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INTRODUCTION


ON ARRIVAL AT BOLOGNA AIRPORT I crawled into the rear of the family car, finally back in Italy after a long day of delays. A few years into a cooking career in London I felt like a child once more and both home and away at the same time. The folks were en route from my aunt Dina’s; I had missed her lunch and was famished, so they passed me a picnic box she had packed for me. I ate in the dark without being able to see what was inside – an artichoke stuffed with bread, cheese and olives. It remains one of the best things I have ever eaten. It tasted like it had been well cooked but it didn’t fall apart and, to my delight, there were two – a complete meal. I felt simultaneously a tremendous pride in coming from a family who could cook so well, while appreciating the exoticism in comparison to my British heritage. I felt a sense of belonging and a sense of otherness. That is very much the standpoint of this book – a sort-of Italian cookbook written in London. About there and here, near and far.


Several times when I was growing up we were taken to an expat Italian picnic. It was near Bedford, I think. I don’t know if it still happens. Organised by some cultural association, Italian families gathered, mostly around parked cars, and cooked pasta together. All the teenagers were incredibly well groomed, with American shades, making me feel like a boy from the provinces. I longed to be as cool. Everyone came Italian camping-style, bringing every last creature comfort, while Dad tried to improvise a table with whatever he found lying around. We didn’t really know anybody there, but I felt that same sense of connection, of being at once the same but different.


I was born hungry. Family folklore has it that, aged two, I ate a whole egg with the shell on because my aunt couldn’t peel it quickly enough. My nickname was ‘Lasagne’ for a time, when I demonstrated, at my fifteenth birthday, the prodigious amount of Mum’s good food that I could eat. My brother, Giacomo, joked that I must have fallen into the sugo – sauce – as Obelix did in the magic potion. My approach in this book is my own, intricately linked with my Anglo-Italian heritage. It is a reflection of my mornings drinking a mug of tea while I make my espresso. It’s about trips away and returning with ideas. Or ideas that just leap out of the fridge. About quick suppers and longings for tastes and ingredients remembered from far away. It is not an anthropological cultural study, rather a ragtag of ideas that I have cooked with ingredients more or less easily available.


Cooking Italian food has consumed me for the last twenty years, yet despite this I often feel like I am just at the start, so wonderful is its range and breadth. Cooks, writers and food historians who approach the subject face a Tantalean task, which has resulted in three main categories of Italian cookbook: the traditional (authentic and reverential); the simple (focusing on how quick and easy Italian cooking can be); and the regionally focused (from the Alps of Bolzano to Mount Etna in Sicily). I’ve bought them all, many twice over. As I relocated flat to flat to flat they saw many kitchens, lots of action, and I lost the fight to keep them clean.


In this book I offer a modern perspective on, and practical approach to, how we are cooking and eating Italian food today. This is a book that capitalises on the fact that the supermarket, as well as the specialist shop, has keyed into the popularity of Italian produce, giving us all easy access to better ingredients. I can’t emphasise enough how different this is from when I first started to cook professionally in 1995. At the same time, it understands the limitations of living in cooler climes in terms of food that is locally grown, as well as the opportunity of having different produce largely unavailable in Italy.


I HAVE WORKED AT THE RIVER CAFÉ since 2001, five years after the restaurant’s founders, Ruth Rogers and Rose Gray, published their first book, or the ‘Blue Book’ as it became known. Its success was instant and sparked a wave of Italian-themed dinner parties. Suddenly everyone was searching for cavolo nero for the famous ribollita (Tuscan bread soup), me included. When I first started, people were still ringing the kitchen asking for tips to fine-tune such-and-such a recipe. Rose and Ruthie had a special kind of magic that worked not only on everyone who came to the restaurant but on those who bought, and cooked from, their book. They shaped my career and eventually afforded me the opportunity to earn a living the only way I know how: as a chef. I’m massively proud to be part of the River Café family; I have felt, and still feel, sheltered and protected by them. Working there, I get to write fresh menus every day; interact with incredible produce; and bore my colleagues about what I might cook at home that evening. It’s a privilege to be part of Ruthie’s beautiful kitchen, flooded with light and the best ingredients. I have never taken it for granted.


