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jUST ABOUT EVERY CUISINE IN THE WORLD FRIES DOUGHS AND PASTRIES, 

because bubbling-hot fat is an excellent medium for quick-cooking and for making foods 

taste great. All you really need is a heat source and a heavy pot. This one simple technique 

has given rise to a dazzling variety of pastries that are favorites in so many societies. The 

sweet recipes here come from countries as different as Thailand, Mexico, Lebanon, and 

Italy, the last representing the lion’s share of the recipes.

 The fried pastries in this chapter display an incredible range of shapes, from blobs 

formed by pinching or stretching doughs by hand (Puff Puff, Anise Sfi nci, Malasadas) to 

fancier rolled and braided treats (Koeksisters). The textures range from soft with crisp 

exteriors (Calas, Casatelli, Sfi nci di Ricotta) to slightly chewy (Lebanese Fried Dough, 

Pączki) to crisp with a creamy cheese fi lling (Cannoli), very crisp (Fattigman, Buñuelos), 

and nice and crunchy (Chin Chin, Strufoli, Koeksisters).

 A couple of these pastries, Pączki and Malasadas, were originally made just before 

Lent as a way of using up rich perishable ingredients such as eggs, cream, and butter. 

Today they’re made year-round, but their popularity peaks around Fat Tuesday or Fat 

Thursday. Several others are Christmas specialties, while the remaining recipes are cooked 

throughout the year. Please feel free to make any of these sweets any time you want.



Calas
M A K E S  A B O U T  3 6  F R I T T E R S

CALAS (PRONOUNCED “ka-LA”) are not-too-sweet rice fritters with a heavenly light, 

slightly chewy texture. They were a traditional delicacy for decades in New Orleans, until the 

early 1900s, accompanying the morning cup of café au lait or coffee. African 

food authority Jessica Harris, in her marvelous cookbook The Welcome 

Table, says: 

[Calas] seem to have been the exclusive culinary preserve of 

African-American cooks who peddled them in the French Market 

and door to door, carrying their covered bowls of calas on their 

heads. Their cry, “Belles calas! Tout chaud! (Beautiful rice fritters! 

Nice and hot!)” is all that remains today of the cala.

What is the African connection to a food so strongly identifi ed with New 

Orleans? According to Jessica, the people of two rice-growing regions in 

West Africa, Liberia and Sierra Leone, make rice fritters—their word 

for rice is kala—and Africans from those regions were recorded in the 

Southern slave census. I do not know how rice fritters from West Africa 

might compare with these calas, but I do know that these are sensational, 

and I am indebted to Jessica for allowing me to use her recipe. When you 

eat these, don’t be surprised if you have a vision of a cala woman making 

her rounds, with her bandana tignon, guinea blue dress, and white apron, 

her cry piercing the morning air.
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african american

BATTER

 ¾ cup long-grain rice

 2¼ cups cold water

 1½ packages (3½ teaspoons) 
active dry yeast

 ½ cup warm water (105° to 
115°F)

 4 large eggs, well beaten

 6 tablespoons granulated sugar

 ¾ teaspoon freshly grated 
nutmeg

 ¾ teaspoon salt

 2 cups all-purpose flour 
(spooned into the cup and 
leveled)

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  Confectioners’ sugar for 
dusting

THE NIGHT BEFORE you plan to make the fritters, put the rice 
into a small heavy saucepan, add the water, and bring to a 
boil over medium-high heat. Stir once or twice with a fork, 
cover the pan, reduce the heat to very low, and cook for 25 to 
30 minutes, without disturbing the rice, until it is very tender 
and the water is absorbed.

SCRAPE THE RICE into a large bowl and mash it with the back 
of a wooden spoon or wooden spatula to a mushy consistency. 
Let cool slightly.

MEANWHILE, in a small bowl, sprinkle the yeast over the 
warm water and give it a stir. Let stand until the yeast is 
dissolved, about 10 minutes.
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norwegian crispsFattigman
M A K E S  A B O U T  6 0  PA S T R I E S

THESE QUINTESSENTIALLY NORWEGIAN CHRISTMAS PASTRIES, thin, crisp, 

cardamom-scented diamond shapes, originated in the 1870s, when fl our from Russia had become 

cheap and readily available and most city homes boasted a cast-iron range. The range made a 

safe place for a pot of boiling lard, far safer than hanging it from a metal rod in the fi replace, as in 

earlier times, and allowed the cook to regulate the temperature of the fat somewhat.

“What I remember most as a child growing up in Norway was making Christmas cookies. 

This was right after World War II, and the years following, when the rationing and food 

shortages thankfully came to an end,” Karin Knight, a petite, youthful grandmother with playful 

blue eyes, tells me as we roll, cut, and shape fattigman cookies. For seven days leading up to 

Christmas, her parents made a different cookie or pastry each day, and Karin and her sister 

helped. Some kinds of cookies were baked in an oven, others were cooked in an iron, and some, 

like fattigman, were deep-fried. 

My fi rst remembrance of making fattigman goes back to December 1945. I was seven 

years old. For the fi rst time since I had been born, thanks to a Marshall-Aid package that 

contained, among many wonderful things, sugar, and to our friends on a nearby farm who 

brought us eggs and cream, my mother and father were making fattigman, the essential 

Norwegian Christmas pastry.

 We made them in assembly-line fashion. My mother rolled the dough so thin I could 

see through it. I sat next to her, carefully cutting the dough into ribbons from a pattern. I 

passed the ribbons on to my sister, who cut them into diamond shapes and fi nished forming 

the cookies. In the meantime, my father heated a pot of lard on our electric stove. When 

the fat reached the correct temperature, he fried the fattigman three at a time. As soon as 

they were golden brown, which took only a few seconds, he removed them from the pot and 

set them aside to drain. We didn’t have paper towels then, so he put them on unleavened 

bread, which soaked up the excess fat. The bread was delicious!

Just why these fried pastries are called fattigman, which means “poor man’s,” is anybody’s 

guess. “The name makes no sense,” Karin says, “because the dough is rich with eggs and heavy 

cream. Of course, the name could be a kind of joke. There was a time when fl our, cream, eggs, 

and spices were so costly that you’d be a ‘poor man’ if you made these!”



And why the diamond shape? And why cut a slit in the dough and thread the tip of the dough 

through it? Some say the cookies were shaped to resemble a type of coin purse popular in Norway 

in the late 1800s, with the dough passing through the slit representing the 

purse’s drawstring. The pastry itself might have symbolized something costly.

Whatever the story, the pastries are irresistible, and they melt in your 

mouth. Karin says, “Norwegian women often competed with one another to 

see whose fattigman were the best. Those that were the thinnest and crispest 

and had the best balance of fl avors were always the winners.”

The soft, sticky dough must be rolled on a well-fl oured surface until 

very thin and handled gently. It’s best to work with one-quarter of it at a 

time; keep the rest covered in the refrigerator. Two or three people make 

quick work of fattigman, but I often make them by myself. Traditionally 

the pastries were fried in lard, but vegetable shortening or vegetable oil is 

a fi ne substitute. Be sure to keep the temperature of the fat between 360° 

and 370°F. Too low a heat will result in greasy pastries, and too high a heat 

will cause them to brown too much, losing the delicacy of their fl avor. The 

pastries will keep well for several weeks in a tightly covered container at 

room temperature—but chances are they’ll disappear way before then. Note 

that the dough must be made a day ahead and refrigerated overnight.

 FRIED SWEET PASTRIES AND DOUGHS 47

TO MAKE THE DOUGH, in a large bowl beat the egg yolks with 
an electric mixer on high speed for about 5 minutes, until 
thick and pale yellow. Add the sugar and beat for 5 minutes 
more, or until the mixture forms a slowly dissolving ribbon 
when the beaters are raised. On low speed, beat in the butter, 
Cognac, vanilla, cardamom, and salt.

IN A SMALL BOWL, beat the cream until it holds a soft 
shape. Fold the cream into the egg yolk mixture. With a 
wooden spoon, gradually stir in the fl our to make a thick, 
sticky dough. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and 
refrigerate overnight.

TO MAKE THE FATTIGMAN, pour 3 inches of oil into a heavy 5- 
to 6-quart pot and clamp a deep-fry thermometer to the side 
of the pot, or use a digital probe thermometer. Bring the fat 
to 360° to 370°F over medium heat. 

MEANWHILE, dust your work surface generously with fl our. 
Scrape the dough onto the surface and divide it into quarters. 
Toss each piece to coat lightly with the fl our, then return 3 
of the pieces to the bowl, cover tightly, and refrigerate until 
needed. Roll the dough out until it is very thin, no thicker 
than ¹⁄16 inch, preferably thinner. Handle it gently and fl our 
the dough and work surface as necessary to prevent sticking; 
use a pastry brush to brush away excess fl our—you only want 
to use enough fl our to keep the dough from sticking. Don’t be 
concerned about the shape of the dough or uneven edges.

DOUGH

 6 large egg yolks

 ¼ cup granulated sugar

 1 tablespoon unsalted butter, 
melted

 1 tablespoon Cognac or brandy

 2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract

 1 teaspoon cardamom, 
preferably freshly ground (see 
Note)

 ½ teaspoon salt

 ½ cup heavy cream

 2 cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour, plus more for rolling

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  Granulated or confectioners’ 
sugar for dusting (optional)



USE A RULER to mark the dough into 2½-inch-wide strips. 
Cut the dough into strips with a large sharp knife or a bench 
scraper, making your cuts cleanly with a downward motion. 
Don’t drag the blade through the dough, or the dough may 
stick to it. Cut the strips into diamond shapes with the same 
downward motion. Each diamond will be about 5 inches 
long. Use the tip of a small sharp knife to make a 1-inch-long 
slit in each one, starting in the center of the diamond and 
moving downward. Remove the scraps of dough from around 
the diamonds, wrap the scraps in plastic, and refrigerate. 

LINE A LARGE BAKING SHEET with a silicone baking pan 
liner or cooking parchment. Carefully pick up one of the 
diamonds, fold the point nearest the slit over, push it through 
the slit, and bend it back down so that it forms a point at the 
tip of the pastry; set the fattigman on the prepared baking 
sheet. Repeat with the remaining diamonds, working quickly 
so that the dough doesn’t soften. If the dough gets too soft to 
work with, refrigerate it for a few minutes.

