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3 Days, 3 Ways:  Polenta 

 
 
Poverty is never a happy thing to contemplate, but the food that comes from impoverishment is often the most glorious and 
inventive that humanity has: it's the culinary alchemy of making something from almost nothing. Polenta is such a food. Originally 
the cornmeal mush of Europe's poorest peasants, it's been transformed into a celebration of people's capacity for thriving amidst 
adversity.  
 
The late Angelo Pellegrini, in his cooking memoir The Unprejudiced Palate: Classic Thoughts on Food and the Good Life (1947), 
observes that the generation of Italians who immigrated to America spurned polenta in favor of the better foods they could grow 
here, while their heirs chose to eat polenta, now embellished by the bounty of American tables, to commemorate their parents' and 
grandparents' lives. Similar culinary gestures have brought our nation of immigrants the enriched congees, tacos, pupusas, khichdi, 
grits, and mush of many immigrant peoples. 
 

This month's 3 Days, 3 Ways celebrates the versatility and thrift of polenta. We'll start by cheating just a bit and using milk rather 
than water to make the basic polenta. After that, the sky's the limit: polenta grilled and topped with quick sauces in the colors of the 
Italian flag, enriched with a sausage and tomato sauce, and topped by that most splendid of spring vegetables, asparagus. Each of 
these dishes makes use of Mississippi Market's canned and deli-made sauces to speed up your meals. All of them are on your table 
in 30 minutes or fewer. 
 

 Polenta with red pepper and pesto sauces 
 Polenta casserole with tomato-sausage sauce 
 Polenta with spring vegetables 
 
 

Basic Polenta 
One of the glories of polenta is its versatility: once made, it can be grilled, steamed, deep dried, pan fried, or layered to give it 
different textures and capacities for absorbing or setting off sauces. But all that comes after making the basic polenta. To do that, you 
will need 2–3 pans with at least 1-inch sides to pour the polenta into after you've cooked it. Once it has cooled, the golden mush jells, 
and you can cut it up for grilling or other uses. This recipe makes a medium-firm (once cooled) polenta; you can also make a softer 
version by using more milk, then adding a spoonful of butter and cheese while it's still warm, and eating it directly out of a bowl—
real comfort food. The recipe below makes enough polenta for this month's three recipes. 
 
Ingredients: 6 c. milk 
  2 Tbsp. sweet butter 
  2 tsp. sugar 
  1 tsp. sea salt 
  2 c. Bob's Red Mill Polenta Corn Grits* 
 
 

• Put milk, butter, sugar and salt in a heavy pot and bring to a simmer. 

• Slowly add polenta, stirring or whisking steadily. Lower the heat, and be careful!—polenta can spatter, and you don't want 
molten mush on your hands. Keep stirring, now using a wooden spoon, until the polenta thickens and clears the side of the 
pot (this takes about 10 minutes). 

• Pour the polenta into 2-3 pans to a depth of 1 inch and allow it to cool. Once cooled, the polenta can be stored in the 
refrigerator, covered with plastic, for use in the following dishes. Cooled, it can easily be cut and handled. 
 

* Bob's Red Mill sells several grinds of cornmeal—make sure you buy the one that says polenta. 

 
 

Polenta with Red Pepper and Pesto Sauces 
This very simple dish makes a wonderful light supper when accompanied by a small lettuce salad.  
 
Ingredients: 1 8 oz. tub of Mississippi Market fresh cilantro or basil pesto, room temperature 
  1 12-oz. jar of roasted sweet red peppers 
  Hot red pepper flakes 
  6 three-inch squares of cooled polenta 
  2 Tbs. extra-virgin olive oil 



  Crave Meadows mascarpone cheese (optional), room temperature 
 
 

• Stir pesto to recombine the oil and herbs.  

• Remove 3 sweet red peppers from jar and buzz them in blender. Add a shake of hot red pepper flakes; pour into small 
mixing bowl and taste. You may want to add a little salt and/or lemon juice to get a tasty sauce. 

• Cut 6 three-inch squares of cooled polenta, three per person. 