I think the cliché of the chef who goes home to beans on toast is true. But in my case, it’s ‘what toast, with which beans?’ Cooking for me has never been a hassle but a pleasure, and what I hope to communicate most of all in this book is il piacere di cucinare: the joy of cooking. I have never stopped cooking at home, even when I was a very young cook earning my colours with six or seven shifts a week, some of them doubles. I remember reading a famous French chef who said that his last food on earth would be a grilled red mullet caught from a certain part of the Mediterranean. It’s a clever answer, because it states the perfection of simplicity. Yet this same chef ran a restaurant that epitomised pretension in dining. I have always cooked at home as I cook at work: simply, without fuss or pretension. I confess, however, to a propensity always to begin at the beginning. There is the bread starter fermenting away at the back of the fridge and some homespun tofu basking in murky water. My wife won’t eat that. When my daughter asks for ravioli, I make it from scratch. Come Christmas, I make pâte de fruits out of quinces or apples. My wife tears her hair out and tells me to go to a supermarket.
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MY MOTHER IS ENGLISH and my father a legal Italian alien. They met in Florence in the 1960s and moved to England to escape Dad’s conscription. As a result, my first trip to Italy to meet my family there was without him. Once I had turned two my mother and I flew south to Naples and drove to a town called Bisaccia, in the Campania region. There I met my grandmother for the first time in my new home from home and forever holiday destination, a small working town of a few thousand people, high in the hills, looking down over Puglia. She was the ubiquitous Italian nonna, a lovable tyrant in the kitchen, adept and all-knowing. Lunches on special days began with pasta shaped by her hands and would extend long into the afternoon, finishing with fruit riper than anything I’d known elsewhere. I realise now that these feasts were a product of her ingenuity, for, with little money to spare, her skills in the kitchen could transform the proverbial sow’s ear into the silk purse (or pasta).


A communal oven in the town, the forno, was used for family baking of all kinds and Nonna explained the multifarious appearance of the bread loaves by telling me that each family used to make their own. Different shapes lasted different lengths of time and families would bake their weekly supply all at once. Nonna herself would carry trays of chicken or rabbit with potatoes on her head to bake on the hearth, and as I grew older, I was entrusted with carrying the precious tray of lunch to the forno for roasting.


Italy for me was synonymous with holidays and we would spend six weeks there every summer. Like many Italian families at the time, ours was a big one. We would stop at aunties’ and friends’ homes on our travels from Canterbury in the family wagon, a Renault 4, driving from Bergamo to Parma, then Florence and finally Campania. I remember perplexingly uncomfortable dining rooms, with hard-backed chairs and cold, tiled floors. But the overriding sense is one of heat: long, sultry, heavy lunches, the dusty, hot streets beyond, sleeping after lunch while the adults topped up their wine glasses with peaches, evening ice creams in the piazza. Through the narrow cobbled streets of Bisaccia, the smell of pungent wild oregano and drying tomatoes would guide even a stranger to the town’s excellent bakery. It was the stuff of dreams for the whole long winter we were in England. At Christmas, Nonna would send a big cardboard box full of caciocavallo, salami, wheels of pecorino. These lined our pantry along with the racks of sliced, dried mushrooms that a homesick Dad collected in Blean Woods.


All through this time I had no idea that I was going to be a chef. I just kept on eating and experiencing.
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OVER THE YEARS, my mother assimilated many of Nonna’s classics. This became a sort of cultural exchange as she introduced our Italian cousins to British staples: sponge cake, fruit crumble and the like. Our kitchen in Canterbury was a Little Italy with a table that was seldom set for family alone. School friends competed to sup with us and it was a wonder that Mum could keep up with the demand.


