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Introduction



Vegetables are a key element of Italian cuisine, particularly in the south of the country, yet in most Italian cookery books they play second fiddle to meat and fish dishes. That is why I really wanted to write this book – to celebrate vegetables and make them the star attraction rather than simply the supporting cast. But, just to be clear, although none of the recipes contain meat or fish this is not a ‘vegetarian cookbook’ as such. The recipes are for everyone, and I guarantee your family and friends will love them. If you are a strict vegetarian, you’ll be able to make all the recipes in this book provided you use rennet-free equivalents of the cheeses.


The dishes I have chosen are full of flavour, easy to prepare, good for you and extremely satisfying. I have been making a lot of them regularly for many years, but some are new creations. They are not only impressive, but also extremely economical.


There is so much goodness in so many vegetables that they really can help our bodies to work better and stay healthier. They provide essential vitamins, minerals and fibre – all of which are needed for optimum health and well-being. Some are rich in iron, others in omega 3 and omega 6 or calcium. Many vegetables also contain carotenoids, which are believed to reduce the risk of developing certain diseases, including cancer.


With so many unexplained diseases around, I sometimes wonder whether many modern ailments might be attributable in part to the way we eat today – especially where processed foods are concerned. Although their packaging often claims they are fresh and healthy, they frequently contain chemicals that have been added to give them a longer shelf life. If you cook with fresh produce, you are more able to control what you consume – so let’s go back to basics and enjoy what nature wanted us to eat!


For the best results in your cooking, I urge you to grow your own vegetables and herbs if at all possible. Even if you live in a tiny flat you can still grow a pot of basil, sage or rosemary on your windowsill, and if you have a small outdoor area – such as a balcony or patio – you can grow many vegetables in pots. It is honestly so worth it. In fact, I actually got the idea of writing this book because I started to grow my own. I had always grown herbs in London, but when I bought my house in Sardinia I built some very simple raised beds out of timber and this year have grown and harvested courgettes, peppers, aubergines, herbs, salad leaves and tomatoes as well as a range of fruits. No chemical fertilisers or pesticides – just sun and water, the way it’s supposed to be, and I can honestly say I’ve never tasted fruit and vegetables quite like them. As well as having so much more flavour and being that much more nutritious, home-grown vegetables have given me enormous pleasure and satisfaction.


I am a great lover of meat and fish, but vegetables definitely deserve a book in their own right. If I haven’t convinced you yet, just scan through these pages and look at the recipes on offer. As you can see from the photographs, the dishes look as incredible as they taste, yet all contain simple ingredients – and they’re really easy to make. I have thoroughly enjoyed creating this book, and hope you enjoy the journey too. As always, I leave you with my promise – that my recipes are made with minimum effort, yet give maximum satisfaction.


Buon Appetito!





[image: img]




MY TOP 10 VEGETABLES



Here I have selected my favourite ten vegetables – the ones I cook with at least once a week. I would miss each of them enormously if they weren’t part of my regular diet. You will notice that I haven’t included onions and garlic, which are of course hugely important; I’ve concentrated on vegetables that feature in their own right rather than those used predominantly for flavouring. One that I haven’t included, which I really did battle with, is the ubiquitous tomato. Tomatoes are one of the most popular fruits/vegetables in the world and are a key element of the Italian diet. They are extremely important to me, but I decided for my Top 10 to select ingredients that aren’t used as frequently. My guilt, however, means I had to give them a mention!


ARTICHOKES


Globe artichokes have such a delectable flavour and are a real treat in our house. Generally, the ones in Italy (and there are several kinds) are more tender than those in Britain, so the whole vegetable can be eaten, either stewed, fried or even served raw with oil and lemon. However, in Britain I tend to use only the hearts, which are beautifully tender and delicious. Extracting the heart from a whole artichoke can be a lot of work, so I usually buy them ready-prepared. They are widely available in jars or tubs, marinated in oil and sometimes chargrilled, and are invaluable for using as an ingredient in cooking or popped into salads, giving you that elegant Mediterranean twist when you need it and saving you a lot of preparation time.


The artichoke is one of the oldest medicinal plants used for digestive and liver problems, and one artichoke contains approximately a quarter of the average adult’s daily fibre requirements. It is packed with potassium, magnesium and folic acid, so is particularly good for pregnant women, and some studies show it even lowers cholesterol.


See Spaghetti with Artichokes, Radicchio, Peas and White Wine (here); Cavolo Nero, Rocket and Artichoke Tart with Provolone Cheese (here); Risotto Timbale with Butternut Squash, Artichokes and Aubergines (here); Lentils and Artichokes with Salsa Verde (here).
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ASPARAGUS


The minute you start seeing these beautiful spears in your local grocers you know spring has arrived. There are green, white and even purple varieties, but green are the most commonly grown. Asparagus is a really classy vegetable that can look spectacular served as a starter or as a side dish.


