Panini’s – A sandwich with an Italian flair

I have always loved Italian food. My Dad denies it, but I think there must be Italian somewhere in my ancestry. He swears that we’re a mix of German, English, Irish and Cherokee, but not Italian.  While my Dad is almost always right; in this case, I am not sure that he is.

A great tasting sandwich with an Italian flair is the Panini. “Panini” is a fancy Italian word for a type of sandwich. Technically, in America at least, a Panini is a sandwich that is pressed and grilled on both sides. 

One of the big Christmas present ideas for this season was a Panini grill. It’s like a George Foreman type grill but designed for sandwiches. It’s a flat grill with ridges (where the Foreman grill is tilted so that fat and juices run out into a drip pan). However, if you do not own a Panini grill, a George Foreman type grill will work just fine. 

A Panini can be almost any type sandwich material you choose. Whatever your favorite foods are, they can probably be adapted to make a Panini. So, have fun with this one by kicking up your favorite sandwiches with a Panini flare. Don’t forget to experiment with different meats, cheeses and breads.

There are several types of bread that will lend themselves to making these sandwiches. You can use sub rolls, hoagie rolls, hamburger buns and even the small individual pizza breads (already baked and in a package). Any bread that can be pressed and grilled will work. 

Here’s one of my favorite panini’s:

Ham and Portobello Panini

Sandwich Ham or any sliced, cooked ham

Munster Cheese (2 slices per sandwich) (May substitute other type of cheese)

1 large onion, sliced thinly (leave in rings)

1 Pkg Portobello Mushrooms (Number needed depends on number of sandwiches)

Mayonnaise

Garlic Powder or Minced Garlic

Olive Oil and butter (for sautéing)

Hoagie Rolls, sliced in half lengthwise

Slice onions and separate into rings. Heat skillet using olive oil and butter to cover bottom of pan. Sauté onions and Portobello mushrooms until onions are translucent and mushrooms are tender. Sprinkle with garlic powder or add minced garlic while sautéing. 

Cover top of hoagie roll with mayo. On bottom of roll, layer ham, Munster cheese, onions and mushrooms. Place top on sandwich and place in heated grill. Close grill tightly to flatten sandwich. Grill until sandwich is heated through and cheese is melted.

Remove from grill and slice diagonally. The Panini can be served with the traditional sides that are usually served with sandwiches.  However, I recommend serving it with a couple of chilled, crisp slices of a Granny Smith apple for a healthy side item.

If you do not have a Panini grill or a George Foreman grill, you can still make a Panini sandwich by placing the sandwich on a non-stick, heated skillet and flatten slightly with a spatula or bacon press. (A bacon press can be made with a clean brick wrapped in aluminum foil.)

Did You Know?

Contributed by Karen Freeman

This week’s Did you Know? comes from Fine Cooking, an online cooking magazine. The tips are winners from their tips contest.

Did you know that you can grill chicken in a cake pan?
Everyone knows about beer-can chicken, but what about cake-pan chicken? You can rub a whole chicken, inside and out, with olive oil, crushed garlic, salt, and pepper; and then slide the tail end of the chicken over the hollow tube of a heavy-duty angel food pan. (The pan shouldn’t have a removable bottom.) Pour 1/2 cup each of chicken broth and white wine into the pan, set it on a hot grill, and close the lid. The chicken cooks evenly, and the cake pan catches flavorful drippings, which you can use to make a sauce. -- Linda Hildahl, Sioux City, Iowa
Did you know that if you heat your serving bowl with pasta water it keeps the pasta warm longer? 
Whenever I drain pasta, I put my large pasta-serving bowl in the sink, under the colander. The hot water from the pot of cooked pasta warms the bowl while I season the pasta in the colander. After draining the bowl, which is now very warm, I put the pasta in it, toss to distribute the seasonings, and bring the bowl to the table. The pasta stays nice and hot throughout the meal. -- Carla Cimarosti, Bacliff, Texas
Did you know that an oven rack doubles as a pasta drying rack?
I love to make fresh pasta but since I don’t own a pasta drying rack, I press an oven rack into service. I just put one rack in the top position in the oven and remove the other rack. Next, I drape strands of pasta over each wire of the rack, letting the two halves hang down between the wires. Once I’m done, I push the rack back into the oven and close the door. This gives my pasta an out-of-the-way place to dry, protected from dust and pets. I also tape a note to the oven door, reminding me not to turn it on! -- Rex Browning, Mercer Island, Washington


http://www.taunton.com/finecooking/pages/c00221.asp 