Some of this feeder instinct must have rubbed off on me, as I really enjoyed cooking for friends, and by the time I’d left school it was established that I was the cook among us. My inclination was to bypass further study, but with the encouragement of my parents I applied for, and was accepted on, a politics degree course. During my studies, I discovered restaurant kitchens, which I loved. I worked in Whitstable during the summers, where I found my feet in the kitchen and discovered how good English ingredients could be. My parents went to Italy without us and I longed for the summer in a new way, with money in my pocket and the physical application that provided just the sort of contrast that a sedentary student needed. Alongside the politics set texts on my bookshelves were the likes of Elizabeth David, Claudia Roden and Antonio Carluccio. I had no idea that I might be considered fit for service in any of the places I dreamed of working and, sometimes, having a politics degree seemed a bit of an impediment.


For a year of my degree, I studied in Naples, where I fed my growing obsession. Zio Giulio, my dear uncle, drove down from Florence and took me to one of the excellent local pizzerias, where we consumed two pies each, and I drank treacly espressos and ate chocolate cornetti at breakfast. Meanwhile, I earned credentials cooking for my Italian housemates, almost all of whom received weekly food parcels from concerned relatives. Several were pretty handy on our only stove, a Primus, and they taught me how to make things tasty. Lentils with sausage or tuna pasta were the staples because they were cheap and quick. I still love and cook them when the fridge is looking bare.


Somewhere along the line I decided I had to cook professionally and, within a week of graduating, I found myself convincing an Italian restaurant in Covent Garden to give me a trial. I lasted six months but then ended up back in Whitstable, shucking oysters until my hands ached before working my way up the ranks. I was there for a year or so before going to Sydney, where my uncle and aunt live, and falling into a busy Italian kitchen. I worked harder there than I had ever worked in my life. It was a great basis for graduating to the restaurant back in London a year later.
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I’VE THOUGHT ABOUT WRITING A BOOK of my own for years. I am reverential of the cookery classics, of the likes of Elizabeth David, Marcella Hazan and Patience Gray, but this reverence translated into stage fright. It preoccupied me how I could be relevant, useful and ultimately standout in a saturated cookery-book market.


And then I found clarity. The cooking that I do at home, today, has become a crystallisation of what I make at work, every day, and what I have eaten, and look forward to eating, whenever I return to Italy. It’s food that I want to serve back to the people who inspired it, whether colleagues, or my aunts, uncles and cousins. I would have even risked presenting some of the best dishes to Nonna – well into her nineties when she died, she was finally proud of what she taught me.


I see this book as offering practical, exciting and at times off-beat renditions of familiar classics, plus some new dishes. This is prototypical Italian cooking, updated. It reflects how people shop and cook now, but it is a book that I would willingly show to my more traditional, home-making aunties. The food traditions that I am talking about are, for the most part, popular traditions. They are from places where the same dishes have evolved slowly over time but nevertheless differ from household to household.


This is a book that has a respect for, and understanding of, the DNA of Italian cooking but is not a slave to its prescriptions. It comes from a solid grounding, professional and personal, in The Rules. Yet the collection of recipes is not reverential. It focuses heavily on pasta and vegetables. This is informed by how my family eat and what interests me the most. I use fish and meat as much for seasoning these days, enjoying larger cuts too but irregularly. Partly this harks back to the cucina povera tradition that was second nature to my grandmother – the moral and economic obligation to stretch flavour, drawing all the value and goodness from an expensive cut – but today it also ties into a very real concern for sustainability and supply.


This brings us to the shape of a typical Italian meal, which often comprises a more substantial primo than secondo, the reverse of what people expect. The reason, as above, is that the primo was the sustaining element: pasta, rice, polenta. At home, we always have something first to spin out the ceremony. More often than not, this runs simply to a piece of toast with leftovers – lentils, a roast vegetable, a bit of cheese – on top. It is true to say, however, that a two-course meal is becoming less common in Italy. Graze across the sections of the book and put your meal together to suit you and your family or friends.