WHEN THE FAT is at the correct temperature, carefully slip 3 
fattigman, one at a time, into the pot. Wait about 5 seconds, 
and fl ip them over with chopsticks. Wait another 5 to 10 
seconds, and fl ip them over again. Repeat the process, cooking 
the fattigman until they are blistery all over and golden 
brown with slightly darker edges. (The blisters indicate the 
pastries will be light and crisp.) Total cooking time is about 
30 seconds. Immediately remove the fattigman from the fat 
with a large skimmer or slotted spoon and set them on paper 

towels to drain. Repeat with the remaining fattigman. Be 
sure to monitor the temperature of the fat so that it remains 
between 360° and 370°F; adjust the heat as necessary. Let 
the pastries cool for a few minutes before serving. If you wish 
(Karin says this is not traditional), give the warm fattigman 
a dusting of sugar just before serving. Roll, cut, shape, and 
fry the remaining dough one piece at a time, reserving the 
scraps. Gather all the scraps together and form them gently 
into a disk. Wrap in plastic and refrigerate for 30 minutes, 
then make more fattigman as described above. Do not use the 
scraps from this last rolling; the dough will be too tough.

Storing
Store the fattigman in layers in an airtight container, layered 

between sheets of waxed paper, at room temperature. They will 

stay fresh for 2 to 3 weeks.

Note
Cardamom, like all spices, loses its fl avor over time. For the best 

fl avor, buy cardamom pods (which keep well in an airtight jar). To 

use, husk them and pulverize the seeds in a mortar with a pestle or 

use a spice grinder. Pass through a fi ne strainer to remove coarser 

pieces, then measure. If you are able to buy decorticated cardamom 

seeds (just the seeds, without the pods), you can grind them.
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Lebanese Fried Dough
M A K E S  A B O U T  12  PA S T R I E S

MAUREEN ABOOD, WHO TAUGHT ME THE LEBANESE RECIPES IN THIS BOOK, 

says that home cooks often turned leftover scraps of yeast dough into fried sugared pastries as 

a reward for themselves, but especially for children. If you’ve made the full 

Basic Lebanese Yeast Dough recipe (page 182) for Fatayar (page 178) and 

Talami (page 183), you’ll have about one-fourth of it remaining to turn into 

this simple treat. This is exactly what the recipe says it is: nothing fancy, 

just delicious. Fried dough is best when very fresh.

 ¼ recipe Basic Lebanese Yeast 
Dough (page 182), allowed to 
rise once

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  Granulated sugar for sprinkling
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lebanon

PLACE THE DOUGH on a lightly fl oured surface and pat gently 
to remove air bubbles. Divide the dough into 12 pieces and 
shape each into a ball. Set the balls of dough slightly apart 
on the fl oured countertop and cover loosely with a kitchen 
towel. Let rest for 10 to 15 minutes.

ROLL A BALL OF DOUGH into a roughly oval shape slightly 
more than ¹⁄8 inch thick; the dough should not be too thin. 
Use a fi ngertip to create a hole in the center of the oval and 
set the dough aside on the fl oured counter. Repeat with the 
remaining dough. Cover with a kitchen towel and let the 
dough rise for 30 to 45 minutes.

ABOUT 15 MINUTES before frying, pour 3 inches of oil into 
a large heavy pot and clamp a deep-fry thermometer to the 
side of the  pot, or use a digital probe thermometer. Heat over 

medium heat until the temperature reaches 365° to 370°F. 
Line a baking sheet with a double thickness of paper towels.

BRUSH OFF the excess fl our and carefully add 2 pastries to the 
hot oil. The dough will sizzle and bubble up. Fry until golden 
brown on both sides, turning the pastries once with kitchen 
tongs. Total cooking time is about 1 minute. Remove the 
pastries with the tongs, letting the excess oil drip back into 
the pot, and set the fried dough on the paper towels to drain. 
While they are still hot, sprinkle the pastries generously on 
both sides with sugar. Repeat with the remaining dough, 
making sure the temperature of the oil returns to 365° to 
370°F between batches. Serve warm.



Chin Chin
M A K E S  A B O U T  4  C U P S  O F  S M A L L  N U G G E T S 

IT’S HARD TO STOP EATING THESE spicy, crunchy-crispy nuggets, a classic fried dough 

treat that is made in just about all Nigerian households. Josephine Obianyo-Agu, a recent 

immigrant to this country, chose to share two recipes with me, this one and one for Puff Puff 

(page 54), yeasted Nigerian doughnut balls, because both are made in just about every home 

throughout the year. She says that chin chin is eaten as a snack at any time 

of the day, served as a nibble with drinks at parties or at weddings, and 

often given as a hostess gift.

In Nigeria, it’s common to make chin chin in large amounts—using 

more than 6 pounds of fl our!—in assembly-line fashion. One person makes 

the dough and then everyone starts rolling and cutting as the oil heats 

up. Once the oil is ready, one person cooks the chin chin while the others 

continue with the shaping. “We make a party of it,” said Josephine, “and 

with several of us, we can make lots of chin chin in practically no time.” I’ve 

cut the quantities to make things manageable for one person.

Josephine always makes the dough by hand, and I recommend the same. 

It doesn’t take long, and working with the dough will give you a better feel of 

the whole process. Shaping chin chin is a perfect activity for children. If you’ve 

got some kitchen helpers, you can double, triple, or quadruple the recipe.
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nigerian nuggets

DOUGH

 2¹⁄³ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour, plus more for rolling

 ½ cup granulated sugar

 1 teaspoon freshly grated 
nutmeg

 ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

 ½ teaspoon baking powder

 8 tablespoons (1 stick) cold 
salted butter, cut into 
tablespoon-sized pieces

 ½ cup water, plus more if needed

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

TO MAKE THE DOUGH, put the fl our, sugar, nutmeg, cinnamon, 
and baking powder into a large wide bowl and mix well with 
your fi ngers. Add the butter pieces and work them into the 
fl our with your fi ngers, pinching them at fi rst to break them 
into smaller pieces, then rubbing the butter and fl our between 
your palms until you have a fi ne sandy texture. Don’t rush 
this step—it will take several minutes, and it is satisfyingly 
meditative. Gradually add the water, mixing it in with your 
fi ngers to make a soft, nonsticky dough. If necessary, add 
more water by the droplet.

TO SHAPE THE CHIN CHIN, divide the dough into 3 pieces. One 
at a time, roll each piece out on a lightly fl oured surface to 
a thickness of about ³⁄16 inch; don’t roll the dough too thin. 
Cut the dough into ¾-inch-wide strips, then cut the strips 
crosswise into ½-inch pieces. Since the dough is fairly soft, 
the pieces will round up slightly as you cut them, forming 
nuggets; that is as it should be. Set the chin chin aside on a 
lightly fl oured baking sheet, spreading the pieces out to keep 
them from sticking to each other. If some of them do stick, 
don’t be concerned—when they’re dropped into the hot fat 
and stirred, they will separate. Roll out and cut the remaining 
chin chin.



TO COOK THE CHIN CHIN, pour about 1½ inches of oil into 
a large heavy pot and clamp a deep-fry thermometer to the 
side, or use a digital probe thermometer. Heat the oil to 360° 
to 370°F over medium heat. Line a large baking sheet with 
several thicknesses of paper towels. 

WHEN THE OIL reaches 360° to 370°F, using a slotted spoon, 
carefully add 2 or 3 handsful of chin chin to the hot oil 
without crowding. Cook, stirring almost constantly, until 
the chin chin are a uniform deep brown color with no light 
spots. This should take about 5 minutes, so regulate the heat 
as necesesary. Remove the chin chin from the fat with the 
slotted spoon, and set the chin chin on the paper towels to 
drain. Continue cooking the remaining chin chin; make sure 
to return the oil to the proper temperature between batches. 
Let cool completely.

Storing
Store the chin chin in resealable plastic bags at room 

temperature for 1 to 2 weeks.

Variation
Josephine sometimes cuts the dough into larger chin chin, 

about 1½ inches on a side. In that case, she makes a slit in 

each one to ensure that they cook through and become crisp 

throughout.
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Zeppole
M A K E S  2 4  F R I T T E R S

THESE ARE LUSCIOUS DEEP-FRIED FRITTERS, made with cream puff dough, or pâte 

à choux, fi lled with a lemon cream, and topped with cherry jam or dusted with confectioners’ 

sugar. A specialty of Naples, they are traditionally made for St. Joseph’s Day, March 19, a very 

important Italian holiday. St. Joseph is the patron saint and protector of the family.

Daniela Ruggiero, a teacher of philosophy and Italian literature, taught me how to make 

zeppole. Daniela came to the United States from Naples ten years ago, and she makes zeppole 

throughout the year to share with friends and to remind her of her home and family. In bakeries 

in Naples, the zeppole are shaped so that there’s a depression in the top to contain the cherry 

jam. Daniela has never been able to make the zeppole that way, so she shapes the dough into 

balls before frying. They will not stay round during the cooking, but the shape avoids any rough 

edges that could brown too much 

and become too crisp.

If you’ve never fried cream puff 

dough, you have a treat in store. 

The zeppole seem to have minds of 

their own as they cook, and I fi nd 

myself laughing out loud as they 

swim and roll themselves over in the 

oil. Limoncello is an Italian lemon 

liqueur. It adds a great lemon fl avor 

to the zeppole cream fi lling. Fill the 

zeppole just before serving so that 

they remain crisp.
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italian puffs

LEMON CREAM

 ¹⁄³ cup granulated sugar

 3 tablespoons unbleached all-
purpose flour

 ¹⁄8 teaspoon salt

 2 teaspoons finely grated lemon 
zest

 2 cups whole milk (1 to 2 
tablespoons less if using 
limoncello)

 2 large egg yolks

 1 to 2 tablespoons limoncello 
(optional)

DOUGH

 8 tablespoons (1 stick) salted 
butter, cut into tablespoon-sized 
pieces

 1 cup water

 1 cup unbleached all-purpose 
flour

 4 large eggs

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  Confectioners’ sugar for dusting 
or cherry jam for topping 



TO MAKE THE LEMON CREAM, in a medium heavy saucepan 
whisk together the sugar, fl our, salt, and lemon zest. 
Gradually whisk in ½ cup of the milk until smooth. Whisk 
in the egg yolks, then the remaining 1½ cups milk. Set the 
pan over medium heat and cook, stirring constantly with a 
heatproof rubber spatula, until the mixture comes to a boil 
and begins to thicken. Continue cooking, stirring, for 2 to 3 
minutes more, until the fi lling is the consistency of a thick 
cream sauce. Remove the pan from the heat and set it into 
a larger pan or bowl of ice water. Stir occasionally until the 
lemon cream is cold; it will thicken even more. If desired, 
add the limoncello. Cover and refrigerate. (The fi lling can be 
made up to 1 day ahead.)

