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Once all the grapes have been pressed and the 
olive oil has been bottled, winter weekends in Ca-
labria are reserved for making sausage, especially 

the oblong, pressed, cured and encased ground pork the 
region is known for—soppressata. The process is a family 
affair, beginning with many calabresi raising a pig to supply 
pork throughout the year. 

Meanwhile, 5,000 miles away, a similar scene unfolds in 
the kitchen of Matt Scicchitano, a third-generation Cal-
abrian-American. Scicchitano’s family has lived in the An-

thracite Coal Region of Pennsylvania since arriving from the 
tiny Calabrian village of Isca sull’Ionio (“Isca on the Ionian 

Sea”) in the early 1900s, but the tradition of making soppres-
sata continues to link him to his ancestral land. 

In fact, Scicchitano and many of his fellow  
Calabrian-American paesani proudly continue the  
centuries-old sausage-making tradition but call  
their finished products “soupies.” Although most  
soupie-makers buy their meat at the butcher, the  
process of making soppressata and the resulting  
taste are surprisingly similar on both sides of  
the Atlantic.

Years ago, soppressata was Calabria’s little secret, 
but over the years word has gotten out in a big way. 
Now pizzerias and delicatessens across America have 
discovered the joys of soppressata. Earlier this year, Coal Region 
native and filmmaker Matt Spade released “Strange Meat: The 
Soupie,” a documentary that explores the area’s fascination with 
the product and its tradition. 

And, so, through a meticulous meaty ritual, a connection 
between two lands carries on—across an ocean, time, and 
tastebuds—and it shows no signs of stopping.

Soppressata
Soupies&

You Do Want to See How This Sausage is Made

By Michelle Fabio
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tradition passed 
on to another 
generation
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Soppressata: Calabria D.O.P.
Soppressata (from the Italian “pressare,” meaning 

pressed) is cured and flattened ground-pork salami that is 
made in several southern Italian regions. Further north, 
Tuscany and Liguria also make soppressata, but it is un-
cured. In Italy, the Calabrian version is invariably referred 
to as “suppressata” because, in that regional language, the 
“o” becomes a “u.” In turn, the “oo” sound in suppressata 
explains where the name “soupies” came from.

The Calabrian version of soppressata is particularly 
notable as it has received D.O.P. (“protected designation 
of origin”) status, guaranteeing that if a soppressata is 
stamped D.O.P., the entire production process was geo-
graphically limited to Calabria. 

Calabria’s soppressata can be found in Italian specialty 
shops like DiBruno Brothers in Philadelphia’s Italian Mar-
ket, and you can get it as a topping in New York City pizze-
rias such as Roberta’s and Motorino (you may only see it 
in the unpressed form, though, so that it more resembles 
the Italian-American invention, pepperoni).

In short, soppressata is slowly taking over the world. 
But what about those soupies?

The Journey from Soppressata to Soupies
The Coal Region in Pennsylvania is a classic American 

melting pot of many ethnicities thanks to a major wave of 
immigration at the turn of the 20th century. The Calabrians 
arrived around that time to join Polish, Russian, Lithuanian 
and Irish immigrants in the booming coal industry. They 
brought their rustic cuisine, including soppressata, with them.

The simple recipe was passed down through genera-
tions, and that is why today, plenty of calabrese descendants—
as well as non-Italians who simply love soupies—still cure 
pork in their basements, or in the case of Scicchitano, in a 
special room he built into his house just for that purpose.

Scicchitano picked up the tradition of making soupies 
after he became a father and he became more interested 
in both his family’s history and Italian food.

“When our first son was born,” Scicchitano says, “we 
made the decision that we would have home-cooked meals 
every night as we did not want to start our son off eating 
meals from a bag or box. He would grow up knowing what 
real food is and where it comes from.”

As he asked more questions of his relatives, he re-
alized food, and soupies in particular, were a common 
thread—one he wanted to pick up and run with.

“There just seemed something so pure about making 
soupies,” Scicchitano says.

Even among non-Italians, soupies have a kind of cult fol-
lowing the Coal Region. Local competitions such as the “Soup-
ie Bowl” draw impressive crowds, and groups of friends gather 
together annually to make them. Spade’s “Strange Meats” 
documentary follows one such bunch of guys, and many of 
them have no Calabrian or Italian heritage whatsoever.

