
“All your problems, joys and fears
are talked about at the dinner
table, a custom still going strong in
Italy.”
For more about Esposito’s show,
cookbooks and personal appearances, see ciaoitalia.com

36

M AY / J U N E 2 0 1 5 • TA S T E S O F I TA L I A

IN THE KITCHEN
Mary Ann Esposito prepares
a dish for “Ciao Italia” in
1989, the show’s first year.

P H O T O C O U R E S Y O F “ C I A O I TA L I A ”

MUST WATCH

BISTECCA ALLA FIORENTINA
Sprinkle with red peppercorns,
if desired.
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Bistecca alla Fiorentina
1 1⁄2
2
2
1⁄2
1⁄2
1 ⁄4
1

pound T-bone steak
cloves garlic, peeled
tablespoons fresh rosemary needles
teaspoon salt, divided
cup red wine
cup olive oil, divided
cup arugula leaves

Fire up the grill and get it really hot.
Make a pile on a cutting board of the garlic
and rosemary. Sprinkle the pile with 1 ⁄4 teaspoon
of the salt. Use a chef’s knife or mezzaluna to
finely mince the ingredients. Rub the mixture
all over the steak and put it on the grill. Grill the
steak until it is nicely browned on the outside
but remains rare inside. Use a small knife and
make an incision in the meat to determine
rareness.
While the steak is cooking, combine the wine
and two tablespoons of the olive oil. Use a brush
or rosemary sprig to baste the steak as it cooks.
In a bowl, toss together the arugula,
remaining olive oil and salt.
When the steak is ready, cut it into 1 ⁄4-inch
slices and place them on a plate. If desired,
spread the arugula salad over the steak and
serve.
Makes 4 servings.
-Recipe courtesy of Ciao Italia in Tuscany by
Mary Ann Esposito, St. Martin’s Press.

1
1 ⁄4
1⁄2

teaspoon fine sea salt
teaspoon fresh ground nutmeg
Coarse black pepper, to taste
cup grated parmigiano-Reggiano cheese,
divided

To make the Besciamella Sauce: Melt the
butter in a saucepan over medium heat. Whisk
in the flour to make a smooth paste. Slowly
whisk in the milk and cook the mixture over
medium heat until it thickens on the back of a
spoon. Off the heat, stir in the salt and pepper.
Cover and set aside.
To make the Vegetable Pie: Butter a 9 1 ⁄ 2 x
1 1 ⁄ 2 -inch baking dish and set aside. Preheat the
oven to 375°F.
Melt the butter over medium heat in a sauté
pan. Stir in the bread crumbs and coat them
with the butter, then allow them to brown
slightly. Transfer them to a small bowl and set
aside.
Chop the greens coarsely and put them
in a large bowl. In a separate bowl mix the
eggs, besciamella sauce, half-and-half, salt,
nutmeg and pepper. Stir in 1 ⁄4 cup of the cheese.
Combine the greens with the sauce, and transfer
the mixture to the baking dish.
Sprinkle the remaining cheese over the
top, then sprinkle the bread crumbs over the
cheese. Bake about 25 minutes or until the
pie is firm and brown around the edges. Serve
immediately.
Makes 6 servings.
-Recipe courtesy of Ciao Italia.

Crustless Green Vegetable Pie
From the vegetable gardens of
Spannocchia comes this tasty and healthy
crustless vegetable pie, which is usually
made with a variety of greens, such as
spinach, kale and Swiss chard. When
cooking tender greens, like spinach, wash
the leaves well, then put them in a soup pot
without any additional water. Cover the pot
and wilt the greens. This will take about 2
minutes. Drain and squeeze the leaves dry.
For sturdy-leaf vegetables like kale, cook the
leaves in boiling water until tender.
Besciamella Sauce:
2 tablespoons unsalted butter
2 tablespoons unbleached all-purpose
flour
2 cups hot whole milk
Fine sea salt, to taste
Coarse black pepper, to taste
Vegetable Pie:
1 tablespoon unsalted butter
2⁄ 3
cup toasted bread crumbs
1 3⁄4 cups cooked spinach, coarsely chopped
1 cup cooked Swiss chard, coarsely
chopped
1 cup cooked kale, coarsely chopped
3 large eggs
1 cup besciamella sauce
1 cup half-and-half
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Buccellato with Strawberries
and Mascarpone
Buccellato is a sweet yeast bread that
makes a sensational layered dessert casserole
when the slices are soaked in a strawberry
wine sauce. But lacking buccellato, a good
pound cake or other types of sweet yeast
bread will do. Once made, refrigerate it, then
cut it like a layered lasagne. Fantastico! (For
a recipe for buccellato, search the recipe
bank at www.ciaoitalia.com)
1
1⁄ 3