TO MAKE THE DOUGH, melt the butter in a medium heavy 
saucepan over medium heat. Add the water and bring to a 
rolling boil over medium-high heat. The entire surface of the 
liquid should be covered with bubbles, and the liquid level 
will begin to rise. Immediately remove the pan from the heat 
and dump in the fl our. Stir vigorously with a wooden spoon 
or sturdy spatula until the dough gathers into a ball. Return 
the pan to the heat and stir the dough rapidly for a minute or 
two, just until it begins to fi lm the bottom of the pan.

SCRAPE THE DOUGH into a medium bowl. Beat in the eggs 
one at a time with the spoon or spatula or with a hand-held 
electric mixer on medium speed, beating only until smooth 
after each addition. After the last egg is incorporated, beat 
about 1 minute with the spoon or 30 seconds with the 
mixer.

POUR 2 TO 3 INCHES of oil into a large heavy pot and clamp 
a deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or use a 
digital probe thermometer. Bring the oil to a temperature of 
370°F over medium heat. Line a baking sheet with cooking 
parchment and brush it lightly with oil or coat it lightly with 
cooking spray.

WHILE THE OIL IS HEATING, shape the zeppole. Use a regular 
teaspoon to scoop up a heaping spoonful of dough, about the 
size of a walnut, and, with another teaspoon, push the dough 
onto the prepared sheet. Repeat with the remaining dough, 
leaving an inch or two of space between the dough mounds. 
Coat the lumps of dough very lightly with cooking spray. Roll 
them between your palms into balls and replace them on the 
parchment.

WHEN THE OIL IS HOT, pick up a ball of dough, place it in 
a slotted spoon, and slip the dough into the oil. Working 
rapidly, add 5 more balls of dough to the oil. Do not crowd 
the pot; the zeppole need room to cook and expand. They 
will navigate through the oil on their own, rolling themselves 
over every now and then and making their way around the 
pot. Fry for about 10 minutes, until a deep golden brown 
color and completely cooked through. To make sure they 
cook evenly, turn the zeppole  every so often using the slotted 
spoon. Do not stint on the cooking time, or the zeppole will 
collapse when you remove them from the oil. And be sure to 
monitor the oil’s temperature and adjust the heat as necessary. 
Remove the zeppole with the slotted spoon and transfer them 
to paper towels to drain. Cook the remaining balls of dough 
in batches, making sure to return the oil to 370°F before each 
batch. The zeppole can stand at room temperature for several 
hours before being split and fi lled.

TO FILL THE ZEPPOLE, cut them horizontally in half with a 
sharp serrated knife. Spoon a generous amount of lemon 
cream onto each bottom, cover with the tops, and set the 
zeppole on a large platter. Dust with confectioners’ sugar,  or 
top with cherry jam, and serve as soon as possible.
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Puff Puff
M A K E S  4 0  TO  4 8  P U F F S

THESE ARE PUFFY, CHEWY, SPICY, SWEET deep-fried balls of yeast dough. They rank 

with Chin Chin (page 50) as one of Nigeria’s most beloved sweet treats. Puff puff are at their best 

when very fresh, but Josephine 

Obianyo-Agu, who taught me the 

recipe, refrigerates any leftovers for 

up to a day and then reheats them 

briefl y in a microwave oven.
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nigerian doughnuts

TO MAKE THE DOUGH, in a large bowl stir together the fl our, 
yeast, sugar, salt, and nutmeg. Add 1 cup hot water and stir 
with a wooden spoon for about 5 minutes to make a smooth, 
thick batter with a pap-like consistency; gradually add more 
hot water as necessary. This is a very wet dough, not one that 
you can knead. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and 
let the dough rise at room temperature until it has almost 
tripled in bulk and is full of bubbles, about 1½ hours.

POUR about 3 inches of oil into a large heavy pot and attach a 
deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or use a digital 
probe thermometer. Bring the oil to 360° to 370°F over 
medium-high heat. Line a large baking sheet with several 
thicknesses of paper towels. Put the sugar for coating in a 
small bowl.

TO COOK THE PUFF PUFFS, set a bowl of cool water near the 
bowl of risen dough. Dip your hand into the water, pinch 
off a walnut-sized piece of dough, and carefully add it to the 
oil. Working rapidly, form 7 more puff puffs this way. Cook 
for 5 to 8 minutes, or until the puff puffs are well browned 
and cooked through. Cut into one to make sure. Sometimes 
the puff puffs turn themselves over as they swim in the hot 
oil, but most likely they will not want to stay put if you turn 

them over with tongs or a fork. Josephine’s solution is to use a 
long-tined meat fork to turn and spin the puff puffs in the oil 
once they’ve puffed and have begun to brown on the fi rst side; 
she keeps the balls of dough rotating rapidly, going from one 
ball to the next, until the puff puffs are evenly browned and 
cooked. With a slotted spoon, transfer the cooked puff puffs 
to the paper towels to drain, then put them into the bowl of 
sugar and roll them about to coat with the sugar. Set them on a 
baking sheet to cool completely. Shape and cook the remaining 
dough, making sure to monitor the temperature of the oil so it 
doesn’t get too hot or too cool. Serve as soon as possible.

Variation
Use about half the dough to make round puffs and the remaining 

half to make 16 square pastries. When the dough has risen, 

transfer half of it to a fl oured surface and coat liberally with 

fl our. Pat the dough out to a thickness of about ¼ inch, and cut 

it into sixteen 2- to 3-inch squares with a sharp knife. Flour the 

knife as necessary to prevent sticking. Make a 1-inch slit in the 

middle of each square. Fry them 4 at a time in the hot oil for a 

total of 3 to 4 minutes per batch. Drain on paper towels, and 

roll in the sugar. Serve warm or cool.

DOUGH

 3 cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour

 1 package (2¼ teaspoons) instant 
or active dry yeast

 ¹⁄³ cup granulated sugar

 ½ teaspoon salt

 1 teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

 1 to 1½ cups hot water (120° to 
130°F), or as needed

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  About 1 cup granulated sugar 
for coating
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Strufoli
M A K E S  1  L A R G E  M O U N D  O R  R I N G

DANIELA RUGGIERO TAUGHT ME this classic and beloved Neapolitan Christmas 

dessert. Deep-fried pasta dough nuggets are coated with a citrus-fl avored honey sauce, then 

glacéed cherries, almonds, citron, 

and candied orange peel are added 

and the whole thing is shaped into 

a wreath or a mound. For a festive 

touch, the mound of strufoli is 

dusted with colored sprinkles.

italy

DOUGH

 3 large eggs

 ½ teaspoon salt

 1 tablespoon limoncello 
(optional)

 1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

 1 tablespoon granulated sugar

 2½ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour, plus more as needed

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

HONEY SAUCE

 1¼ cups honey

  Finely grated zest of 1 lemon

  Finely grated zest of 1 orange

 ¼ cup glacéed cherries, finely 
diced

 ¼ cup slivered almonds, chopped

 ¼ cup finely diced candied citron

 ¼ cup finely diced candied orange 
peel

  Colored sprinkles

TO MAKE THE DOUGH, in a large bowl whisk together the eggs, 
salt, limoncello (if using), olive oil, and sugar just to combine 
well. Gradually add the fl our, stirring to make a fi rm, slightly 
shaggy dough. Scrape the dough onto a fl oured work surface 
and knead until the dough gathers into a mass, then knead 
vigorously for 8 to 10 minutes. The dough should be smooth, 
dense, and no longer sticky. Wrap the dough in plastic wrap 
and let it rest at room temperature for about 1 hour.

TO SHAPE THE STRUFOLI, cut the dough into 8 pieces. Work 
with one piece at a time, keeping the rest covered. Roll 
one piece of dough beneath your palms into a rope about 
18 inches long and ½ inch thick. If the dough continually 
shrinks back, set it aside for a few minutes, covered with a 
kitchen towel, then roll it out. Repeat with the remaining 
dough. With a sharp knife, cut each rope into ½-inch pieces, 

and transfer the pieces to a baking sheet. Set them aside, 
uncovered, while you heat the oil.

TO COOK THE STRUFOLI, pour 2 inches of oil into a large heavy 
pot and attach a deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, 
or use a digital probe thermometer. Heat the oil over medium 
heat to 365° to 370°F. Line a large baking sheet (18 ≈ 12 ≈ 1 
inch) with several thicknesses of paper towels. 

PUT A HANDFUL of strufoli into a slotted spoon and lower the 
spoon into the hot oil. Add a second handful in the same way. 
Cook, stirring almost constantly to keep the pieces separate, 
until the strufoli have puffed to almost double their size and 
are golden brown and crisp, about 2 minutes. Some pieces 
will puff open and look like popped corn. Remove the strufoli 
with the slotted spoon, letting the excess oil drain back into 



the pot, and set them on the paper towels to drain. Cook the 
remaining strufoli in the same way in batches, making sure 
the temperature of the oil returns to 365° to 370°F.

TO MAKE THE HONEY SAUCE, put the honey and the lemon 
and orange zests in a large skillet, set the pan over medium 
heat, and bring to a boil, stirring occasionally with a wooden 
spoon or heatproof rubber spatula. The surface of the honey 
should be foamy all over. Add the strufoli, reduce the heat 
to medium-low, and cook for 8 to 10 minutes, stirring 
occasionally, so each piece of strufoli is completely coated. 
Stir in the glacéed cherries, almonds, candied citron, and 
candied orange peel, remove the pan from the heat, and let 
stand for about 5 minutes, stirring occasionally, until the 
honey has cooled and thickened slightly and has coated the 
strufoli even more. 

SCRAPE THE HOT STRUFOLI onto a large platter and mold 
them into a pile or a wreath, using the two halves of a cut 
orange or a rubber spatula to help you shape them. Decorate 
the strufoli mound with a light dusting of colored sprinkles. 
Let cool.

WHEN THE STRUFOLI IS SET, people can pluck off pieces to 
munch on as they like. Eating strufoli is like eating popcorn. 
It’s hard to stop. 

Storing
Strufoli stay nice and crunchy at room temperature for several 

days uncovered, but it’ll probably all be gone sooner than that.

