
 

 

 

Mangia! 

Tradition's the theme at one ravioli party for family and friends 
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There is something about gathering together on a cold winter's night. What better way to 

gather friends and loved ones than around a dinner table talking and drinking for hours 

while eating delicious homemade ravioli? 

Made right, the dough is light and thin, not thick and chewy. It is filled with spinach, 

sausage and cheese, covered in a rich marinara sauce that marinated for hours, even days, 

with meatballs that add juicy flavors and make one's heart want to sing. 

It is a tradition in my family that started with my great-grandmother, Aurelia Fugazzi 

DeMarco. As a child, my grandmother, Veronica DeMarco Kreusch, would sleep on the floor 

for two days, while the ravioli, in their esteemed place of honor, dried on the family beds 

covered in white sheets. Now, my family, 20 or more, gather around a large table at my 

parents' house in Glen Ellyn once a year to eat homemade ravioli on Christmas Day. It's 

something my gracious domestic goddess of a mother, Lori Reiss, has been doing for 

decades, just like my grandmother did before her. 



For years I wanted no part in making it. I've always loved eating ravioli, but making it 

seemed like too much work, and I felt a little too feminist to be stuck in the kitchen. I moved 

out of state, but eventually moved back. 

After a dozen or so friends schlepped my king-size bed and a large number of boxes into a 

Chicago apartment, I wanted to repay them. So I started a "thank-you" ravioli dinner that 

has become an annual tradition. 

It has been the perfect way to learn my family's custom and a great way to thank all the 

amazing people in my life. 

What better time of year to do it than January or February, when most people are 

hibernating? This is comfort food at its best. The warm, rich flavors of hearty ravioli settling 

into your stomach, coupled with friendship and usually a few impromptu musical 

performances from my talented and clever friends. My first dinner was for 20. Last year it 

was 35. 

Most shudder at the thought of making homemade ravioli. Fear not the ravioli! It may look 

complicated and intimidating, but in reality it is fairly simple to make. All you need is time 

and patience. 

To prove it, a group of friends, both novices and experienced cooks, gathered at my parents' 

house to learn how to make ravioli from the master-maker, my mother. Handcrafting ravioli 

does take time, but this recipe has been perfected over 100 years, so one could go from 

scratch to finish in one day. 

Sharing the enjoyment of making the food is a bonding experience that makes the food taste 

even better. Everyone feels a sense of pride when gathering around the dinner table. 

Here's the recipe, with tips based on my friends and family's comments and questions. It's 

best shared with people you care about. 

Dawn Reiss is a Chicago-based journalist and teaches magazine reporting at DePaul 

University. 

 

The family ravioli 

Prep: 5 1/2 hours 

Cook: 7 1/2 hours 

Makes: 20 servings 

This party recipe has been made by the DeMarco-Kreusch-Reiss family for generations, 

according to writer Dawn Reiss. "Legend has it that when my great-grandmother moved to 

German-centric Wilmette in 1919 she couldn't find ricotta cheese, so the recipe was switched 

(gasp) to include cottage cheese instead. No one has ever noticed or complained, but you 

can always substitute with ricotta." The ravioli are layered in the pans, much like a lasagna. 

The sauce, meatballs and ravioli can all be made ahead and refrigerated or frozen. The 

family uses Bob Evans Original Recipe brand sausage. 
 



Marinara and meatballs: 

1 egg 

1 1/2 tablespoons milk 

1 slice bread 

2 pounds lean ground beef 

2 onions, chopped 

1 teaspoon salt 

Freshly ground pepper, olive oil 

2 cloves garlic, minced 

4 cans (15 ounces each) tomato sauce 

2 cans (6 ounces each) tomato paste 

1 tablespoon each: minced dried onion flakes, dried basil 

2 teaspoons each: celery seed, dried oregano 

1 teaspoon sugar 

Ravioli: 

