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Cooking with Tony
By Tim Hoey, photos by Dan Epstein

The Joys of a Traditional Italian Christmas
Italians have a knack for holidays. Throughout 

the year, the country’s festive sensibility sparks 
an easily felt, effortlessly shared celebratory at-

mosphere. And this spirit—realized as a harmoni-
ous blend of family warmth, culinary abundance, 
and communal exuberance—reaches its zenith be-
tween Christmas and early January.

This joyous time of year means special food. 
Dishes based on generations of a family’s kitchen 
experience share platters with delicious standards 
recognizable from Venice to Palermo. Recipes 
associated with Christmas, New Year’s, and the 
Epiphany (the January holiday when Italians ex-
change gifts) are eagerly anticipated. This period 
of feasting, along with its spiritual significance, 
is shared and savored with family, friends, and 
neighbors, as Chef Tony Grande of Il Capriccio 
recently recalled.
Tony: During the Christmas holidays, you feel 

differently. You’re excited, yet you become pro-
gressively gentler and wiser. You’re in greater 
harmony with yourself, your colleagues, your 
family. It’s a peaceful feeling that spreads out-
ward from you.

Tim: Like ripples in the water.
Tony: Yes. For that reason, when I was a boy, I 

enjoyed the activities and the atmosphere of the 
holidays. For us, gifts were the last thing on our 

mind. The true gift was the Christmas spirit. 
There’s a holiday song called Tu Scendi Dalle 
Stelle (“Come Down From The Stars”) that I re-
ally enjoy.

Tim: It’s probably the best-known Italian Christ-
mas song.

Tony: In many towns like ours, shepherds known 
as zampognari would play the song on a zam-
pogna. It’s an instrument similar to a bagpipe, 
but made with goatskins.

Tim: There were other communal activities, I’m 
sure.

Tony: One of my favorites was called in dialect 
‘a focara. For months, children went into the 
woods, gathered loose wood or cut down old 
trees, and carried them back to their neighbor-
hoods. They shaped the collection into a ta-
pered, flat-topped bonfire resembling a Christ-
mas tree. We’d light them on Christmas Eve. 
Each neighborhood had one, and we’d compete 
to see which neighborhood made the biggest 
fire. Of course, the religious feeling was impor-
tant, as the fire symbolized the spiritual light of 
Jesus Christ.

Tim: Food was an integral part of the holiday cel-
ebration, too.

Tony: The food was an entry point into another 
feeling. We enjoyed the harmony of simplicity, 

the harmony of natural products. The recipes 
have been shared for generations, and staying 
connected to them is as important now as when 
I was a boy.

Tim: That’s one reason why you’re highlighting 
baccalà now.

Tony: Yes. Baccalà—a centuries-old dish based on 
salt cod—is a traditional Christmas Eve special-
ty. Prior to refrigeration, salt curing preserved 
perishable foods, especially fish. And for some 
reason, cod, which comes from northern Eu-
rope and the Atlantic, maintains its character in 
a preserved state. The best is from Norway.

Tim: It’s an unusual dish, in that Italian dishes 
typically use locally grown or harvested ingre-
dients.

Tony: That makes its appearance at Christmas 
even more of a holiday treat. 

Tim: Is baccalà difficult to prepare?
Tony: No, but it requires planning, because you 

have to get the salt out of the fish through a 
combination of soaking and continuously run-
ning water. That can take a few days. The re-
mainder of the preparation is in keeping with 
the Italian way of doing things and respects the 
ingredients. In an ideal world, you would have it 
the way we did in Calabria… by the fireplace!

Tim: That sounds like a wonderful way to enjoy 

Baccalà con Porri 
(salt cod with leeks) Serves four

IngrEDIEnTS
4  pieces of pre-soaked, boneless salt cod  

(10 oz. per piece) or 4 pieces of boneless,  
dried salt cod, measuring 4” x 4” (8 oz.  
per piece) 

16 oz. peeled, crushed tomatoes
1 medium onion, cut into narrow slices
1 large red pepper, cut into narrow slices
4 trimmed leeks, washed well to remove sand, 
and cut into ½-inch slices
4 garlic cloves, chopped
6 oz. extra virgin olive oil
4 oz. all-purpose flour
8 oz. vegetable oil for frying
20 green, pitted Castelvetrano olives
2 sprigs fresh parsley, chopped
8 fresh basil leaves, chopped
½ tsp. dried wild Italian oregano
4  Yukon gold potatoes,  

peeled and cut into ¼-inch slices
8 oz. extra virgin olive oil
8 oz. water
6 oz. dry white wine
4 tsp. grated Pecorino romano cheese
Black pepper to taste
Salt
Aluminum foil

SAuCE
Place 4 oz. of extra virgin olive oil in skillet over 
high heat. Add garlic and cook until golden. Add 
onion and red pepper; continue to cook over 
high heat for 10 minutes. Pour white wine into 
mixture and cook until wine evaporates, about 
five minutes. Then add tomatoes, parsley, basil, 
oregano, black pepper, green olives, and salt to 
taste. Cook for 25 to 30 minutes over medium to 
high heat. Set aside.

FISH
Pour vegetable oil in a skillet over high heat. 
Meanwhile, dredge salt cod in flour. Press fish 
hard after dredging to remove excess flour. 
Place baccalà in skillet. Cook until cod bottom is 
golden, then flip. When both sides are golden, 
remove from skillet and place fish on a paper 
towel to remove excess oil.

Preheat the oven to 425°. Line bottom of oven-
proof clay or cast iron casserole with some sauce. 
Place potato slices on top of sauce, followed by 
half of the leeks. gently place the four baccalà 
pieces in casserole. Add remainder of sauce and 
cover fish. Add rest of leeks, sprinkle cheese over 
the dish, and pour remaining extra virgin olive 
oil over the ensemble. Add the water and cover 
with aluminum foil. Cook for 1½ hours. Transfer 
to serving dish and enjoy. 

s

(note: Dried salt cod needs to be soaked, while 
continually refreshed under cold running water, 
for one week prior to cooking.)

Christmas dinner.
Tony: During the holidays, we placed the table 

near the fireplace, which was in the kitchen. 
We put out platters filled with dried and fresh 
fruits, such as figs, baked chestnuts, almonds, 
roasted chestnuts, tangerines, pomegranates, 
and winter melon. 

Tim: What else did you have?
Tony: Well, there were antipasti made with local 

ingredients, homemade bread and wine, sopres-
sata, and pasta china (baked pasta with pork 
ragù). We also had cheese—especially a local 
type called Crotonese—and prosciutto.

Tim: The meal must have stretched for hours
Tony: We wanted it that way. The grandparents 

would tell stories. There would be toasts, what 
we call brindisi, in which we clink glasses and 
express in rhyme our good feeling about some-
one! Later, other family members would visit, 
and have dessert, such as Sanguinaccio (made 
partly with a red wine reduction and walnuts) 
or Crustuli (a sweet made with flour and hon-
ey). Of course, the highlight was the midnight 
church service. Then we went to our neighbor-
hood piazza’s focara, roasted chestnuts there, 
and enjoyed ourselves until four o’clock in the 
morning.

Tim: Thank you, Tony, for sharing an Italian 
Christmas with us. s
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