 56 A BAKER’S ODYSSEY



Pączki
M A K E S  A B O U T  2 4  PA S T R I E S

IF IT’S POSSIBLE FOR ANYTHING TO BE TOO GOOD, these luscious Polish doughnuts 

fi ll the bill in spades. Pączki (pronounced punch-key) are tender, so light you’d swear they 

could fl oat, and not too sweet. Each one is fi lled with a small dollop of fruit 

preserves. Krystyna Kawalec, who immigrated from Poland several years ago, 

always makes these for Fat Thursday. In Poland, Fat Thursday takes place 

the Thursday before Ash Wednesday, which marks the beginning of Lent. 

In Chicago, where Krystyna lives, “Pączki Day” is the Tuesday before Ash 

Wednesday, known as Fat Tuesday, or Mardi Gras. The week or days before 

Lent are marked in many cultures by an almost orgiastic consumption 

of rich foods. It is because of Lent we can be grateful for the existence of 

pączki, as well as malasadas, kulich, paskha, and countless other treats.

The heavenly dough for these pastries starts off with a sponge of fl our, 

milk, yeast, and an egg. Then the dough is enriched with eight egg yolks, 

butter, sugar, sour cream, and a bit of brandy, which helps retard gluten 

development slightly, making the soft dough a dream to work with. The fruit 

fi lling must be thick enough to hold its shape. Krystyna’s favorite preserve, 

Krakus Multifruit Powidła, is made with apples, plums, and aronia, red or 

black chokeberries, and fl avored with rose hips. You can fi nd it in Polish 

markets or order it online (see Sources, page 344). Lekvar, a paste of dried 

plums, is another good choice. It can be found in cans in supermarkets 

nationwide (Solo is the most popular brand).

Pączki, like most fried pastries, are best within a few hours of being 

made. They do not store well, so be sure to make them at a time when 

you’ve got plenty of eager eaters to gobble them down.

SPONGE

 1 cup whole milk

 1½ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour

 2 packages (1½ tablespoons) 
instant yeast

 1 large egg, at room temperature

DOUGH

 6 tablespoons (¾ stick) unsalted 
butter, at room temperature

 ½ cup granulated sugar

 8 large egg yolks

  Finely grated zest of 1 large 
orange

 3 tablespoons brandy or rum

 ½ cup sour cream

 1 teaspoon salt

 3¼ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour, plus more as needed

  About ¼ to ½ cup thick fruit 
preserves, such as Krakus 
Multifruit Powidła, apricot or 
raspberry preserves, or lekvar

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  Confectioners’ sugar for 
dusting
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TO MAKE THE SPONGE, scald the milk in a small heavy 
saucepan over medium heat—you will see steam rising from 
the surface and small bubbles all around the edges. Remove 
the pan from the heat and let the milk cool until it registers 
between 120° and 130°F on an instant-read thermometer.

IN A MEDIUM BOWL, whisk together the fl our, yeast, milk, and 
egg to make a thick batter. Bang the whisk against the side of 
the bowl to release any batter clinging to it, scrape the sides 
of the bowl with a rubber spatula, and cover the bowl tightly 
with plastic wrap. Let the sponge rise at room temperature 
until it is very bubbly and has more than doubled in volume 
and then collapsed back on itself, 1½ to 2 hours.

To make the dough by hand or with a hand mixer, 

beat the butter and sugar with a wooden spoon or hand-
held electric mixer in a large bowl until fl uffy. Add the egg 
yolks 2 at a time, beating until well incorporated, then beat 
in the orange zest. Beat in the sponge, the brandy or rum, 
sour cream, and salt. Gradually add 3 cups of the fl our, fi rst 
stirring it in with the spoon, then beating as the dough gets 
thicker. The dough will be quite sticky. 

To make the dough using a stand mixer, put the butter 
and sugar into the mixer bowl, attach the fl at beater, and 
beat on low speed until blended, then increase the speed to 
medium and beat for 3 to 4 minutes, until fl uffy. Scrape the 
bowl and beater. Beat in the egg yolks 2 at a time, beating 
for about 1 minute after each addition. Stop to scrape the 
bowl and beater as necessary. Beat in the orange zest. Add the 
sponge, brandy or rum, sour cream, and salt and beat on low 
speed until smooth. Beat in 2 cups of the fl our, then increase 
the speed to medium and beat for 3 minutes. Scrape the bowl 
and beater, and switch to the dough hook. Add 1 cup more 
fl our and knead it in on low speed, then increase the speed to 
medium and knead 2 to 3 minutes more. The dough will be 
soft, wet, and sticky.

SPRINKLE THE remaining ¼ cup fl our on your work surface 
and scrape the dough onto it. Knead the dough until all the 
fl our has been incorporated. The dough should feel fairly soft 
and be a bit tacky. If it is too sticky, knead in up to ¼ cup 
more fl our, but go easy here—the softer the dough, the more 
luscious the pączki.

WASH AND DRY the bowl you used and oil it lightly or coat it 
with cooking spray. Shape the dough into a ball and place it 
in the bowl, turning to coat all surfaces. Cover tightly with 
plastic wrap and let the dough rise at room temperature until 
doubled in size, about 1 hour.

TURN THE DOUGH OUT onto an unfl oured work surface and 
pat it into a rectangle about 15 ≈ 12 inches. Fold it in thirds, 
like a business letter, then pat it gently to extend it the long 
way to about 15 inches. Fold it again in thirds, to make a 
squareish packet. You’ll notice the dough will have lost its 
stickiness and become fi rmer. Replace the dough in its bowl, 
seam side down, cover tightly with plastic wrap, and let rise 
at room temperature until doubled, about 1 hour.

TO SHAPE THE PĄCZKI, line two large baking sheets with 
cooking parchment or silicone baking pan liners. Place the 
dough on an unfl oured work surface and pat it gently to 
defl ate it. (This a wonderfully responsive dough; it will feel 
soft, puffy, and alive and will do what you ask of it.) Roll it to a 
thickness of between ½ and ¾ inch. If the dough sticks at any 
point, loosen it with a pastry scraper and dust the dough very 
lightly with fl our. With a sharp 2¾- or 3-inch round cutter, 
stamp out circles of dough. If the dough sticks to the cutter, 
dip the cutter into fl our before making the cuts. Gather the 
dough scraps from around the circles, shape them into a ball, 
and set them aside, covered with a kitchen towel. 
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MAKE A SHALLOW DEPRESSION in the center of a dough circle 
and place ½ to 1 teaspoon of the preserves in the depression. 
Pick up the circle of dough, pull the edges up around the 
fi lling, and pinch them together fi rmly to seal in the fi lling. 
(Because the dough is slightly tacky, it will stick to itself 
readily when pressed together.) Set the pączki seam side 
down on a lined baking sheet. Continue shaping the pączki, 
spacing them about 2 inches apart on the lined sheets. Reroll 
the scraps and make more pączki as described. Cover loosely 
with kitchen towels and let rise at room temperature about 
45 minutes, until the pączki look light and are almost doubled 
in volume.

MEANWHILE, pour 3 inches of oil into a large heavy pot and 
attach a deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or use 
a digital probe thermometer. Heat the oil over medium  heat 
until it reaches 365° to 370°F. Line two large baking sheets 
with several thicknesses of paper towels. 

TO FRY THE PĄCZKI, pick one up and set it on a heatproof 
spatula. Slip the spatula into the oil, and shake gently to 
fl oat the pączki in the oil. Add 3 or 4 more pączki to the oil 
and cook for 1½ minutes on the fi rst side. Turn them with 
tongs and cook on the second side for 1½ minutes, or until 
the pączki are a deep mahogany brown. Lift them out of the 
oil with a slotted spoon and set them on the paper towels to 
drain. While they are still hot, strain confectioners’ sugar over 
the pączki. Cook and sugar the remaining pączki, returning 
the oil to 370°F between batches. Serve within an hour or 
two, when they will be at their very best.

Variation
Another way to shape the pączki is to roll the dough ¼ inch 

thick, and stamp out circles with a sharp 2-inch round cutter. 

Put a teaspoonful of jam on half the circles, moisten the 

exposed dough with a pastry brush dipped in water, and cover 

with the remaining circles. Press gently all around to seal in 

the fi lling.
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Cannoli
M A K E S  A B O U T  2 4  PA S T R I E S

BAKERIES ALL OVER SICILY MAKE CANNOLI, thin, crisp, tube-shaped pastry shells 

fi lled with sweetened sheep’s-milk ricotta mixed with fi nely chopped candied citron or orange 

peel or with mini chocolate chips, or both, and dusted with confectioners’ sugar. Cannoli have 

been made for centuries, and although they are decidedly Italian, various invading armies, 

particularly the Arabs, all had their infl uence on the cuisine of the area. Ricotta cheese may 

well owe its prominence in Italian cooking to the Arabs.

These are the cannoli that are made every Christmas by Rosanna Aiuppa and her cousin 

Rose Padula. Because Rosanna and her Sicilian-American friends make many of the classic sweet 

Italian treats only once a year, she fi nds the recipes may change from year to year, as they are only 

sketched out and various additions or changes are not written down. This makes for some very 

lively and amusing discussions, but ultimately everything turns out “just like mamma made.”

Rosanna likes to use pastry ricotta, made with cow’s milk, which is drier than regular 

store-bought ricotta; she buys it at her local Italian deli in Albany, New York. Polly-O sells 

it as impastata ricotta; it is also called dry ricotta or ravioli ricotta. If you can’t fi nd it, 

drain supermarket ricotta in a 

cheesecloth-lined strainer overnight 

in the refrigerator, or make your 

own ricotta (see page 334); drain 

it fi rst, then measure out what you 

need. Ricotta fresca, fresh ricotta 

in plastic drainage baskets, is also 

a good choice. I’ve found Cantare 

brand to be excellent.

You will need a pasta machine 

to roll out the dough, cannoli tubes, 

and a pastry bag and plain tip with 

a ½-inch opening.

 In Sicily, many bakeries fi ll 

cannoli shells only when an order is 

DOUGH

 1¹⁄³ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour

 ¼ teaspoon salt

 1 tablespoon granulated sugar

 2 teaspoons unsweetened cocoa 
powder

 2 tablespoons vegetable 
shortening or lard

 6 to 7 tablespoons sweet Marsala 
or sweet vermouth

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

 1 to 2 large egg whites, lightly 
beaten (optional)

FILLING

 3 cups impastata ricotta (dry 
ricotta, also called pastry or 
ravioli ricotta) or 3 cups drained 
Homemade Ricotta (page 334) 
or whole-milk ricotta

 1¹⁄³ to 1½ cups confectioners’ sugar

 1½ teaspoons pure vanilla extract

 ¹⁄³ cup finely diced candied citron 
or candied orange peel, or a 
combination

 ¹⁄³ cup miniature semisweet 
chocolate chips

  Finely chopped unsalted 
pistachios (optional)

  Confectioners’ sugar for dusting

 60 A BAKER’S ODYSSEY

italy





POUR 3 INCHES OF OIL into a large heavy pot and clamp a deep-
fat thermometer to the side of the pot, or use a digital probe 
thermometer. Heat the oil over medium heat to between 
350° and 360°F.