Spade isn’t Italian either, but his father was a butcher. 
He doesn’t remember a time when he didn’t know what a 
soupie was, but it wasn’t until one of his friends suggested 
a documentary on soupies that he pursued the idea.

“I had all the resources available,” says Spade, “in-
cluding a friend who invited me to shoot his crew making 
soupies, so it just made sense.”

As Spade’s documentary proves, whoever said you 
don’t want to know how sausage is made certainly wasn’t 
talking about Calabria’s prized soppressata. The process is 
truly an experience to behold. Antonio Fiorenza and Paolo Fabio posing with the butchered pig in Badolato, Italy
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Matt Scicchitano and his son Sal making soupies in Locust Gap, Pa.
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Making Soppressata and Soupies
A good quality soppressata starts with the meat, which 

is always pork, though the cut may vary. In Calabria, many 
prefer the hind leg or thigh, which is used to make prosciut-
to further north. Among Calabrian descendants in America, 
the meat is often bought already ground though some stick-
lers for tradition prefer to grind the meat themselves. 

Next come the spices. Amounts differ by personal prefer-
ence, but the main ingredients are hot red pepper, sweet red 
pepper or paprika, and salt. Some add black pepper, pepper-
corns, or even fennel, though none of these are the classic 
version in either the Isca sull’Ionio or Coal Region areas.

Once the meat is mixed, it’s ready for the casings. In Ca-
labria, these are the intestines of the same pig that supplied 
the meat, whereas in the Coal Region, they’re pre-bought. 
Either way, they are thoroughly cleaned and then left to soak 
in water with lemon or vinegar. Large intestines are used for 
soppressata while small intestines are used for salsiccia, or 
simply sausage, which is round and not flattened.

Next comes the hardest job aside from butchering the 
pig: tying the strings to close each soppressata. If you’ve 
never done this, it may be hard to imagine the damage the 
strings can do on your fingers, but it’s why many people 
(on both sides of the ocean) wrap heavy tape around 
where the strings hit with each tight tug.

The sausage links are then hung to dry. In Calabria, 
some people, like 71-year-old Vincenzina Caporale in 
Badolato, a village just down the road from Isca, hang 
the salumi (umbrella term for encased meat) in a room 
with an ongoing fire for a slight smoky flavor. The most 

important characteristic is that the temperature remains 
approximately 40 degrees Fahrenheit.

After a few days of hanging, the soppressata is ready for 
pressing, which is done between large pieces of wood weight-
ed down by cinder blocks or bricks. Three or four days after 
that, the soppressata is re-hung until it is dried out, which 
takes at least a couple months, though some let them hang 
much longer than that. If white mold starts to grow on the 
soppressata during the curing process, there’s an easy fix.

“Soak a rag in red wine vinegar and just wipe them 
off,” explains Caporale. 
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Soupie coming out of oil.

Vincenzina Caporale mixing 
the meat in Badolato, Italy
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Wrapping Up Soppressata 
Season

Once the meat has been cured, 
the soppressata are taken down and 
preserved to be enjoyed until it’s time 
to do it all again. The most common 
method of storing them is in vats of 
olive oil, though vacuum-sealing the
meat, both sliced and unsliced, is 
becoming popular as well.

So now you know how this sau-
sage is made. Whether you nibble on 
soppressata in Calabria, the Coal Re-
gion of Pennsylvania, or a New York 
City pizzeria, you can also chew on 
the fact that you’ve become part of a 
tradition that has survived devastating 
economic times, hundreds of years, 
and several ship voyages back and 
forth across the Atlantic.

Can’t you just taste its rich history 
mixed in with that hot pepper?

Michelle Fabio lives and writes from her 
ancestors’ medieval hilltop village in 
Calabria. You can find her at Bleeding 
Espresso (http://bleedingespresso.com) and 
Baby Espresso (http://babyespresso.com). 

Cross-cultural cutting board: Coal Region soupies, Soppressata 
from Calabria at DiBrunos in Philadelphia, and Cacciatorini
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