• Heat heavy skillet or stovetop griddle, and when it becomes hot, add olive oil. Watch for oil to begin shimmering, and then 
add polenta. Cook on each side until golden. 

• Pour a small pool of red sauce on each plate; top with polenta squares, and place 2 Tbs. of pesto sauce on them. Drizzle 
with room-temperature mascarpone cheese and serve. 

 
Polenta Casserole with Tomato-Sausage Sauce 
This is a very warm, comforting dish that tastes even better reheated, so you might want to double the recipe.  If you have picky 
eaters in your family, call this dish “Sausage Pizza Casserole.” A simple salad is all you need as an accompaniment.  
 
 Ingredients: 2 Tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil 
  1 small red onion (Wisconsin-grown cippolini are particularly tasty), thinly sliced 
  1/3 lb. Mississippi Market hot or sweet Italian sausage (Thawed, if frozen) 
  1–2 garlic cloves, sliced or mashed 
  1/2 tsp. fennel seeds 
  1 15-oz. can of Muir Glen Pizza Sauce 
  1/2 tsp. ground oregano (optional) 
  Cooled polenta, mashed 
  1/2 c. grated Parmesan cheese 
  4 oz. grated mozzarella cheese 
  

• Preheat oven to 375°. 

• Heat heavy skillet and then add olive oil. When it begins to shimmer, add onion and cook until it becomes transparent and 
soft. 

• Add sausage and break up with fork as it cooks. When it is thoroughly cooked, add garlic and fennel seed. Then add pizza 
sauce and bring to a boil. Taste, and add oregano if you like. Set aside sauce. 

• Butter or oil an eight-inch glass baking dish. 

• Combine polenta and Parmesan in bowl; mash them together with a fork until you have meal, and scrape this into the 
baking dish. Pat it down gently into a smooth layer. 

• Pour sauce over polenta-cheese mixture; top with grated mozzarella. Bake until cheese is brown and bubbly (about 30 
minutes). 

• Allow casserole to stand for about 10 minutes before serving. 

 
Polenta with Spring Vegetables 
It's March, and California asparagus from the rich delta of the Sacramento River is in stock at Mississippi Market! Here's a lovely way 
to enjoy the season's first asparagus—this dish is exuberantly green, healthy and ready for the table in fewer than 20 minutes.  
 
Ingredients: 6 three-inch cooled polenta squares 
  2 Tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil 
  1 shallot, minced 
  1/4 lb. fresh shiitake mushrooms, thickly sliced (discard stems) 
  1–2 Tbs. soy sauce 
  1/2 lb. fresh asparagus, cut into 2–3-inch pieces 
  1/2 tsp. sea salt  
  Freshly ground pepper 
  2 scallions, thinly sliced 
  2 Tbsp. pine nuts 
  Fresh basil leaves, thinly sliced 
  1/2 tsp. fresh lemon juice 
  



• Heat heavy skillet or stovetop griddle, and when it becomes hot, add olive oil. Watch for oil to begin shimmering, and then 
add polenta. Cook on each side until golden. Remove polenta squares, placing three on each dinner plate. (In this dish, the 
polenta is served at room temperature.) 

• Reheat skillet or heat a wok; when it is hot, add oil and wait for it to shimmer. When it's ready, add minced shallot and 
cook, stirring, until softened. Add mushrooms and stir until you can see that their flesh has absorbed the oil. (You may 
need to add a bit more oil; mushrooms absorb oil as sponges absorb water.) Add soy sauce and allow that to be absorbed 
by mushrooms. 

• Add asparagus and toss. (You may need a bit more oil; if so, drizzle it down sides of pan so it's hot by the time it reaches 
the vegetables.) Depending on how crisp you like your asparagus, cook 2–10 minutes. After 2 minutes, add salt; it will 
brighten the color of the asparagus and add to its flavor. Keep tasting until asparagus is cooked to your pleasure.  

• Add ground pepper, scallions, and pine nuts; stir until nuts just begin to color and you can smell the scallions.  

• Add basil leaves, stir thoroughly, and remove from heat. Add a squeeze of lemon juice. Pour vegetable mix over polenta 
squares, scrape any remaining sauce from pan over vegetables, and serve it forth! 
 