WHILE THE OIL HEATS, shape the cannoli shells. Wrap an oval 
of dough around an ungreased cannoli mold. Moisten one 
edge of the dough with water or lightly beaten egg white, 
overlap the other edge, and press gently to seal. Set on a 
baking sheet lined with plastic wrap. Repeat to shape as many 
cannoli as you have molds. Line another large baking sheet 
with several thicknesses of paper towels.

TO COOK THE CANNOLI SHELLS, slip 2 or 3 dough-wrapped 
tubes into the hot oil. When you place the tubes in the oil, they 
will sink. After a second or two, move them around with tongs, 
grasping the uncovered tube ends. You’ll see that the dough has 
developed dozens of small blisters all over the surface, which 
is as it should be. After 1 minute or so in the oil, use the tongs 
to lift a tube out of the oil and gently shake the tube to release 
the cannoli shell back into the oil. If it is resistant, gently grasp 
the pastry with a pot holder or a wad of paper towels and twist 
to release it, then put it back into the hot oil. Set the metal 
tube aside on a heatproof surface to cool. (Be careful, the tube 
will be very hot.) Repeat with the other fried cannoli shells 
and continue cooking, moving them around with a fork, until 
the shells are golden brown, a total of 1½ to 2 minutes. Lift 
each one out of the oil with tongs or with the tines of a meat 
fork, letting the oil drain back into the pot, and stand on end 
on the paper-lined pan to drain. Cool completely before using. 
Wash cooled cannoli tubes thoroughly in hot soapy water, 

and dry fully before reusing. Cook the remaining cannoli in 
batches, shaping more cannoli shells as soon as the metal tubes 
are cool. Be sure to return the oil to between 350° and 360°F 
between batches. (Once completely cool, the cannoli shells 
can be stored airtight at room temperature for 2 to 3 days.)

To make the fi lling with a food processor, combine the 
ricotta, 1¹⁄³ cups of the confectioners’ sugar, and the vanilla 
in the work bowl of the processor fi tted with the metal blade, 
and process for 2 minutes, or until very smooth. Stop to scrape 
the sides of the work bowl 2 or 3 times. Taste and add more 
sugar if necessary. Transfer the fi lling to a medium bowl and 
stir in the citron or orange peel and chocolate chips. Cover 
and refrigerate (the fi lling can be made up to 1 day ahead).

To make the fi lling using a stand mixer, beat the ricotta 
with the fl at beater on medium speed until smooth, 2 to 3 
minutes. Add 1¹⁄³ cups of the confectioners’ sugar and the 
vanilla and beat until the fi lling is very smooth and fl uffy. 
Taste and add more sugar if necessary. Stir in the citron or 
orange peel and chocolate chips. Cover and refrigerate (the 
fi lling can be made up to 1 day ahead).

TO FILL THE CANNOLI, fi t a large pastry bag with a ½-inch 
plain tip. Spoon the fi lling into the bag. Carefully insert the 
tip of the bag into each cannoli shell and squeeze gently until 
the shell is half fi lled. Repeat on the other end of the shell. 
Smooth the exposed fi lling with the back of a spoon, and 
sprinkle it with pistachios, if using. Dust the cannoli shells 
with confectioners’ sugar. Serve as soon as possible.
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Casatelli
M A K E S  A B O U T  4 0  PA S T R I E S

THESE FRIED PASTRIES WITH A SWEET AND SPICY GARBANZO FILLING are 

a specialty of Rose Padula’s Sicilian family. One November weekend, I joined Rose, her cousin 

Rosanna Aiuppa, and two other Sicilian-American friends for a marathon baking fest. Baking 

and freezing their family Christmas treats is a yearly ritual. Each was responsible for her own 

specialty, but we all pitched in when needed to speed up the work. I was given the task of 

removing the skins from six cans of garbanzo beans for the many dozens of casatelli we were 

making that day. The traditional way of pureeing the garbanzos is to put them through a food 

mill, and ridding them of their skins fi rst makes the job easier. I have since found that simply 

shaking cooked garbanzos in a strainer and picking away the loose skins is suffi cient. And a 

food processor works better than a food mill for pureeing them.

Casatelli, also known as casateddi, are usually made to celebrate St. Joseph’s Day, March 

19, but this year the ladies had 

decided to make them for Christmas, 

too. The sweet, tender dough, which 

is excellent all by itself, fried and 

sprinkled with granulated sugar, 

makes a perfect case for the sweet, 

thick garbanzo puree. Ricotta 

cheese is also often used as a fi lling 

for casatelli, and I’ve included that 

version as a variation here.

Note that the dough must 

be made ahead and refrigerated 

overnight.
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italian chickpea turnovers

DOUGH

 2½ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour, plus more as needed

 1½ teaspoons baking powder

 ½ teaspoon salt

 6 tablespoons (¾ stick) unsalted 
butter, melted

 3 tablespoons corn oil

 ½ cup granulated sugar

 ²⁄³ cup whole milk

 1 large egg

 1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

 1 teaspoon pure lemon extract

FILLING

 1½ cups canned garbanzo beans 
(chickpeas)

 3 tablespoons granulated sugar

 ¹⁄8 teaspoon salt

 2 tablespoons honey

 ¾ teaspoon ground cinnamon

 ¹⁄8 teaspoon ground cloves

 1 large egg white, lightly beaten

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

  Granulated sugar, for sprinkling 
on the hot pastries



TO MAKE THE DOUGH, in a medium bowl stir together the 
fl our, baking powder, and salt.

IN A LARGE BOWL, whisk together the melted butter, oil, sugar, 
milk, egg, and extracts until smooth. Add about half the dry 
ingredients and whisk until smooth. Add the remaining dry 
ingredients and stir with a wooden spoon or rubber spatula 
to make a thick, soft dough that holds its shape and is only 
slightly sticky. If your kitchen is warm, the dough may seem 
too soft, and you will be tempted to add more fl our; don’t. 
Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and refrigerate 
the dough overnight. The dough will fi rm up and be easy to 
handle.

TO MAKE THE FILLING, drain the garbanzos in a sieve or 
colander and rinse under cold water. Shake or toss the 
garbanzos and remove and discard any loose skins. Put the 
beans into the work bowl of a food processor fi tted with 
the metal blade and process until smooth and pasty, about 1 
minute. Add the sugar, salt, honey, cinnamon, and cloves and 
process until smooth, about 1 minute more. Stop to scrape 
the work bowl as necessary. You will have about 1¼ cups. 

LINE A LARGE BAKING SHEET with plastic wrap. Measure level 
tablespoons of the fi lling and place them in mounds on the 
plastic wrap. Cut each mound in half with a sharp knife. 
(Each ½ tablespoon will be used to fi ll 1 casatelli.)

TO SHAPE THE CASATELLI, lightly dust two large rimmed baking 
sheets (18 ≈ 12 ≈ 1 inch) with fl our. Use half of the dough 
at a time, keeping the remainder covered and refrigerated. 
Shape the dough into a disk. Lightly fl our your work surface 
and dust both sides of the dough with fl our. Roll the dough to 
a roughly circular shape measuring between ¹⁄16 and ¹⁄8 inch 
thick (thin!). With a 3-inch plain or scalloped round cutter, 

stamp out circles of dough, dipping the cutter into fl our as 
necessary. With a pastry brush, lightly paint a dough circle 
with the beaten egg white. Shape one portion of fi lling into 
an oval about 2 inches long. Set the oval onto the center of the 
pastry round. Pick up the pastry, bring up the sides to meet 
in the center, enclosing the fi lling completely, and pinch the 
edges tightly to seal. Lay the casatelli on your work surface 
with the pinched edge facing you and pat the pastry gently 
to fl atten it slightly. Put the pastry onto one of the prepared 
baking sheets and prick it with a fork 3 times down its length. 
Repeat fi lling and shaping the remaining circles of dough. 
Gather the scraps, wrap in plastic, and refrigerate. Roll, cut, 
and fi ll the second portion of dough.

COMBINE ALL THE DOUGH SCRAPS and reroll them. Cut 
enough circles to match the portions of fi lling you have left, 
and fi ll and shape as described above. Any leftover dough can 
be fried and dusted with granulated sugar for a snack. Cover 
the casatelli with kitchen towels.

TO COOK THE CASATELLI, line two large rimmed baking sheets 
with several thicknesses of paper towels. Heat 2 inches of oil 
in a large deep skillet over medium heat until the temperature 
registers between 365° and 370°F on a deep-fry or digital 
probe thermometer. Carefully slip 6 to 8 casatelli into the 
hot oil and cook for about 1 minute, until the undersides 
are a rich brown color. Turn the pastries over with a fork 
or chopsticks and cook for 1 minute on the second side, or 
until deeply browned. Remove the casatelli from the fat with 
a metal skimmer or slotted spoon and set the pastries onto 
one of the lined baking sheets. Dust the hot pastries with 
granulated sugar. Cook the remaining casatelli. Cool to room 
temperature before serving.

 64 A BAKER’S ODYSSEY



Storing
Casatelli are best when very fresh, but the pastries can be stored 

airtight for up to a day or so, then reheated in a preheated 325°F 

oven for 10 minutes to refresh them. Sprinkle again with sugar 

before serving.

 They can also be frozen in heavy-duty resealable plastic 

bags for up to 3 weeks. To reheat, arrange the frozen pastries in 

a single layer on a baking sheet and put them into a preheated 

350°F oven for about 15 minutes, until they are completely 

thawed and heated through. Sprinkle them with granulated sugar 

while hot, and let cool to room temperature before serving.

Variation
Rosanna also likes to use a ricotta fi lling for casatelli. If you 

can fi nd ricotta fresca (Cantare is a good brand), an all-natural 

ricotta cheese in a 12-ounce container with the cheese in a 

plastic drainage basket, by all means use it. The cheese itself 

is 10 ounces, or 1¼ cups. Or use regular whole-milk ricotta 

or homemade ricotta (see page 344) drained overnight in 

a cheesecloth-lined strainer in the refrigerator. Measure or 

weigh the cheese after draining.