Always buy asparagus in season (mid-spring to early summer) and try to source spears that have been locally grown and harvested as recently as possible. Probably more than any other vegetable, asparagus tastes best immediately after cutting.


To prepare asparagus, trim the woody base of the stalk (it can be snapped off if very fresh) and add the spears to salted boiling water or, even better, steam them, until just al dente. If overcooked, asparagus can become soggy and lose its flavour, its bright green colour and its nutritious qualities. Fine asparagus cooks more evenly than larger spears. If using large spears, you will have to cook the stems longer than the tips.


Asparagus is full of nutrients, including folic acid, and can help protect against certain cancers and heart disease; it also boosts your immune system.


See Asparagus, Ricotta, Chilli and Parmesan Tartlets (here); Sunflower Bread Topped with Egg, Asparagus and Mayonnaise (here); Summer Vegetable and Asiago Cheese Frittata (here); Asparagus and Radicchio Risotto with Sage (here); Summer Vegetable Stew with Cheesy Dumplings (here).
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AUBERGINES


Much loved in the Mediterranean, aubergines have a distinctive earthy flavour and lovely soft texture. They come in many shapes, colours and sizes, but whichever type you’re buying the same rules apply: choose specimens with glossy, bright skin that feels firm to the touch and avoid any that are shrivelled or bruised.


I think many people are slightly wary of using aubergines as they have a reputation of being bitter and watery. Although it is traditional to salt them to extract the bitter juices, newer varieties are picked younger and are less bitter than they used to be, so salting is no longer necessary. However, salting does reduce the huge amount of oil they soak up during cooking. If you want to salt them, put chopped or sliced aubergines (depending on the recipe) in a colander, sprinkle over about 1 tablespoon of salt, then place a weight (such as a dish) on top to speed up the process. Finally, rinse and dry them before cooking.


Studies show that aubergines can control high blood cholesterol and their skin is full of vitamins and contains anthocyanins, which help to protect against cancer and other diseases.


See Grilled Aubergine Parcels Filled with Asiago, Tomatoes and Basil (here); Orecchiette with Spicy Roasted Vegetables (here); Aubergine Lasagne with Capers, Garlic and Parmesan (here); Cheesy Polenta with Spicy Roasted Aubergine Sauce (here); Baked Spinach Polenta with Vegetable Ragu (here); Risotto Timbale with Butternut Squash, Artichokes and Aubergines (here); Roasted Vegetable Ratatouille (here); Aubergine Parmigiana (here); Spicy Roasted Vegetable Couscous Salad (here); Aubergine and Courgette Gratin with Mozzarella (here); Roast Potatoes and Aubergines with Garlic and Lemon (here).



BROCCOLI


Broccoli is a firm favourite with my children and it’s therefore served frequently in the D’Acampo household. It’s such a versatile vegetable. When cooking for my children when they were babies, I added it to boiling pasta five minutes before the end of cooking time, then drained it and added butter and cheese. I also always include it in cauliflower cheese (it not only tastes great, but looks more colourful too) and I throw it into soups and stews or simply steam it. Every which way, it’s a winner. Please don’t overcook broccoli – you lose the texture and all the goodness it has to offer.


This vegetable is a great source of vitamins A and K, which really help those of you who have a vitamin D deficiency, as A and K vitamins keep the vitamin D metabolism in balance.


See Bruschetta with Three Toppings (here); Summer Vegetable and Asiago Cheese Frittata (here); Orecchiette with Spicy Roasted Vegetables (here); New Potato, Tenderstem Broccoli and Hazelnut Salad with Gorgonzola (here).
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CARROTS


Every time I make a stew, soup or soffritto a carrot is added, so this vegetable had to be in my Top 10. The high vitamin A content really does help with eyesight, and this has to be the only vegetable that is actually more nutritious when cooked than when eaten raw.


The first cultivated carrots were purple, yet over the past few centuries bright orange carrots, developed in northern Europe, have become the norm. In recent years, there has been a movement to resurrect the old-style carrots (often called ‘heritage carrots’) and variety in shape and colour is re-emerging – some are purple, others white; some are small and plump, while others are long and spindly. They are full of flavour and well worth seeking out or growing yourself if you have the space. It’s always worth buying organic carrots wherever possible, particularly if using baby carrots.


