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Northern California maestro pasticcere

Gary Rulhi has mastered the art of panettone,

Sweet Tooth

and shares it with Ambassador for the holidays

Text avid frhotas iy Matt Villano

Mever in history had Iralv's Accademia Maestn
Pasticcer, the Academy of Master Pastry Chefs,
invited a US-born pastry chel 1o join its ranks—
until the group's head honchos asked Gary Rulli 1o
come aboard,

Rulli, a pastry chet based in Northern Califor-
nia's San Francisco Bay Area, certainly is worthy ol
the honor. For the better part of the last two
decades, Rulli has baked cookies and pastries that
pav homage w sweets from Northern Tiabh—ireats
such as furnforie, torte defla nonna, and baba nom, 10
name a few, His specialty, however, is taditonal
Milanese panettone, complete with candied citron
and orange peels from Agrimontana (a famous
candied fruit producer in Laly).

Every 1,200-gram bawch of Rulli's panetone
vields 50 loaves. In any given holiday season, Rulli
will bake 6,(HH) pounds of panetione between
November § and January 1. To pur that into
perspective, that's enough fruitcakes for every family
in a small ciiy.

"People in the LS. know panettone as these
factory-made [ruitcakes thar last forever and are
therefore perfect 1o give as gifis,” he says. “The muth
is that when made fresh, panctione reqguire guite a
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mid can be incredibly delicious.”

Amthassadm

Humble beginnings

In his rise w international pasury stardom, Rulli
never has straved oo B from home, Born in San Fon
cisco, Calitormia, and mised i nearby Terra Linda, a
the age of 19 he embaked on a wip w laly tha
sparked his interest in Old World baking maditons.
Rulli apprenticed under master pasiry chefs in Milan
aned Torno (known as feasfisties) 1o learn the tme-
honored vaditions of Northern lalian pastryv-making,

Rulli returned from Daly to his home base in
Marin and rented space in a large San Francisco
pie factory for a wholesale business baking cakes
1 1UEE,

and his signature panetione. Eventually, ir

he and his wife, Jeannie, were able o open his
downtown Larkspur fusticeeria in the shadow of
Mount Tamalpais. In the 1990s, the Rullis
expanded their pastry shop into two neighboring
storefronts. Most recently, the Rullis reintroduced
themselves as Emporio Rulli, Inc., a mini-empire
that today comprises a Caffetenia, Pasucceria,
lorrefarione, Enoteca and Emporio.

Ower the last decade, Rulli also has become a
prominent figure in several communities. Locally, he
is a member of the Larkspur Chamber of
Commerce and a member of the Larkspur Commu-

nitv Association, On a broader scale, Bulli also s a



member of the Amici Dell Tralia Foundation, as well

as the Navonal Iralan Amencan Foundation.

Transplanted tradition

Despite his American heritage, Rulli's crafi is 100
percent [talian. Case in point: the *mother” veast for
his panettone, The starter itsell dates back more
than a century; Rulli got it from his mentor, Achelle
Brena, who got it from another maestro pasticcere in
['Ecco 50 years hefore that. When Rulli completed
his apprenticeship in Milan, he brought the starte
back 1o the LLS. He's used it ever since: his starter
veast 15 a decade older than his eldest son

This natural yeast makes all the difference;
unlike commercial yeast that most LS -based panet
tone bakers use, the natural veast is unpredictable,
dynamic. The yeast itself 1s very delicate; it must
remain at a certain Ph level o retain s sweetness.
As such, the rules of making dough are very strin-
gent: Bulli must maintain a 2:1 ratio of Qour 1o
butter as he goes along, This means avoiding any
excess butter or grease, and eschewing adding flow
io the batter as chels shape the loaves
“It’'s like playing with Mother Nature: you have
to be immaculate with it or it doesn't come out
rigght,” he said,

Brena, who was recently visiting from Laly,
agreed: “In certain cities, if there's so much as wo
much chlorine in the water, the entire process can
be thrown oft,” he said in [alian,

Once they get the ratios just right, Rulli and a
stalf of fouwr assistants add o the dough a number of
important imported ingredients: candied citron and
orange peel as well as Aroma Panettone, or Italian
citrus flavoring, They also 1oss in some of the [inest
local ingredients they can find: partcularly Califor-
nia golden raisins,

Lacated in an historic downtown neighborhood,

Emnuiuw::m cafi featur-
g meny of Italian-Styiepastries, cakes,

coMeesssandwiches, soups and wines.

Gary Rulli and his mentor from Italy, Achelle Brena, pose with Rulli’s original
yeast from Italy, Brena gave Rulli the starter more than 20 years ago,

Debunking myths
Rulli’s

panettone come in four varieties: the raditional

I'he result, of course, is delectable.,

Milanese version with raisins, candied citron and
candied orange peel; Panettone Paradiso, with
walnuts, Valhrona chocolate, and almond pasie;
the "Veneziana,” with candied orange peel,
almona paste and imported halian sugar crystals
on top; and the “Genovese,” which is like the

Milanese, only heavier




During an ordinary month, Ralli usually makes
onlv one batch of panettone, which yields maybe 50
loaves. Toward the holidav season, however, the
panettone business takes up 60 o 70 percent of his
ume, and he makes a batch just about every day,
tending to the starter yeast every four hours

‘One of the reasons there aren’'t many [FaAsLTY
chefs here in the 1.5, who make pancttone this way
is because it's so involved,” he savs, noting thar
during the holiday season, the mother veast must he
refreshed everv four hours. “You reallv have to
dedicate vourselt if vou want to do it right.”

['his vear, of course, will e k| ||| Iv different.
In November, Rulli will go 1o Naples to be
inducted nto the Accademia Maesin Pasticeer
and judge the organizanon’s annual pastry
contest. [t will be the first time a U.S.-born pastry
chet will be judging lalian |'-:.3---'- And for Rulli
it undoubtedly will be the realization of ;

Fulli at work in his kitchen,