 


[image: image]





 


You will find no formal dessert section in this book, something which is going to be contentious if only in my household, for my wife loves pudding. I am not claiming not to have a sweet tooth. Maybe I’m one of those people who says no when the waiter is taking the pudding order and then grabs a spoon and cadges from their neighbour. Whatever. In my view, ice cream is the best of all sweet things and biscuits are little miracles that should be always available. These are the recipes you’ll find within these pages.


This book completes a personal journey. It is about what occupies me in my own kitchen. Homely but not old-fashioned, this is progressive Italian cooking as I see it. I step to the stove as a cook, not a historian or anthropologist. I will look at Italian cooking traditions from an idiosyncratic point of view. With an eye for the unusual and forgotten, I travel a trodden path with a current outlook. Contemporary cooking isn’t necessarily newfangled (I don’t yet own a Thermomix); for me it is about being simple, clever, sympathetic and creative. At home, gently inventive, I am free to indulge in the warped recreation of a dish long since eaten or imagined. Keeping abreast of how we like to eat today, I am inspired by flavours from the past. As a professional, I know how to skip superfluous steps. One of the oft-asked questions in my day job is, ‘What is your vision for this dish?’ I have assimilated a precision that allows me to translate this vision to you, the reader. This is a shrewd kind of cooking, open-minded but careful. I hope, immodestly, that it might inform some new ideas of your own.
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PASTA


Pasta is Italian soul food. Wouldn’t we all love a brilliant, easy, local pasta joint on our street? The idea of it conjures up stereotypes about Italian hospitality and comfort eating. Pasta can be as delicate as silk, subtle and gentle in both flavour and texture, or rough around the edges from bronze dyes that allow sauce to stick. It can involve a whole morning’s rolling and shaping, or days of slowly cooking a sauce that yields in just the right way. Or it can be that quick-fix supper made when you thought the cupboards were bare. Whether making it for instant gratification or as the treat of treats for a bunch of guests, I think you should invest in dedicated pans – I favour a wide, open Italian padella with flared sides, good for tossing and worth splashing out on – and employ your finest china.


The most prized ingredients in the world are saved for serving on pasta: white truffles, sea urchins, bottarga, saffron. But pasta’s starch, with the addition of some fat, can also bring majesty to potatoes, sardines and cabbage, with a bit of care. Be careful not to overcook, over-sauce, under-toss, make too wet or too dry. And allow the pasta some time to absorb the sauce. As an experiment, leave the lid on a finished pan of pasta for a couple of minutes and see how any surplus liquid magically disappears. It’s worth keeping a cup of the pasta’s cooking water on standby in case this resting time has left you with too claggy a result.


I don’t like to think of myself as a snob but I have no interest in eating bad, or even average, pasta. Like everyone else of my generation, however, this is what I was unwittingly brought up on. Raised on ubiquitous, mass-produced and low-grade wheat and bread, I now look for better. Part of the reason I have made so much fresh pasta in the past is to have control over the materie prime, or primary ingredients. There aren’t many, of course – flour, water and possibly eggs for richer doughs – but from these few ingredients can be made scores of different shapes.


The types of pasta I have included in this book require no special equipment. They need a bit of practice but very soon get easier to make. I think that using a rolling pin is actually less daunting to the novice than a special machine, but that method does take longer. Neither is as quick as having ready-made; therefore I also recommend finding a good source of slow-dried pasta. It is becoming easier to buy pasta from artisanal producers using better grains, and although fresh orecchiette and ravioli are still firm family favourites, it is the best brands of dried pasta that make up our everyday supply. All the pasta recipes in this book can be made using them.


DRIED PASTA


It’s sad but true that for the past few years pasta has become slightly unfashionable, with even some Italians giving it a wide berth. This can be attributed in part to the postwar period, when Italy under the Marshall Plan was won over by modified versions of its grano duro (hard wheat) grains. These new cultivars have higher yields and, crucially, grow close to the ground, allowing for mechanised harvesting. These grains became the pasta that was sold to the world, but the gluten in them is less digestible and has contributed to a rise in intolerance and coeliac disease. In contrast, the gluten in ancient wheats has evolved with us over millennia and does not cause digestive problems.