 Put the cheese into the work bowl of a food processor fi tted 

with the metal blade and process for 1 minute or so, until very 

smooth. Add ½ cup confectioners’ sugar and ¾ teaspoon pure 

vanilla extract and incorporate into the cheese with 8 to 10 

quick pulses. Transfer to a bowl and stir in 3 tablespoons very 

fi nely minced candied orange peel or citron and 1 teaspoon 

grated lemon or orange zest. Cover and refrigerate until ready 

to use.

Note
Traditionally the garbanzo fi lling for casatelli is made with dried 

beans. Put 1 cup dried garbanzos in a 3- to 4-quart saucepan and 

add enough cold water to cover the beans by 2 inches. Stir in ¼ 

teaspoon baking soda, cover the pan, and leave the garbanzos in 

a cool place overnight. The next day, drain off the soaking water 

and add fresh water to cover the garbanzos by 2 inches. Bring 

to a boil over medium heat, then reduce the heat to a simmer 

and cook until the garbanzos are tender, about 1½ hours. Drain 

and cool. Measure 1½ cups for the recipe. The garbanzos can be 

sealed in a plastic bag and refrigerated for up to 3 days before 

using.
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mexicoBuñuelos
M A K E S  2 4  L A R G E  WA F E R S

THESE LARGE, SHATTERINGLY CRISP PAPER-THIN FRIED WAFERS are fun to 

make and they’re even more fun to eat. Be forewarned, they do take time—but your efforts will 

be well rewarded. The dough itself is a snap to put together, easily made by hand in just a few 

minutes. It is shaped into small balls that are allowed to rest for about 30 minutes, then each 

one is rolled out and stretched by hand until it almost reaches the size of a dinner plate. The 

stretching, akin to making strudel dough, is what takes time, but if you get a couple of family 

members or friends to help, the job will be done in about an hour.

Maria Elena Flores, who taught me this recipe, learned how to make buñuelos from 

her mother and grandmother in Chihuahua, Mexico. The middle child in a family of seven 

children, she has been cooking and baking since she was a young girl. She and her husband 

immigrated to the United States in the early 1960s. Maria rarely measures anything when 

cooking. For her buñuelos, she needed 2½ pounds of fl our, which she proceeded to dump 

into a bowl from a large sack. When I wanted to verify the amount with a 

measuring cup, she just smiled knowingly: exactly 8 cups, or 2½ pounds to 

the grain! To measure liquids she does use cup measures, but she adjusts 

these amounts to make sure the dough comes out just right. She measures 

spices, baking powder, and salt in the palm of a hand, and approximates 

the amount of shortening by eye. After cooking and baking this way for 

more than 60 years, all these things have become instinctive with her. 

Maria makes buñuelos at Christmastime and gets help with the shaping 

from her daughters and occasionally a grandchild or two.

A key to the recipe’s success is having the correct working temperature. 

Like strudel dough, buñuelo dough is much easier to stretch in a warm 

room: 70° to 75°F is ideal. After each buñuelo is stretched, it is placed on 

a cloth to dry a bit before frying. A clean tablecloth or sheet draped over a 

dining table works fi ne, but if you’re pressed for space, you can layer the 

buñuelos between pillow cases.

DOUGH

 4 cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour

 1 teaspoon baking powder

 ½ teaspoon salt

 1 large egg

 1 cup warm milk, plus more if 
needed

 1 tablespoon vegetable 
shortening or soft butter, at 
room temperature

 4 cups corn oil for deep-frying

 1 cup granulated sugar

 1 tablespoon ground cinnamon



TO MAKE THE DOUGH, mix the fl our, baking powder, and salt 
together in a large bowl with your hands. Beat the egg in a 
small bowl with a fork just to combine the white with the 
yolk, then add the egg to the fl our, along with the milk. Mix 
everything together with your hand to make a thick, wet 
dough. If the dough seems dry, add more warm milk a few 
droplets at a time, working them in until the dough holds 
together and feels wet and slightly sticky. In the bowl or 
on an unfl oured work surface, knead the dough vigorously 
with both hands for about 5 minutes, until it is smooth, soft, 
elastic, and no longer sticky.

RUB YOUR HANDS with the shortening or butter and knead it 
into the dough until thoroughly blended. Divide the dough 
into 24 equal pieces, and shape them into balls. Place them 
back in the bowl in a single layer (it’s fi ne if they touch each 
other) and cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap. Let the 
dough rest for at least 30 minutes.

TO ROLL THE DOUGH, cover a large table with a tablecloth 
or sheet. Remove a ball of dough from the bowl, leaving 
the remaining balls tightly covered. Flatten the ball slightly 
between your hands and place it on a wooden board. Roll it 
into a 5-inch circle with a few swift strokes of a rolling pin 
and set it on the cloth. Cover with another cloth to keep the 
dough moist and supple. Repeat with the remaining balls of 
dough. As the circles rest, the gluten in the dough will relax, 
making the stretching quite easy.

TO STRETCH THE DOUGH, trim your fi ngernails if necessary, so 
they won’t tear the dough. Starting with the dough circles you 
rolled fi rst, remove a circle of dough from its cover and place 
it on a work surface. Carefully stretch it out from the center 
to the edge with the tips of your fi ngers. Grasp the dough 
by its edges, pull gently to stretch it some more, and hold it 
steady for a second or two, then rotate the dough slightly and 
repeat the stretching and holding. Continue the procedure, 
stretching slowly and gently and going all around the circle 
of dough. As the dough becomes thinner, begin stretching it 
from the thicker edges. Do your best not to tear the dough. 
Eventually the dough should be thin enough to see through; 

it should have a fi nal diameter of about 8 to 9 inches, with a 
paper-thin center and slightly thicker edges. Set the dough 
back on the cloth and leave it uncovered. Continue until all 
the dough circles have been stretched. By the time they all are 
shaped, the fi rst ones will be almost dry enough to fry. They 
should feel slightly leathery when you run your fi ngers over 
them. Turn them over and let their undersides dry for a few 
minutes. If you are not ready to fry them, then cover them 
with a cloth. They can stand for a few hours before frying.

TO FRY THE BUÑUELOS, pour the oil into a large heavy skillet, 
preferably cast iron, and heat over medium heat until the oil 
registers 365° to 370°F. Combine the sugar and cinnamon in 
a small bowl. Line the bottom and sides of a large roasting 
pan with several thicknesses of paper towels. 

SLIP A BUÑUELO INTO THE OIL and immediately press it down 
into the oil with a meat fork or wooden chopsticks. The 
buñuelo will puff and form blisters all over its surface, and 
it will begin to brown in a few seconds. Impale an edge  of 
the buñuelo on the fork or grasp it with chopsticks and fl ip 
it over. Press it into the oil again and cook for a few seconds 
longer, until it is a deep golden brown all over. Total cooking 
time is 1 minute or less. Lift the buñuelo out of the oil by an 
edge and hold it above the oil for a few seconds to allow the 
excess to drip away, then stand the buñuelo upright in the 
lined pan to drain. Cook and drain 3 or 4 more buñuelos the 
same way. Sprinkle a little cinnamon sugar on both sides of 
the buñuelos and stack them on a dinner plate. Repeat with 
the remaining buñuelos, returning the heat to between 365° 
and 370°F between batches. The buñuelos are ready to eat as 
soon as they’re cool. The edges will be slightly chewy, their 
centers very crisp and crackly.

Storing
Although buñuelos are best when freshly made, they keep well in 

an airtight container at room temperature for 2 to 3 weeks.
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Anise Sfinci
M A K E S  A B O U T  4 8  PA S T R I E S

FOR AS LONG AS YVONNE CASALNUOVO BRADDICK, who gave me this recipe, 

and her older siblings can remember, “Christmas Eve dinner at Nonna and Nunnu’s in San 

Francisco always culminated with sfi nci.” Her seven siblings, along with her 

parents, cousins, aunt, and uncle, sat shoulder to shoulder at the extended 

tables in their cramped fl at. At the end of the meal, platters of freshly fried 

anise-fl avored sfi nci were brought to the table. “Bowls of cinnamon sugar 

were always within arm’s reach of even the youngest child,” Yvonne says. 

“The sfi nci disappeared quickly. No matter how full we were, we ate and 

ate until they were all gone.”

 The name sfi nci is believed to come from sfang, an Arabic word 

meaning “fried pastry.” Yvonne, who has done her own research, told me:

Mary Taylor Simeti, in Pomp and Sustenance, mentions a type 

of sfi nci made with mashed potatoes, sfi nci di San Martino, made 

by the Benedictine Monks of Monreale.

 Pino Correnti, writing about Sicilian cuisine, also says that 

sfi nci may be derived from the sweets the ancients made to greet the 

winter solstice, but he notes that some historians say they’re Arab.

The Casalnuovo family always hand-forms the dough into rustic doughnut 

shapes before dropping them into the hot oil, but you can simply make 

walnut-sized fritters if you prefer.
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DOUGH

 1 large russet potato (8 to 12 
ounces)

  Water

 1 package (2¼ teaspoons) active 
dry or instant yeast

 ¼ cup granulated sugar

  ½ cup whole milk

 2 tablespoons unsalted butter, 
cut into pieces

 1 large egg

 ¾ teaspoon salt

 1 teaspoon anise seeds

 ½ teaspoon pure anise extract

 3 cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour 

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

 1 cup granulated sugar

 1 to 2 teaspoons ground 
cinnamon
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TO MAKE THE DOUGH, peel the potato and cut it into 1-inch 
chunks. Put them into a small heavy saucepan, add water to 
cover, and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce 
the heat to medium and cook, uncovered, until the potato is 
completely tender, about 15 minutes.

DRAIN THE POTATOES, reserving the water, and return the 
potatoes to the pan. Cook, stirring with a wooden spoon, 
over medium heat for about 1 minute to evaporate excess 
moisture. Pass the potatoes through a ricer. Measure ½ cup 
packed mashed potatoes, and set aside to cool.

WHEN THE POTATO WATER is just warm to your fi ngertip, 
measure ¹⁄³ cup into a small bowl. Stir in the yeast and 1 
teaspoon of the sugar. Let stand for about 10 minutes, until 
the yeast becomes very foamy and bubbly.

