PENNE ALL VODKA LE SIRENUSE

(Pasta with Tomato-Vodka Sauce and Ham)

Serves 4 to 6 (main course)

Vodka seemed an outrageous ingredient for an Italian pasta sauce, but the well-heeled clientele of Le Sirenuse, in Positano, Italy, knew to expect the unusual. The recipe is so successful because its flavor is not as over-the-top as the presence of vodka implies. 

INGREDIENTS:

1. 1 medium onion, finely chopped

2. ½ stick (1/4 cup) unsalted butter

3. 2/3 cup vodka

4. ¾ cup canned tomato puree (Can substitute Italian stewed tomatoes for tomato body)

5. 1 cup heavy cream (can use ½ and ½ to cut calories)

6. ¼ pound cooked ham, finely chopped. (Can substitute sausage or any suitable meat)

7. 2 drops Tabasco, or to taste

8. ½ Tsp. salt

9. ¼ Tsp. black pepper

10. 1 lb. Dried penne

11. ¾ cup grated Parmigiano-Reggiano (1-1/2 oz)

DIRECTIONS:

Cook onion in butter in a deep 12-inch heavy skillet over moderately low heat, stirring occasionally, 5 minutes. Stir in vodka and simmer 4 minutes. Add tomato puree and cream and simmer, stirring occasionally, until onion is soft, about 5 minutes. Stir in ham, Tabasco, salt, and pepper, Keep sauce warm. 

Cook pasta in a 6-to-8-quart pot of boiling salted water until al dente. Reserve ½ cup cooking water and drain pasta in a colander. Add pasta to sauce in skillet and toss with sauce and cheese. Add some of reserved cooking water if pasta seems dry. Serve immediately. 

