
wasn’t a lot of info to go on. “When I dove 
in and started to experiment with recipes, 
I had a lot of failures back then because 
I was so used to using gluten,” he said. 
“I thought, ‘How hard can this be?’ But 
without gluten, it can be pretty tricky. I 
had to learn on my own. There were some 
good authors back in the day, who had some 
good information out there, basically from 
the 1970s and 80s. It was interesting. You 
do your research and see that they were 
using eggs and xanthan gum and bananas 
to hold things together. You just kind of 
learn as you go.” 

After two years at UConn, Dennis 
Pierce, currently the director of UConn 
Dining Services and associate director at 
the time, was looking for someone on staff 
who knew anything about celiac disease 
because two new students with the disease 
were starting on campus. “I said that I had 
been living in a gluten-free house for two 
years and that I knew quite a bit about it,” 

said Landolphi. “We sat down with those two students back 
then and met their needs. At that time, those two students 
were living in a freshmen dorm. We took that one facility and 
said, ‘Let’s go through the menu and look what is naturally 
gluten-free that we are already serving.’ It took a lot of work.”

As part of the process, he began calling manufacturers, 
“leaving messages, having them call back, looking on their 
websites. We went through and identified everything that was 
naturally gluten-free, even dairy-free, as well. Then we said, 
‘Now let’s look at what are some different ingredients that 
we can change to create more items that are gluten-, dairy-
and wheat-free.”

After this initial work at the one dining center, Landolphi 
spoke with Pierce about expanding to other dining areas on 
campus. “I sat down with Dennis and said, ‘I really think 
this is going to be something that is going to explode in the 
future,’” he said. “‘This is just the early stages. I think we are 
going to see more diagnoses among the students. I think we 
should start looking at our menus and try to create as many 
gluten-free items as we can.’ He thought about it and said 
to go for it. It was a good thing we did. We started with two 
students and we had a few more the next year. Right now, we 
have well over 200 that we know of. It really has taken off.” 

All of the residential dining facilities on campus have 
menus with gluten-free diets in mind. “This way, when we 
menu, no matter where they go, they will have a choice,” 
said Landolphi. “It started out back then as choices on the 
line, which led to today where we have ‘gluten-free galleys’ 
in every facility. Besides food on the main line — all of our 
cold cuts are gluten-free, all of our salads are gluten-free, 
etc. — we have refrigerators and freezers that are packed with 
gluten-free products. A separate counter, a separate toaster, 

Chef Robert Landolphi, manager of 
Culinary Development at the Uni-
versity of Connecticut (UConn) in 

Storrs, literary wrote the book on gluten-
free cooking — three of them, actually. 

After graduating from Johnson & Wales 
University in Providence, R.I., Landolphi 
opened the Sugar Shack, a bakery café on 
the outskirts of the UConn campus. “When 
I purchased the bakery, I wanted it to be our 
family business, more or less,” he said. “I 
figured that would be my place for the rest 
of my life. My wife, who was at grad school 
at UConn, and working at the bakery from 
the period of 1996-2000, became very ill, 
and we couldn’t figure out why.”

It turned out that she has celiac disease, 
an autoimmune disorder that can occur in 
genetically predisposed people, in which 
the ingestion of gluten (a protein found in 
wheat, rye and barley) leads to damage in 
the small intestine, according to the Celiac 
Disease Foundation. “Here I was; I owned 
this bakery, and it was one of those things where I had to make 
a big decision,” said Landolphi. “It really wasn’t going to be a 
family business anymore because she couldn’t take part in it. 
I made the decision to put it up for sale. At that time, I took 
an assistant manager position with UConn Dining Services.” 

While initially working at 
UConn, where he has been for 
14 years, he began research-
ing the gluten-free diet his 
wife was now starting. “Be-
ing that there were no drugs 
that she could take, it was 
just adherence to the diet. I 
wanted to figure out the whole 
gluten-free thing,” he said. “I 
dove in and started doing it 
on my own at home cooking 
for my wife.”

At the time Landolphi 
started researching, there 
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breads, bagels, muffins, cookies, wraps, tortillas, you name 
it. Students can go in there, grab any of that stuff and get 
gluten-free items from the main line.” 

From the residential dining facilities, the program moved 
to the campus restaurants. “We went through our restaurant 
menu and basically located all of the items that were naturally 
gluten-free and then decided to bring in gluten-free bread and 
pasta,” he said. “We set up a separate area in the back part of 
that restaurant kitchen to do gluten-free. We did a menu and 
that has been a huge hit. It was one of the smartest things 
we ever did.”

From there, Dining Services went to retail. “We started 
doing our Union Street Market,” he said. “We had a burrito 
concept, so we brought in gluten-free tortillas. We had a pizza 
concept, so we did gluten-free pizzas there. We put separate 
little stations in where we could build the pizzas, or build the 
burritos and things like that.” 