See Summer Vegetable Stew with Cheesy Dumplings (here); Pearl Barley and Curly Kale Stew with Sage (here); Roasted Root Vegetable Soup with Caramelised Onion Topping (here); The d’Acampo Family’s Minestrone (here); Winter Vegetable and Spinach Soup (here); Traditional Italian Peasant’s Soup (here); Pearl Barley, Fennel and Cannellini Bean Soup with Cheesy Panini (here); Warm Honeyed Parsnip, Carrot and Beetroot Salad with Horseradish Dressing (here).
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CHICORY (INCLUDING RADICCHIO)


Chicory, including the red-leaved variety known as radicchio, is known for its distinctive bitter taste and is much loved in Italy. In Britain, where palates are less accustomed to the flavour, it is often grown in dark rooms to ensure a smoother taste. As a general rule, the darker the colour of the leaves, the more bitter the flavour.


White (also known as ‘green’) chicory and radicchio can be eaten raw or cooked (they become less bitter when cooked) and work well in salads, complementing sweeter-flavoured ingredients such as tomatoes, avocados, sweetcorn and tuna. I also enjoy chicory chargrilled and radicchio stirred into risottos.


Chicory contains inulin, which is a probiotic and therefore good for the digestive system. Some medical sources say that you should avoid chicory if you are pregnant or breastfeeding.


See Spaghetti with Artichokes, Radicchio, Peas and White Wine (here); Asparagus and Radicchio Risotto with Sage (here); Chargrilled Little Gem Lettuce, Chicory and Pea Salad (here).



COURGETTES


I eat courgettes (known in Italy as zucchine) at least two or three times a week, particularly when they are in season (from early summer to early autumn). There are so many ways to cook and enjoy them. As well as cooking them in the ways suggested in this book, you can simply fry them with some onion and add them to a creamy pasta sauce, or finely slice and grill them then marinate them in olive oil – or add them to your soffritto. If they’re young they’re delicious eaten raw, for instance in a salad.


When buying courgettes, select smaller specimens with soft skins; the larger, tougher-skinned ones will be turning into marrows. Consider growing your own – they are so easy to grow in pots on a balcony or patio and are exquisite plucked from the plant when tiny. If frying courgettes, you may like to salt them as you do for aubergines, to extract excess water and reduce the amount of oil needed for cooking.


Courgettes are believed to have anti-cancer properties and they also play a role in promoting all-round cardiovascular health.


See Courgette Roll-ups Filled with Ricotta, Walnuts and Chargrilled Peppers (here); Courgette and Oozing Mozzarella Omelette (here); Courgette Fritters with Three Cheese and Herb Dip (here); Orecchiette with Spicy Roasted Vegetables (here); Cannelloni Filled with Courgettes, Ricotta and Provolone Cheese (here); Venetian-style Pasta Shells Stuffed with Courgettes and Sage (here); Baked Spinach Polenta with Vegetable Ragu (here); Pizza Topped with Four Cheeses, Courgette and Fresh Basil (here); Roasted Vegetable Pie with Lemon Zest and Fresh Rosemary (here); Courgette and Roasted Pepper Risotto with Provolone Cheese (here); Summer Vegetable Stew with Cheesy Dumplings (here); Roasted Vegetable Ratatouille (here); The D’Acampo Family’s Minestrone (here); Traditional Italian Peasant’s Soup (here); Spicy Roasted Vegetable Couscous Salad (here); Courgette Carpaccio with Borlotti Beans, Peppers and Capers (here); Baby Courgettes Marinated in Garlic and Herb Vinaigrette (here); Aubergine and Courgette Gratin with Mozzarella (here).
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MUSHROOMS


In Italy we eat a lot of mushrooms. They tend to be wild mushrooms, picked in autumn, but we also use dried ceps, or porcini, which are widely available in Britain too. Not only do mushrooms taste fantastic and completely change the flavour of a dish when added, but they are also incredibly nutritious. They are a good source of iron, selenium and vitamin B and are also an excellent way to boost vitamin D levels.


Please do not pick wild mushrooms unless you really know what you’re doing, as they can be lethal if you eat the wrong kind. Fortunately, an increasing range of wild and cultivated mushrooms is available in the shops nowadays. Do experiment with different varieties – each one has a distinct flavour and will really enhance your dish.


To prepare fresh mushrooms, just wipe them with a clean, damp cloth – they should be exposed to water as little as possible – then cut off the base of the stalks. Do not peel them. When using dried mushrooms, soak them in hot water for about 20 minutes before cooking to soften them.


A fascinating fact that I discovered when researching this book is that scientists studying the genetic material of fungi have discovered that mushrooms are closer to animals, including humans, than they are to plants. Amazing!


See Baked Penne in Puff Pastry with Leeks, Mushrooms and Mascarpone (here); Gnocchi with a Creamy Mushroom and Pea Sauce (here); Fried Polenta with Baked Cheesy Mushrooms and Parsley Butter (here); Risotto Dome with Mushrooms (here); Lentil and Mushroom ‘Meatballs’ with Herb Salsa (here).



