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Babalucci (Snails)

Although the Italian word for snails is chiocciole, they are 
referred to as babalucci when cooked in a tomato sauce 
(which then becomes a marinara sauce).

There are two kinds of snails: sea snails and land snails. 
The former has a protective, plastic-like cover on the small 
head of the snail, which must be shed prior to dropping them 
into the sauce. This is easily done during the cleaning process. 
As a kid, I thought they looked like perfectly round pieces of 
glass, the exact size of the shell’s entrance. Perhaps they are 
nature’s way to protect the little creature from excessive salt 
water. They’re called the “membrane covering.” 

It’s probably wise to avoid all this and buy the land snails, 
which Grace usually purchased, instead. You might see two 
bushels of snails in an Italian, Portuguese or Asian super-
market. Ask if the land snails are available. Chances are, 
however, the snails have been mixed around by customers 
examining them, so expect to find both kinds of snails in your 
shopping bag.

Fortunately, there is a simple procedure for completely 
cleaning out these membranes, but not before a long, tedious 
cleansing process.

Instructions
Rinse the snails thoroughly with fast-running cold water 

for a few minutes, then let them soak for two or three days. 
Change the water periodically to keep them fresh. This is 
called the “starving period,” during which time the little 
creatures try to escape. Grace placed her snails in a large pot 
with her clothing iron on top of the lid to prevent them from 
getting out.
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In Grace’s Kitchen 

But late one night I remember walking into the kitchen to 
get a glass of milk. I quickly closed the door behind me before 
turning on the light in order to prevent the kitchen light from 
flashing into my mom’s bedroom and waking her up.

Drowsily I searched for the light switch in the dark, and 
when I turned around, I saw the entire wall above the sink 
crawling with something. I screamed in terror, thinking I was 
in some horror movie. 

My thumping heart only stopped when my startled mother 
came in and gasped a sigh of relief. She said, “It’s okay, it’s 
only the babalucci. They’re hungry and they climbed out for 
food. I better put a heavier weight on the pot next time.” My 
mom and I stood on kitchen chairs and, one by one, took the 
snails off the walls. They were back in the pot in no time, 
ready to be cooked the next day. But somehow, no matter 
what my mom put on the pot, they always seemed to escape.

On the third day of soaking, take the snails out of the 
water. Then, return them to the pot with fresh, salted water. 
Add a lot of salt, say about a cup or two. After about three 
hours, return them to unsalted cold water and rinse them 
thoroughly.

They’re now ready for the first stage of cooking. Take 
them out of the water and gently toss them with a lot of salt, 
before placing them into a large pot of rapidly boiling water, 
but only for a minute or two. When you take them out, you 
will see all the waste and glass pieces at the bottom of the pot. 
They have been perfectly cleansed.

Only now can you drop them into the basic tomato sauce 
you have prepared. Cook for only 4 or 5 minutes. Do not 
overcook the snails, or they will become rubbery. You want 
them to be moist and succulent. The garlic-and-parsley ver-
sion of sugo was the popular one.
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Il Secondo

This dish is not eaten with pasta but on its own. Remove 
the snail with a toothpick; it does the job. Grace did not like 
using a pin, as many people did, lest it prick a lip. The snail 
dangles like a little worm, rather unappetizingly. The heap-
ing bowl of snails covered with the delicious sugo is eaten 
this way, and then finished with a spoon, as you would eat 
soup or minestrone – that is, if there’s any sauce left after the 
bread-dunking.

“Ugh,” was the response from most kids, but not my son, 
Tony. In fact, he tells a little story about snails. It wasn’t long 
before most kids loved them, though. They were very much a 
part of colonia cuisine. They are no longer popular, probably 
because of the long and complicated preparation period. But 
if you get a chance to cook them up, do it. You won’t regret 
it. They have a unique and succulent taste, if cooked prop-
erly. You may never have had a tastier meal.
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