
Italy may have its share of talented chefs to 
serve as mentors, but Sal Maniaci’s biggest 
influence presided over the kitchen of his 
childhood home in Sicily.

“My mom was a great cook and inspired 
me,” said Maniaci, who has been at the helm 
of Sapori Ristorante in Newport Beach for the 
past 23 years.

Even though pasta is a daily staple at Italian 
tables, Maniaci said the big thing is the tomato 
sauce—pappa al pomodoro. His mom used 
seasonal ingredients to add a twist to the 
sauce and create different variations. His 
favorite was capretto brasato, a dish of stewed 
lamb with tomatoes, potatoes and peas that 
she often made on Sundays.

“In Italy, cooking is like a religion—they take 
it seriously,” Maniaci said. “Even lunch is a 
three-course meal.”

At the age of 14, Maniaci went to chef 
school, which isn’t unusual in Italy because 
when students finish junior high, they must 
choose a school particular to their elected 
career. After various internships and training 
throughout his home country, Maniaci joined a 
brother in Chicago, where they partnered in a 
restaurant for six years before Maniaci headed 
to Southern California.

“Once I came here, I really loved it—the 
climate and everything,” he said. “Nothing 
beats Southern California, and I can get 
(produce) here I couldn’t get in Chicago.”

Access to fresh ingredients is critical to 
Maniaci, whose restaurant relies on sauces and 
stocks made from scratch.

“I’ve always loved cooking and being in the 
kitchen,” he said. “But I’m thankful now for 
good staff; I don’t have to work as hard as I did 
in earlier years!” 

Inspired in Italy, made in California

PAPPA AL POMODORO 
Basic tomato sauce

Makes about 4 cups

1 (32-oz.) can peeled tomatoes
3 to 4 tbsp. extra virgin olive oil
2 cloves garlic
Salt and pepper, to taste
1 cup fresh basil leaves, whole or torn

Put tomatoes in a blender or food processor and blend until 
smooth. Heat olive oil in a large saucepan over medium heat. 
Peel garlic cloves and lightly crush with the side of a large 
knife. Add to pan and sauté briefly without browning. Add 
tomatoes, salt and pepper. Simmer on medium heat for about 
15 minutes, stirring occasionally. Add basil leaves; remove 
garlic cloves and discard.

Sauce can be prepared ahead of time and frozen, or kept for 
about a week in the refrigerator. When in season, you can 
substitute an equivalent amount of fresh, cooked tomatoes 
for the canned. Serve with cooked pasta (penne or spaghetti 
are best) or use to create any of the following recipes.

It all starts with the sauce
One of the best things about a basic tomato sauce is its versatility.  

Each of Chef Maniaci’s recipes on the following pages rely on this sauce.  
Here are some other ways to use it:

 Incorporate into meatloaf, Italian-style quesadillas or Sloppy Joes.
 Make easy Spanish rice by substituting one cup of sauce for one  

cup of water.
 Use as a base in minestrone, cream of tomato and Manhattan  

clam chowder soups.
 Spoon over grilled meats, vegetables or polenta.
 Exercise your culinary creativity and add ingredients such as chili flakes  

for a kick or fresh basil for a bit of sweetness.
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CROSTATA 
Pizza

Serves 4

Prepared pizza crust (8 to 10 inches in 
diameter)
1/2 cup basic tomato sauce  
(see recipe, Page 37)
Leaves from 2 sprigs fresh thyme
2 oz. goat cheese
1 cup sliced fresh mushrooms
1/4 tsp. dried oregano
2 cups arugula
1 grilled chicken breast, cut into strips

Preheat oven to 500 degrees. Spread 
tomato sauce on pizza crust, sprinkle with 
thyme leaves and top with goat cheese 
and mushrooms. Bake for 7 to 10 minutes, 
preferably on a pizza stone, until crust is 
golden. Remove from oven, sprinkle with 
oregano and top with arugula and chicken. 
Slice and serve.

ZUPPA DI COZZE 
Mussel soup

Serves 4

2 lb. black mussels
1/2 of the basic tomato sauce recipe  
(about 2 cups) (see Page 37)
1/2 tsp. crushed red pepper
2 tbsp. minced Italian parsley
Sprigs of fresh marjoram

Wash and scrub mussels thoroughly, 
removing the beards and any material 
attached to the shells. Add tomato sauce 
to a heavy saucepan over medium heat and 
bring to a simmer. Add mussels and crushed 
red pepper. Cover pan and steam for about 
5 minutes or until mussels are fully open. 
Discard any unopened mussels. Sprinkle with 
parsley. Ladle soup into individual bowls; 
garnish with sprigs of marjoram and serve 
with crostini or a fresh baguette.

MORE ONLINE
Chef Sal Maniaci shares his recipe for another Italian favorite—featuring 
grilled eggplant—at www.californiabountiful.com.

Serves 6

1 tbsp. butter
2 oz. pancetta, diced (or bacon)
1 tsp. crushed red pepper
1/4 cup fresh tarragon leaves
Basic tomato sauce (whole recipe, about 4 cups) 
(see Page 37)
Salt, to taste
1 (16-oz.) box penne pasta
Splash of brandy
Grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

Melt butter in a medium saucepan over medium 
heat and add pancetta. Sauté for a couple of 
minutes, then add crushed red pepper and 
tarragon leaves. Sauté for another minute 
and add tomato sauce. Simmer on low heat. 
Meanwhile, heat water to boiling in a large 
pot; add salt and penne pasta. Boil for 8 to 10 
minutes or until pasta is al dente. Drain well 
and return to pot. Add part of the sauce and 
the splash of brandy to the pasta and combine. 
You can always add more sauce as needed if the 
pasta is too dry. Serve in individual dishes and 
sprinkle with Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese. Any 
extra sauce can be served in a bowl at the table 
for guests to add as desired.

PENNE OTERO 
Sal Maniaci’s signature pasta dish
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