PEPPERS


I love all kinds of peppers and they are a key element of the Mediterranean diet. They add colour, flavour and crunch to any dish. Many shapes, sizes and colours are available, and they can be packed with heat or sweetness, which makes them that bit sexier.


The most common type is the bell pepper, which is available in great vibrant colours, including red, orange, yellow and green. Red peppers tend to be sweeter than the green ones, while the orange and yellow varieties are more similar to the red kind. Red peppers are the most nutritious (11 times more beta-carotene and 1.5 times more vitamin C than a green pepper), mainly because they have been on the vine longer, but all varieties contain those fantastic vitamins and minerals that help our bodies function that much better.


When buying peppers, choose smooth, glossy, bright-coloured specimens and avoid any that are wrinkled or patchy. When preparing hot peppers (chillies), do be careful and wash your hands really well afterwards, or use gloves; the spice lingers on your fingers and can burn your skin and eyes. Deseed them (which includes removing the membrane as well as the seeds) if you don’t want too much heat.


See Courgette Roll-ups Filled with Ricotta, Walnuts and Chargrilled Peppers (here); Bruschetta with Three Toppings (here); Frittata with Potatoes, Red Peppers and Mint (here); Orecchiette with Spicy Roasted Vegetables (here); Fusilli with Mascarpone and Yellow Pepper Sauce with Basil and Rocket (here); Pasta Salad with Spicy Black Olive Pesto (here); Saffron Polenta with Sweet Pepper, Olive and Caper Sauce (here); Pizza Tray with a Chargrilled Pepper, Olive and Caper Topping (here); Super-spicy Calzone with Sweet Peppers and Olives (here); Roasted Vegetable Pie with Lemon Zest and Fresh Rosemary (here); Mamma’s Neapolitan Rice Salad (here); Courgette and Roasted Pepper Risotto with Provolone Cheese (here); Roasted Vegetable Ratatouille (here); Spicy Roasted Vegetable Couscous Salad (here); Courgette Carpaccio with Borlotti Beans, Peppers and Capers (here); The ‘Office Lunch’ Salad (here); The Ultimate Italian Bread and Tomato Salad (here); Aubergine and Courgette Gratin with Mozzarella (here).
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SPINACH


We love spinach in Italy, serving it as a side dish with other ingredients added and putting it into salads, pancakes, pasta, gnocchi and vegetable pies. Quite often, when spinach is used in dishes, particularly when added to a creamy sauce, the dish is called ‘Florentine’. This is because Catherine de Medici (Italian noblewoman and wife of France’s King Henry II) introduced spinach to the court of France to honour her Italian heritage and decided that any dish containing spinach should be named after her beloved home city of Florence.


When buying spinach, choose leaves that are brightly coloured and fresh looking. Wash in several changes of water, pick over the leaves, rejecting any that are withered, and discard tough stalks. If you’re using frozen spinach, as some of these recipes suggest, do make sure you drain it well and squeeze out as much excess liquid as you can before cooking, as it can be very watery and can spoil the consistency of a dish.


This wonderful leaf is rich in vitamins and iron, but it does contain a high amount of oxalic acid, so for those who have kidney stones it is best to avoid over-consumption, particularly of raw spinach (light cooking does reduce the acid content). And the good news is that researchers have now found that the leaf membranes boost weight loss by 43 per cent, as they curb food cravings by 95 per cent. So it’s delicious, healthy and also keeps you trim – win-win!


See Spinach and Bel Paese Filo Tart (here); Neapolitan Pasta Frittata (here); The Ultimate Pasta Bake with Five Cheeses, Peas and Spinach (here); Baked Gnocchi with Cannellini Beans, Spinach and Tomatoes (here); Baked Spinach Polenta with Vegetable Ragu (here); Pizza Cake with Semi-dried Tomatoes, Spinach and Goat’s Cheese (here); Spinach, Rocket and Cheese Pie with a Hint of Chilli (here); Super-creamy Risotto with Prosecco, Nutmeg and Spinach (here); Winter Vegetable and Spinach Soup (here); Spinach and Chickpeas with Chilli and Garlic (here).
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When I first mentioned to friends and family that I was writing a book celebrating vegetables quite a few of them expressed some concern over this chapter, assuming that Italians always start meals with cured meats or fish. They needn’t have worried; there are so many vegetarian choices – in fact, I found it hard to select just eight!


In my family, we always start the meal with antipasti – whether it’s just a taste of bruschetta before an informal supper or an impressive array of six to ten different dishes served to guests at a dinner party. I absolutely love this part of the meal – the sharing of good food with friends and family creates such a relaxed atmosphere and I can’t tell you how many times people have said that they would be happy with just the antipasti.
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