Once again we need to look back to move forwards. Indeed, just as the ‘Real Bread’ movement – based on the concept of slow, naturally leavened breads, made with organically farmed whole-wheat flour – has swept Europe and America, there is a similar but much quieter movement in pasta circles. Which makes total sense: if whole-wheat flour reduces cholesterol in bread, it also does in pasta; if freshly milled flour tastes great in bread, then it does so in pasta too.


An artisanally manufactured (I dislike that word but here it is appropriate) pasta must be slow-dried at a low temperature, ideally in highish humidity. A big pasta factory can take wheat from flour to packaged product in minutes, but using old-style production this takes days. Something else to be aware of is the way the big players are looking to mimic the branding and looks of the artisan producers. Bronze dyes, for example, make a rough-edged pasta that many people like, including me, but this is not the mark of quality. That relies on the slow processing of good old grain that is high in starch; that is the benchmark. The best pasta is pale, not yellow, a good thing to look out for. And a word about gluten-free pasta. It is the gluten that holds pasta together, and without it a dough cannot be made. Corn, for example, contains no gluten, so artificial products are added to hold corn pasta together; these are unhealthy in a way that ancient glutens are not.


I know this is sounding a bit like a manifesto but I am determined to improve the image of gluten. I don’t need to tell you that healthy eating is actually about balance and moderation, and not avoiding something that has looked after us for thousands of years. Gluten for President.


HERE ARE THE DIFFERENT KINDS OF FRESH PASTA YOU WILL FIND WITHIN THE BOOK:
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GNOCCHI and dumplings need little introduction. It’s best to use as light a touch as possible when making, kneading and shaping. Cooking soon after production is also highly recommended.
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ORECCHIETTE is the queen of pasta as far as my family and I are concerned. A classic Sunday lunch treat, they take patience and an early start to shape enough. Called ‘little ears’ they look more like little hats.
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CAVATELLI are the close cousins of orecchiette and they also take their time. Excavated with fingertips, they are thicker and consequently have a pleasing chew to them.
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TAGLIATELLE are simple strips. Maybe the most ubiquitous of fresh pasta shapes, it is possible to find them in varying grades. A rich yellow colour is usually a good sign as it means quality eggs have been used in the manufacture. Roll the pasta sheets up, cut them with a knife and then unravel.
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QUADRATINI are simple squares cut from a fresh pasta sheet.
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PIZZOCCHERI are wider and shorter than tagliatelle. The buckwheat flour means they have to be rolled quite thick and they break into shorter pieces easily.
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PICI are the famous thick noodles from central Italy. Think hand-rolled spaghetti.
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MARCANALI are similar to pici cut with a grooved rolling pin. This chewy noodle is really good with meat sauces.
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FRESH PASTA


The fresh pasta that I have used in this book is mostly thick and hand-shaped. It is possible to make with many different grades of flour; I usually put at least a bit of ‘00’ in the mix but also like to add rougher and more flavoursome flours into the mix.


In all cases, if you are in a hurry or you don’t feel like making fresh pasta, dried can be used as a substitute; shop-bought tubes or bow ties or shells for the shorter shapes, and tagliatelle or linguine for the longer – or go completely off-piste and pick whatever you prefer.


The best way to make pasta dough is by hand. I do sometimes start in a food processor; this is particularly useful when adding a vegetable or herb to the dough. Mine is from the 1980s; I care for it little and at best save five minutes’ mixing as there is no good substitute to finishing by hand. At worst you’ll break your mixer, so I’d go with the satisfaction of doing it manually.


The amount of moisture can really vary. The amounts I give within the recipes are a very good guide but be prepared to make minor adjustments according to the weather, size of egg and type of flour, but don’t get too stuck on the right stiffness of the flour. A good kneading is far more important.


There is a very good chance that you already know the method for making a pasta dough. It goes like this:


HOW TO MAKE A BASIC PASTA DOUGH


For 4 people, you’ll need roughly 200g semola flour, 200g ‘00’ flour, 200ml water.