MEANWHILE, scald the milk in a small saucepan over medium 
heat—you will see steam rising from the surface and small 
bubbles forming around the edges. Remove the pan from the 
heat and stir in the remaining sugar and the butter. Let cool 
until the milk feels warm to your fi ngertip.

IN A LARGE BOWL, whisk together the mashed potatoes, 
egg, salt, anise seeds, and anise extract. Stir in the yeast and 
milk mixtures. Gradually add the fl our, beating it in with a 
wooden spoon to make a soft, elastic dough. This may take 
10 to 12 minutes. Scrape the sides of the bowl, cover tightly 
with plastic wrap, and let the dough rise at room temperature 
until doubled in volume, about 1 hour.

POUR 3 INCHES OF OIL into a large heavy pot and clamp a 
deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or use a digital 
probe thermometer. Heat the oil over medium heat to 365°F. 

Line two or three baking sheets with several thicknesses of 
paper towels. 

To shape the sfi nci into rings, using Yvonne’s method, 
wet your hands and pinch off a golf-ball-sized piece of dough. 
Yvonne pinches the dough between her thumb and fi ngers, 
stretches some of it over the back of her fi ngertips, and joins 
the ends to create an odd-shaped ring, then drops it into the 
oil. Yvonne’s sfi nci have a bulbous ring shape, with some 
parts thicker and other parts somewhat knobby. She and her 
siblings and in-laws work rapidly, adding the hand-formed 
doughnuts to the oil as they form them. Cook no more than 
8 sfi nci at a time; do not crowd the pot. Turn them over with 
kitchen tongs or wooden chopsticks and cook until the sfi nci 
are golden brown on both sides, a total of about 2 minutes. 
Remove them with a wire skimmer or slotted spoon and set 
on the lined pans. Cook the remaining dough, making sure to 
return the oil to 365°F before frying each batch.

To shape the sfi nci into fritters, wet your hand and pinch 
off walnut-sized pieces of dough, dropping them into the oil 
as you go; don’t crowd the pot. Cook about 2 minutes total, 
turning them once or twice, until the sfi nci are nicely browned 
on both sides. Remove with a wire skimmer or slotted spoon 
and set on the lined pans.

COMBINE THE SUGAR AND CINNAMON, divide between two 
bowls, and set them on the table. Put the warm sfi nci on one 
or two plates, and provide each diner with a dessert plate. 
Each person can dip and roll his or her own sfi nci in as much 
cinnamon sugar as desired.
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italySfinci di Ricotta
M A K E S  A B O U T  4 8  B E I G N E T S

SFINCI (PRONOUNCED “SFEEN-gee”) ARE ITALIAN BEIGNETS, crisp on the 

outside and tender on the inside. This dough is made with ricotta and baking powder, but some 

cooks make sfi nci with yeast and mashed potatoes (see page 68).  So what’s the difference 

between sfi nci and zeppole? If made with cream puff paste, they’re basically the same thing, 

differing only in choices of fi llings and toppings. If made with a yeast dough, however, sfi nci 

don’t seem to have a zeppole counterpart.

Savaria Lisuzzo, from Termini Imerese, Sicily, makes these often. She likes to use a 

packaged vanilla sugar, Vanillina, to 

fl avor the sfi nci. You can substitute 1 

tablespoon homemade Vanilla Sugar 

(see page 337) or use 2 teaspoons pure 

vanilla extract. The thick pancake-

like batter is simply spooned into 

the hot fat. These sfi nci are quick to 

make, quick to cook, and very easy 

to eat. Serve them within an hour or 

two at most after frying.

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

BATTER

 3 tablespoons granulated sugar

 1 cup whole milk

 2 cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour 

 2 teaspoons baking powder

 ½ teaspoon salt

 2 large eggs

 1 cup impastata ricotta (dry 
ricotta, also called pastry or 
ravioli ricotta) or drained 
Homemade Ricotta (page 334) 
or ricotta fresca

 2 envelopes Vanillina (see 
headnote)

 1 cup granulated sugar

 2 teaspoons ground cinnamon
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POUR 2 INCHES OF OIL into a large heavy pot and clamp a deep-
fat thermometer to the side of the pot, or use a digital probe 
thermometer. Heat the oil over medium heat to 365°F.

TO MAKE THE BATTER, heat the sugar and milk in a medium 
heavy saucepan over medium heat, stirring occasionally, just 
until the sugar has dissolved and the milk is hot. Meanwhile, 
whisk together the fl our, baking powder, and salt in a medium 
bowl.

REMOVE THE SAUCEPAN from the heat and whisk in the eggs, 
ricotta, and vanilla fl avoring. Gradually whisk in the fl our 
mixture to make a thick batter.

IN A MEDIUM BOWL, stir together the sugar and cinnamon. Line 
a large baking sheet with several thicknesses of paper towels. 

TO COOK THE SFINCI, using regular teaspoons pick up a 
rounded teaspoonful of batter with one spoon and use the 
second spoon to push it off into the oil. Do not be concerned 
about the shapes: Sfi nci should look rustic. Continue quickly 
adding sfi nci to the pot until you have about 8 of them 
swimming in the oil. Cook for about 5 minutes, until the 
sfi nci turn a deep brown color, stirring them to keep them 
moving and to brown them evenly. Remove them with a 
slotted spoon and set them on the lined pan to drain, then 
roll them in the cinnamon sugar and set them on a plate. 
Cook the remaining batter, making sure to return the oil to 
365°F between batches. Serve as soon as possible.
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Koeksisters
M A K E S  A B O U T  3 0  PA S T R I E S

THESE SOUTH AFRICAN DEEP FRIED PASTRIES soaked in sugar syrup are a national 

favorite and enjoyed anytime of the day or year. I learned how to make them from Bryony van 

derMerwe Schwan. They are believed to have originated with Malayan slaves brought to South 

Africa’s Cape Province by European settlers. The Malay cooks shaped the dough into balls and 

dipped them into a cold sugar syrup as soon as they came out of the hot fat. In this version, 

the dough is shaped into short braids, fried, and dunked into an ice-cold syrup fl avored with 

cinnamon, ginger, and lemon. The pastries are crisp and sweet and fun to make and to eat.

It’s very important to keep the syrup as cold as possible so that the inside of the koeksisters 

remains crisp. Keep half of it in a 

bowl in the freezer while you dip the 

hot koeksisters into another bowl of 

syrup, nestled in crushed ice. When 

you notice the syrup has lost its chill, 

switch bowls. Leftover syrup can be 

stored in the refrigerator for a week 

or two to use on your next batch of 

koeksisters. The dough can also be 

made ahead and refrigerated for 

a day or two before shaping and 

cooking.

SYRUP

 6 cups granulated sugar

 3 cups water

 ½ teaspoon cream of tartar, mixed 
with 1 teaspoon water

 1 cinnamon stick

  Three ¼-inch-thick slices 
unpeeled fresh ginger

  Zest of 1 lemon, removed in 
strips with a vegetable peeler

 2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

DOUGH

 4 cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour, plus more if necessary

 1 tablespoon baking powder

 1 teaspoon salt

 1 tablespoon granulated sugar

 2 tablespoons cold unsalted 
butter

 2 large eggs, lightly beaten

  About 1 cup water

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

south africa

TO MAKE THE SYRUP, with a wooden spoon stir all the 
ingredients together in a large heavy saucepan. Bring to a 
boil over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally to dissolve 
the sugar, then boil rapidly, without stirring, for exactly 10 
minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and cool to room 
temperature. Cover and refrigerate for several hours, or 
overnight.

TO MAKE THE DOUGH, in a large bowl stir together the fl our, 
baking powder, salt, and sugar. Add the butter and work it 
rapidly into the fl our with your fi ngertips until the mixture 
resembles fi ne crumbs. Gradually add the eggs while tossing 
everything together with a fork. The mixture will still be 
crumbly. Gradually add the water, stirring with the fork, to 
make a fi rm yet soft dough that holds together; the dough 
may be slightly sticky.



TRANSFER THE DOUGH to an unfl oured work surface and knead 
it briefl y until it is smooth and no longer sticky, fl ouring the 
dough lightly if necessary. Wash and dry the bowl, and return 
the dough to it. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap and 
let the dough rest in the refrigerator for at least an hour or 
two, or as long as overnight.

TO SHAPE THE KOEKSISTERS, divide the dough in half. Roll 
out half the dough on a lightly fl oured surface until it is about 
¹⁄8 inch thick—no thicker! Cut the dough into 2-inch-wide 
strips, then cut the strips into 4-inch lengths. Gather the 
scraps and cover them for later use. Cut each strip of dough 
lengthwise into 3 even strips, leaving them attached at one 
end. Braid the strips loosely, keeping them fl at, then moisten 
the ends of the strips with a pastry brush dipped in water and 
seal the strips together. Set the koeksisters, uncovered, onto 
a wooden board. Repeat with the second half of the dough, 
and then with the scraps.

POUR 3 INCHES OF OIL into a large heavy pot and clamp a 
deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or use a digital 
probe thermometer. Heat the oil over medium heat until 
the temperature is between 365° and 370°F. Meanwhile, 
set a large wire cooling rack over a large baking sheet (18 ≈ 
12 ≈ 1 inch). Have two slotted spoons nearby. Remove the 
sugar syrup from the refrigerator and strain about half of it 
into another bowl. Put the bowl of unstrained syrup in the 
freezer, and put the bowl of strained syrup into a bowl of ice 
and water.

TO FRY THE KOEKSISTERS, slip 2 or 3 pastries into the hot oil 
and turn them about in the oil with one of the slotted spoons 
until they are puffed, crisp, and a deep golden brown; cooking 
time is about 1 minute. Remove the pastries from the oil with 
the same spoon, allowing the excess oil to drain back into the 
pot, and drop them one at a time into the bowl of cold sugar 
syrup. Use the second slotted spoon to submerge the pastries 
in the syrup for about 15 seconds, then remove them one at 
a time from the syrup and set onto the wire rack. Continue 
cooking and dipping the remaining koeksisters, making sure 
the oil returns to between 365° and 370°F between batches. 
When the fi rst batch of syrup begins to lose its chill, place it 
in the freezer. Strain the remaining syrup into another bowl 
and set it into the ice water bath. Keep switching bowls of 
syrup as needed so the syrup is always cold.

Storing
Stored uncovered on a large tray, koeksisters will stay fresh at 

room temperature for 1 to 2 days, depending on the humidity. 

