History of Cioppino
Cioppino originated in the North Beach area of San Francisco with a group of Italians who immigrated from the Genoa area of Northern Italy. The fish stew depended upon the catch of the day from the San Francisco Bay just as they did in the old country back in Genoa. This fisherman's stew most likely originated on the boats because the fishing boats didn't have refrigeration in those days , so they were limited to some canned foods, (like tomatoes),vegetables, bread, wine and the catch of the day to make their dinner.
The only thing definite about the origins of cioppino is that no one knows for sure when it originated or how the name was derived.  Cioppino wasn't well known outside of California until after World War II but there are references to the recipe as early as the late 1800’s. The name comes either from ciuppin, a word in the port city of Genoa meaning "to chop" which described the process of making the stew by chopping up various leftovers of the days catch, but it could also be simply a corruption of the Genoise word suppin, meaning “little soup.” Some also believe that the name comes from when the local cooks made rounds to the boats that came in for the day asking for any seafood to "chip in " to the pot, add an Italian twist and the name, Ciopinno (chip-EEN-o) is born.
The recipes are similar to the French bouillabaisse and Italian cacciusso. This spicy dish has evolved into something that varies from restaurant to restaurant, chef to chef, but basically blends Dungeness crab, clams, prawns, tomatoes, garlic, a base sauce, and a splash of red wine. The bouillabaisse recipes often add bits of fish to the stew, but most North Beach Italians would shudder at adding fish to their Cioppino “gravy” as they call the sauce in authentic cioppino recipes.
Frank’s “Gravy”
The recipe created for the Los Altos Rotary Club has been used in Los Altos for more than 60 years. The cooks originally were Frank Pregliasco, Lou Fontana, Al Fraguglia, and Bob Borghello, who owned the Los Altos Garbage Company (now Recology,Inc) which was founded by Lou Sarto in 1923. These four men came from the Sunset Scavenger Company in San Francisco in the 1930’s to expand and grow the Los Altos Garbage Company as the City of Los Altos grew. They started cooking cioppino around 1940 for the cities they served. Making the “A” list to attend a cioppino feed was a highlight for those lucky enough to be invited.
These are the same men who cooked for the Saint Nicholas Crab Feed, the Italian American Association events, and the Los Altos Rotary Club. The recipe is still used today at these events, however, the recipe used by Joe Renati and Dave Luedtke of the Los Altos Rotary Club, is the only one that still uses the original recipe from Frank Pregliasco. Joe Renati used to arrange Cioppino Feeds for the Rotary Club back in the 1970’s and 1980’s that were held at the Adobe Creek Lodge property at the Tally Ho Club. It was the highlight of the Rotary Club, with live music and dancing - a real night club atmosphere. They even had a hat check girl. These four men cooked the best cioppino possible for the Rotarians, and all the while Joe watched and helped and slowly learned the recipe. Dave Luedtke started helping in 1994, but Frank and Lou guarded their recipe by not revealing some of the most important ingredients.
Joe and Dave were finally able to extract this closely guarded recipe from Frank in 1997 when they cooked for the Rotary Club Cioppino Feed. Frank revealed the secret ingredients that made up the “guacamole” that contains the leeks, garlic, and parsley seasonings. He also explained that the sweetener comes from a liter of Korbel Brandy added while simmering the onions. The brandy cooks off as the gravy thickens leaving just the natural sweeteners. Frank died in 2001 leaving behind this amazing recipe and tons of good memories.
Joe Renati and Dave Luedtke have cooked the recipe dozens of times now and vow to remain faithful to the original recipe. Fans of Frank’s gravy know that the only place they can get this authentic version of cioppino is at the Los Altos Rotary Club’s annual Cioppino Feed.