Now, any new dining option on campus has considerations 
for those with gluten intolerances and other special dietary 
needs. “We just opened a new place a few weeks ago called 
‘One Plate, Two Plate,’ said Landolphi. “The whole menu 
is basically everything you can get dairy-free, gluten-free, 
vegetarian. It is a nice menu because it meets the needs of a 
lot of different students with dietary issues.”

Cookbook Author
As Landolphi grew his repertoire of gluten-free recipes, 

he was asked to do cooking demos at Whole Foods. “I was 
there doing a cooking demo for a group of newly diagnosed 
people with celiac disease and gluten sensitivities,” he said. 
“Afterwards, a woman came up to me and asked if I ever 
considered doing a cookbook, because I had copies of my 

recipes out. I had never really thought about it before and 
didn’t even know if I had enough recipes.” 

After continuing to do these demos, he decided to contact 
a literary agent with the idea of writing a cookbook. “I con-
tacted one and she loved the idea, found me a publisher, and 
everything rolled from there.” 

The first book, “Gluten Free Every Day,” was published 
in 2009, and featured both baking and other types of foods, 
like appetizers, entrées, salads and other dishes. 

For his second book, 2011’s “Quick-Fix Gluten Free,” 
Landolphi queried fans about their biggest gluten-free chal-
lenges and created recipes in response to the dishes.

His latest book, “Cooking Light Gluten-Free Baking,” fea-
tures healthier recipes. “A lot of gluten-free products tend 
to have a lot of sugar and fat in them, because they want to 
mask the flavor of the flour,” he said. “If you blend the flours 
properly, you can create great gluten-free products with using 
a lot less sugar and a lot less fat.” 

His experiences have earned him the title of “The Gluten-
Free Chef,” and he has appeared on local television and radio 
and The CBS Early Show. 

He plans to keep working on creating recipes for those 
with special dietary needs, both in his cookbooks and on 
campus. “We can’t stop now,” said Landolphi. “There is just 
so much, and we see such a huge increase, not just with 
wheat and gluten-free, but with dairy-free, soy-free, fish and 
seafood. We did a printout of all of the different dietary needs 
and allergens our students have and there are well over 1,500 
ingredients. Ten percent was the top eight allergens, but then 
when you add all of these other things on, if you look at our 
overall meal plan, about 13 percent of those on the meal plan 
have dietary issues. That is a big number.”

—OCH
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Gluten-Free Falafel Pockets
INGREDIENTS: 
3 pounds drained chickpeas
1 ¼ pounds finely diced red onion
1 cup finely chopped parsley leaves
1 cup finely chopped cilantro 
10 cloves chopped garlic
1 teaspoon crushed red pepper

2 teaspoons ground cumin
2 teaspoons McCormick Grill 

Mates seafood seasoning
5 slices gluten-free bread
10 ounces white rice flour
3 tablespoons baking powder
Oil, for frying

PREPARATION:
In a food processor, blend together 

chickpeas, red onion, parsley, cilantro, gar-
lic, crushed red pepper, cumin, Grill Mates 
seasoning and gluten-free bread. Sprinkle 
in white rice flour and baking powder, pro-
cessing until blended.

Form 1-ounce patties and place on sheet 
pan lined with parchment paper. Refriger-
ate for at least one-hour, and then fry in 
batches in a 375-degree Fahrenheit fryolator 
until golden brown. (It is important that you 
use a fryolator designated for gluten-free 
products to avoid cross contact.) Use im-
mediately to build falafel pockets.

To assemble falafel pocket:
1 gluten-free tortilla
1 ounce shredded lettuce, divided

2 teaspoons banana peppers
4 each cooked falafel
2 ounces tzatziki sauce  

(recipe below)
2 ounces tomatoes

Heat gluten-free tortilla in oven or mi-
crowave until warmed through and pliable. 
Lay flat on parchment paper and sprinkle 
bottom with banana peppers and lettuce. 
Place four falafel on top of lettuce, followed 
by tzatziki sauce, more lettuce and diced 
tomatoes. Fold into half-moon and serve.

TZATZIKI SAUCE
2 pounds cucumbers
16 ounces plain yogurt
1 teaspoon minced garlic
1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper
2 teaspoon finely chopped dill

Line strainer with two layers of cheese 
cloth and pour yogurt inside of cloth. Set 
strainer in a bowl, cover and place in re-
frigerator to drain overnight. Place strained 
yogurt in mixing bowl.

Peel cucumber, cut in half and remove 
seeds. Dice cucumbers and add to yogurt 
with garlic, salt, black pepper and dill. Mix 
well and refrigerate until needed.

YIELD: 24 servings