5
24

1
1 ⁄4

2

pound ripe strawberries, stemmed and
cut into slices
cup sugar
Juice of 1 large lemon
cups dry red wine
slices of buccellato (or pound cake),
enough to fill a 9 x 13 glass pan to make
three layers
cup whipping cream
cup mascarpone or cream cheese at
room temperature
tablespoons confectioners sugar
Mint leaves for garnish

Mash the berries in a large bowl with a
fork. Stir in the sugar and lemon juice. Pour
in the wine and mix well. Cover the bowl and

refrigerate the mixture for 3 hours.
Line the pan with 8 slices buccellato (or
pound cake), trimming them if necessary to
fit the pan. Cover the slices with some of the
wine sauce. Make two more alternating layers
of bread or pound cake and sauce, ending with
the sauce mixture on top. Cover the pan and
refrigerate for several hours to allow the bread
or cake to absorb all the liquid.
Whip the cream with the mascarpone or
cream cheese, and sugar until stiff.
When ready to serve, cut the buccellato into
serving size pieces like lasagne. Place them on
individual dessert dishes and top with some of
the whipped cream. Add the mint leaves for
garnish and serve.
Makes 8 servings.
-Recipe courtesy of Ciao Italia.

ON THE SET
Filming in 2011 with John
Mariani, Esquire’s food critic,
Mary Ann Esposito, and
Donna Soares, Senior Culinary
Supervisor.

Ice Cream Sundae with
Strawberries, Peaches and
Balsamic Vinegar
2
2
1
5
1
1

cups sliced fresh strawberries
large white or yellow peaches, peeled
and cut into slices
tablespoon lemon juice
tablespoons honey
tablespoon balsamic vinegar
pint vanilla gelato or ice cream
Fresh mint leaves

Combine the strawberries, peaches and
lemon juice in a bowl. Whisk the honey and
balsamic vinegar together in a small bowl, then
pour the mixture over the fruits and gently coat
them with a spoon. Cover and allow the fruits to

marinate at least 1 hour. Meanwhile, scoop the
gelato into each of four ice cream dishes or wine
glasses. Cover each one with plastic wrap and
place them in the freezer.
When ready to serve, remove the ice cream
dishes from the freezer and top each one with
some of the fruit sauce. Garnish with a mint
sprig. Serve immediately.
Makes 4 servings.
-Recipe courtesy of Ciao Italia Pronto by
Mary Ann Esposito, St. Martin’s Press.

Vanilla Bean Gelato
5
3⁄4

2
1
2

large egg yolks
cup superfine sugar
cups whole milk
cup heavy cream
teaspoons vanilla extract

1 ⁄4

teaspoon scraped vanilla bean seeds

		Combine the egg yolks and sugar in a bowl
and beat until light and fluffy.
Pour the milk into a saucepan and simmer
for 2 minutes. Pour half of the milk into the yolk
mixture and whisk until well blended. Stir in the
remaining milk and return all to the saucepan.
Cook over low heat until the mixture thickens
and coats the back of a spoon.
Remove from heat, stir in the heavy cream.
Pour the ingredients through a fine mesh
strainer into a bowl set over an ice bath. Stir
in the vanilla extract and the vanilla seeds.
Freeze in an ice cream maker according to
manufacturer’s directions.
Makes 8 servings.
-Recipe courtesy of Ciao Italia.
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