Begin by pouring the flour onto the worktop in a mountain. If using two different types, mix them together a bit first before making that shape. It’s not necessary to sift.


Turn the mountain into a volcano by making a well in the middle. This is to dam the wet ingredients, so make sure it’s large enough and that there is no escape route.


Use a fork to mix the wet ingredients (including eggs if the recipe calls for it) into the flour in a slow whisking-type motion, first just around the border to make a paste, then carry on moving towards the outside of the flour. Very soon the liquid ingredients will be too thick to run away so try to incorporate all the flour into one homogenous dough. It often seems too dry at first but be patient and resist the temptation to add more moisture.


Keep scraping and scratching any pieces of flour sticking to the worktop and cup your hands one over the other. I stick to a strict philosophy of not wasting any flour. I do this by rolling the dough all around the work surface over any stray crumbs.


Once there is a ball of dough, begin to knead. At this stage you might consider whether your dough is too hard or too soft. It will tend to get softer during resting but it is also worth bearing in mind that it is easier to add more flour to a wet dough than vice versa. My grandmother taught me how to add moisture by wetting your hands rather than the dough, kneading that in before wetting them again. This works well but is time-consuming.


I suggest kneading with your strongest hand, pressing into the dough with the base of your palm and away from you, while the other keeps the dough still. Use this spare hand to fold it slightly back towards you as the other turns the dough through 45 degrees. But any good pounding will do. Repeat. And repeat.


Get a rhythm up and use the weight of your body behind the kneading action to help. Udon noodles get trampled on to bring on their gluten development.


The texture and feel of the dough will change. All but the roughest wholemeal flour-based doughs will become smoother and more luxurious. And it will feel increasingly elastic, springy and smooth as the glutens are stretched in every direction. Press your thumb into the dough to check its elasticity – it should be strong enough to spring back into shape.


The pasta now needs resting – 30 minutes is enough time for it to relax. Wrap it well to stop it drying. A barely damp tea towel is good. Leave in a cool place, though I rarely put it in the fridge unless it is far in advance of being used. However, it does keep well in the fridge for several days. Some organic flours might speckle a bit overnight. There is nothing bad about this and you won’t notice it when cooked.


Shape the dough by hand or roll it flat (the recipes in this book will direct you on what shape to make). Either way you should re-cover the pasta as you use pieces of it and I recommend only using a small piece at a time as it can dry out quickly.


HOW TO MAKE SHAPES


The best way to roll pasta with a machine is to start with a small piece and put it through several times, folding in half each time before putting it back through. Change its direction of travel each time. Then when it feels smoother, start moving down the notches on the machine, one at a time. When you get halfway, put through twice on the same thickness setting. For extra smoothness, fold it back up and begin the process again, but for the recipes in this book it’s not really necessary. Dust with a small amount of flour from time to time.


Rolling pasta with a long rolling pin to make a large sheet is an art, but a small one is not so diﬃcult. Dust with flour and turn it around, applying an even pressure over the whole sheet.


Cut simple shapes by hand. I like an irregularity that gives away the fact that they are homemade. Let the pasta dry for a minute or two before lightly dusting and folding over. Use a large knife to cut into strips for tagliatelle, fettucine, tagliolini, pappardelle, etc., or into small squares for quadratini or large ones for lasagnette.
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Having eaten a lot of pasta over a long time, I feel my blood pressure rising instinctively whenever the wrong shape is matched with the wrong sauce. It is, for cultural or gourmandising purists, up there with drinking cappuccino after eleven or, even more unforgivably, after lunch. Despite this, I think that much more is made of this than need be, and the truth is that most pasta goes with most things and choice is largely down to personal preference. Most of the sauces herein can be for any sort; take my suggestions as guidance only. The fresh pastas here are rustic and hand-rolled; this doesn’t mean that they don’t take some perfecting, but they’ll be delicious nonetheless.


Sorry about all this prattling on about pasta, but ever since I fell asleep face down in my spaghetti as a child, then awoke only to finish the bowl, it has been an obsession for me.
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