2 pounds breakfast pork sausage 

2 packages frozen chopped spinach, thawed 

9 eggs, beaten 

3 cloves garlic, minced 

3 ribs celery, finely chopped 

1 pound low-fat cottage cheese or ricotta 

1 cup grated Pecorino Romano cheese, plus more for topping 

1/2 cup fine cracker crumbs or fresh bread crumbs 

1 teaspoon nutmeg 

1/2 teaspoon freshly ground pepper 

12 cups flour, plus more for rolling 

4 cups water 

1. Mix egg and milk in a large bowl. Add bread; let soak briefly. Mix together with hands. 

Add meat, 1/2 of the chopped onion, 1/2 teaspoon of the salt and pepper to taste. Lightly 

blend mixture with your hands. Form into 2-inch meatballs; roll on a floured board to coat 



with flour. Heat 1/4-inch of olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Cook meatballs in 

batches until brown on all sides, 10 minutes per batch. Remove meatballs to a platter; cover. 

Refrigerate. Pour off all but 1 tablespoon of grease from the skillet. 

2. Add remaining onion and the garlic to the skillet; cook, stirring, until softened, 3 minutes. 

Add tomato sauce. Fill two of the tomato sauce cans with water; add water to skillet. Stir in 

tomato paste, dried onion, basil, celery seed, oregano and sugar. Stir in remaining 1/2 

teaspoon of the salt and pepper to taste. Transfer sauce to a slow cooker; add meatballs. 

Cook on low 6-8 hours (or cover and simmer on the stove 2 hours, adding more water if 

needed). 

3. For ravioli filling, cook sausage in a skillet, breaking up into small pieces, until cooked 

through; pour off grease. Drain spinach, squeezing out as much liquid as possible; add to 

skillet. Mix eggs, garlic, celery, cottage cheese, Romano cheese, cracker crumbs, nutmeg and 

pepper together in a bowl; stir in the sausage and spinach. Cover; refrigerate until ready to 

use or up to 4 days. 

4. For ravioli dough, place 2 cups of the flour and 2/3 cup of the water in a bowl. Beat with a 

mixer with a dough hook until dough is a smooth ball (or knead by hand until blended into a 

smooth ball). Roll out the dough on a lightly floured surface to a 1/8-inch thick rectangle, 

about 16-by-6 inches, flipping dough often and adding more flour if needed. 

5. Place heaping teaspoonfuls of filling on the dough in a straight line 1/2-inch from one 

edge of the dough, leaving about 3/4-inch space between each mound. Gently lift the far 

edge of the dough over, like you're folding a blanket, to cover the mounds of filling. Press 

down around each mound to meld the two layers of dough together. Place a ravioli cutter or 

juice glass over each mound. Gently twist and press to cut the dough. Pinch the edges of the 

ravioli together with your thumb and index finger to seal. Repeat making batches of dough 

and filling the ravioli until you have enough to fill two 13-by-9-inch baking pans. (You will 

need about 8 batches of dough.) Place ravioli on a lightly floured cookie sheets. (To freeze, 

place the cookie sheets of ravioli in your freezer until hard, about 2 hours. Place in freezer 

bags; freeze until ready to cook.) 

6. Heat a large pot of salted water to a boil. Heat oven to 350 degrees. Spread some 

marinara sauce on the bottom of the two baking pans. Add the ravioli in batches to the 

boiling water; heat the water back to a boil. Immediately remove the ravioli with a slotted 

spoon from the water; place one layer in the baking pans. Top with some of the sauce to 

cover. Make two more layers of ravioli and sauce, ending with sauce. Sprinkle the top with 

additional Romano cheese. Cover with foil; bake 1 hour. Gently reheat meatballs in covered 

skillet, 10 minutes. Spoon out ravioli; serve with meatballs. 

Nutrition information 

Per serving: 579 calories, 27% of calories from fat, 17 g fat, 7 g saturated fat, 162 mg 

cholesterol, 73 g carbohydrates, 32 g protein, 1,251 mg sodium, 5 g fiber 

 



 


