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Last month, reporter Charles Passy of the Wall Street Journal asked
me a question for which I had no answer. Where did Rhode Island-
style calamari start? Why, he asked, would anyone have the idea to
deep-fry squid and then saute it in garlic butter and pair it with hot
peppers?

As I scanned my empty brain, he filled in the dead air, explaining he
is the New York City restaurant writer for the WSJ. He comes to
Rhode Island every summer to vacation, staying on Block Island.

This year, he traveled around the state trying my suggestions of where to satisfy your calamari cravings. When he
asked restaurant owners and chefs that same question, they didn’t know. Three of them told him to ask me.

He knew, of course, how much squid came into Point Judith -- he watched the Democratic National Convention
and saw Iggy’s Boardwalk chef with a plate of it and heard Joseph McNamara sing its praises.

As for the beginning, I don’t know, and I told him that. While we chatted I searched The Journal archives and
could find no moment that said calamari is here.

I began to speculate that this was a peasant dish cooked at home. Chefs brought it to their restaurant kitchens and
made it so much more with their techniques. But really, I had nothing.

Passy loved all the calamari, by the way, especially the brown-sauce-covered calamari at Marchetti’s in Cranston.

As soon as we hung up I began emailing and calling folks I thought might have the answer. They included George
Kilborn, the general manager at Camille’s on Federal Hill. He said that when he joined the restaurant as a server
15 years ago, he was told to respect the calamari because it was Camille’s that introduced it to Rhode Island. But
he had no proof or dates.

Normand LeClair, proprietor of the wildly popular and elegant Red
Rooster in North Kingstown, didn’t know either. But he too, started
researching and found a blog from a Narragansett seafood company.
It said that the New York Times wrote about squid in the mid-
1970s using its Italian name, calamari. The story said it was showing
up in some of the city’s most elegant restaurants. But that it was the
’80s before it really became popular at a wide variety of restaurants
in big cities.

That made sense, we agreed.

I tried one more person, the man who started and ran Jimmy
Burchfield’s Classic Restaurant in North Providence from 1974 to
1994. Burchfield was more than willing to take credit for R.I. style
calamari. He said his mother, Anna Antignano, and his mother-in-
law, Angelina DeMunzio, used to clean the squid and make it for his
restaurant. They brought the recipe from home. They’d clean the
whole squid, a bad job, he said. Then cut it into rings, batter it up in
flour, fry it with hot cherry peppers and finish it with garlic and
sherry wine sauce.

But he also said he brought it to the restaurant because of the
popularity of the Feast of the Seven Fishes, a Christmas Eve dining
event for Italian-Americans.

After talking to all these folks I was no closer to a real answer but I
imagine the reality comes from a little bit of all three. It seems
certain it started in big cities, such as New York. But it reflected
home-cooking traditions like the Feast of the Seven Fishes. But
maybe it really took hold in Rhode Island because of Point Judith
and all the good fishermen of Narragansett.

Passy’s story will appear in an upcoming Saturday edition of the
WSJ as a travel story.
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Marchetti’s Restaurant was a winner with Wall Street Journal restaurant writer Charles Passy for their Calamari alla Mamma on the
menu in Cranston. [The Providence Journal, Yle/ Steve Szydlowski]
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