Never cover them or they’ll turn soggy.
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Malasadas
M A K E S  16  L A R G E  D O U G H N U T S

IN PORTUGAL, THESE LIGHT-AS-AIR DOUGHNUTS are made for carnival. The 

dough itself is very wet and full of bubbles. Susana Arreda Arraial Ballantine, a native of the 

Azores who now lives in the United States, learned how to make these from her housekeeper 

in the Azores, Maria João. I met Susana in the Azores, and she introduced me to Maria João, 

who gladly taught me several of her baking specialties. This was a thrilling experience, because 

it marked the fi rst time I learned recipes not from the immigrant herself but from her original 

source in her home country.

I watched Maria João and her sister, Maria do Natal (Mary Christmas!), 

make these scrumptious doughnuts on the island of Terceira. Maria João 

kneaded and beat the basic dough by hand in a large bowl, then she slowly 

worked in the eggs with her fi ngers and hands, beating the dough against 

the sides of the bowl until it was smooth, elastic, and very wet. After the 

dough had risen, she moistened her hands with oil and pinched off 2-inch 

balls of dough, which she stretched into odd shapes about 5 inches long with 

thin centers and thickish edges, and fried them until they were well browned. 

After draining them on paper towels, she dusted the hot malasadas lightly 

with cinnamon sugar.

Anywhere you fi nd a community of Portuguese immigrants in the 

United States, you will fi nd a bakery that makes malasadas. Some are 

glazed with a sugar icing, some offered plain, and some are split and stuffed 

with a cream fi lling. Oh, how a recipe can evolve!

Malasadas are at their supreme best while still hot or warm, so be sure 

to eat them that way. They do not keep well, but if you’re making them for 

a crowd, you can double the recipe.

DOUGH

 3½ cups unbleached all-purpose 
flour 

 4 tablespoons (½ stick) cold 
unsalted butter

 ¼ cup granulated sugar

 1 package (2¼ teaspoons) 
instant yeast

 ²⁄³ cup whole milk

 ²⁄³ cup tepid water

 ½ teaspoon salt

 1 large egg, lightly beaten

  Vegetable oil for deep-frying

 ½ cup granulated sugar mixed 
with ½ teaspoon ground 
cinnamon, or plain sugar, or 
honey for drizzling

portugal



To make the dough by hand, put the fl our into a large 
mixing bowl, add the butter, and cut it into the fl our with 
a pastry blender or two knives until the mixture has the 
consistency of fi ne crumbs. Or, if you prefer, do as Maria João 
does, and work in the butter with your fi ngertips. Stir in the 
sugar and yeast. 

To make the dough with a stand mixer, put the fl our, 
butter, and sugar in the mixer bowl and attach the fl at beater. 
Mix on low speed for about 3 minutes, until the mixture has 
the consistency of fi ne crumbs. Mix in the yeast.

SCALD THE MILK in a small heavy saucepan over medium 
heat—you will see steam rising from the surface and small 
bubbles forming around the edges. Remove the pan from the 
heat, add the tepid water and salt, and stir to dissolve the 
salt. The temperature of the liquid should be between 120° 
and 130°F. Add the liquid to the fl our and stir with a wooden 
spoon to make a thick, wet dough.

If making the dough by hand, knead the dough right in 
the bowl, pressing the dough against the sides of the bowl, 
folding the dough over onto itself, and using your knuckles 
to knead vigorously, for 5 to 8 minutes. The dough should 
be soft and slightly sticky. Add the egg, lift the edges of the 
dough, and fold it over and over itself to incorporate and 
knead in the egg. Beat with your hand to make a thick, wet, 
elastic dough. Scrape the dough off your fi ngers.

If using a stand mixer, switch to the dough hook and knead 
on medium-high speed for a few seconds, until the dough 
masses on the hook. Reduce the speed to low and knead 
for 5 minutes. Raise the speed again to medium-high and 
knead briefl y until the dough pulls away from the sides of the 
bowl. Add the egg and beat on low speed until incorporated. 
Increase the speed to medium or medium-high and knead 
for 3 to 4 minutes, until the dough is thick, wet, and elastic. 
Scrape the sides of the bowl and the dough hook.

COVER THE BOWL TIGHTLY with plastic wrap and let the dough 
rise at room temperature until almost tripled in volume, about 
1½ hours. (The dough will come to the top of a 5-quart bowl.) 

STIR THE DOUGH GENTLY to defl ate it, cover the bowl again 
with plastic wrap, and let the dough rise a second time to 
almost tripled in volume, about 1 hour.

POUR 2 TO 3 INCHES of vegetable oil into a large heavy pot 
and clamp a deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or 
use a digital probe thermometer. Heat the oil over medium 
heat to a temperature of 365°F. Set a small dish of oil nearby 
for shaping. Line the bottom and sides of a large roasting pan 
with paper towels.

TO SHAPE AND COOK the malasadas, rub a tablespoon or 
two of vegetable oil over the bottom of an 18 ≈ 12 ≈ 1–inch 
baking sheet. (To shape the dough as Maria João does, see the 
headnote.) Scrape the very soft dough onto the pan and fl ip 
it over to coat both sides with the oil. Pat the dough gently 
into a rough square measuring about 10 inches on all sides 
and ½ inch thick. Use a dough scraper to cut the dough into 
4 equal strips, then cut the strips crosswise into 4 squareish 
shapes each. Stretch a piece of the dough with your fi ngers 
until it is about 5 inches long with a very thin center and 
thicker edges—the overall shape is not important—and 
slip the malasada into the hot oil. Working quickly, shape 
3 more malasadas and add them to the pot. Cook, turning 
the malasadas once with tongs or wooden chopsticks after 
1 minute, until nicely browned on the edges and cooked 
through, about 2 minutes total; the centers will still be 
pale. Use tongs to lift the malasadas one by one out of the 
oil, letting the excess oil drip back into the pot, and stand 
them on end in the lined pan. Continue frying the remaining 
malasadas, cooking no more than 4 at a time, and heating the 
oil to 365°F between batches.

DUST THE HOT OR WARM MALASADAS with cinnamon sugar 
or plain sugar, or place on plates and drizzle with honey. 
Enjoy the malasadas while they are warm.

 FRIED SWEET PASTRIES AND DOUGHS 75



Thai Fried Bananas
M A K E S  6  TO  8  S E R V I N G S

THE THAI DO NOT HAVE A BAKING TRADITION, but they do like sweets. Fruits, 

in particular the wide variety of bananas that exist in Thailand and in other tropical areas, 

are often dipped into a rice fl our batter and deep-fried for a dessert. Pranee Halvorsen, who 

immigrated to the United States from the island of Phuket, likes to use the tiny bananas she can 

buy in Southeast Asian markets. Those are the ones that remind her most of her homeland. She 

simply peels them and uses them whole. Halved and quartered regular bananas work just as 

well. For the best fl avor, be sure that the bananas you use are completely ripe. The yellow skins 

should be fl ecked with brown, but the fl esh should still feel fi rm.

This makes an excellent dessert for a party because the batter, which takes only a minute or 

two to whisk up, must be made ahead, and then the frying will take you less than 5 minutes. For a 

large gathering, simply double or triple everything. These bananas are delicious all by themselves 

or with vanilla ice cream.

Rice fl our is sold in many 

supermarkets as well as in health 

food stores and in Asian markets. 

Thai cooks like to use naturally 

effervescent limestone water in 

fried batters because it makes them 

especially crisp. You can order 

solid limestone online and make 

limestone water yourself (see Note). 

Or, for equally good results, simply 

use sparkling mineral water.

BATTER

 1 cup rice flour (spooned into the 
cup and leveled)

 2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

 2 tablespoons firmly packed light 
brown sugar

 ¼ teaspoon salt

 ¾ cup limestone water (see 
headnote) or sparkling mineral 
water, plus more if needed

 3 tablespoons unsweetened 
shredded coconut

 1 tablespoon sesame seeds

  Peanut or corn oil for deep-
frying

 18 to 24 small bananas, each about 
3 inches long, peeled, or 4 to 
5 large ripe regular bananas, 
peeled, halved lengthwise, and 
cut crosswise into quarters

  Confectioners’ sugar for dusting

  Ice cream for serving (optional)
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TO MAKE THE BATTER, whisk together the rice fl our, all-
purpose fl our, brown sugar, and salt in a medium bowl. Add 
the limestone water or sparkling water and whisk to make 
a smooth batter the consistency of heavy cream. The batter 
shouldn’t be too thick, or the coating on the bananas will be 
heavy. If necessary, gradually whisk in a little more water. Stir 
in the coconut and sesame seeds. Cover the bowl and let the 
batter rest at room temperature for about 1 hour.

ABOUT 20 TO 30 MINUTES before you’re ready to cook the 
bananas, pour about 2 inches of oil into a large heavy pot and 
clamp a deep-fry thermometer to the side of the pot, or use 
a digital probe thermometer. Heat the oil over medium heat 
to 360°F. Line a large baking sheet with several thicknesses 
of paper towels. 

GIVE THE BATTER A STIR. Add 8 small bananas or banana 
quarters to the batter and stir them about gently with a 
rubber spatula to coat them with a thin layer of batter. When 
the oil is ready, remove the bananas one at a time from the 
batter with your fi ngers, letting excess batter drip back into 
the bowl, and holding the fruit close to the oil, carefully let 
go of it so that it enters the oil without splashing. Working 
quickly, add the remaining batter-coated bananas. Cook, 
stirring occasionally with a slotted spoon, until the batter is 

a deep brown color and the bananas are cooked through, 2 
to 3 minutes. Remove them with the slotted spoon, allowing 
excess oil to drain back into the pot, and set on the lined pan. 
Coat and cook the remaining bananas 8 pieces at a time, 
making sure to return the oil to 360°F between batches.

ARRANGE THE BANANAS on a platter and dust them with 
confectioners’ sugar. If serving ice cream, put a generous 
scoop of vanilla ice cream into each serving bowl. Guests can 
help themselves to the fruit, placing a few pieces over the ice 
cream. Eat with a spoon.

Note
The limestone Pranee Halvorsen uses comes in small containers 

and is pink and pasty (see Sources, page 342). To make limestone 

water, put about 1 tablespoon of the limestone into a 1-quart 

screw-cap jar, add about 3 cups cold tap water, seal the jar, and 

shake well. The liquid will turn a murky pink. Let stand for 2 to 3 

hours to allow the particles to settle. The water will be clear and 

effervescent. To use, slowly pour off what you need. Recap the 

bottle and refrigerate. The limestone water will be good to use 

as long as it’s bubbly, about 3 or 4 days.
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