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Notes


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise stated.


• Eggs are UK medium/US large unless otherwise specified. Uncooked or partly cooked eggs should not be served to the very old, the frail, young children, pregnant women or those with compromised immune systems.
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Making a risotto is one of the most calming, sensuous, satisfying cooking experiences I know. Make it in a hurry at your peril – this is a dish to be made after a hard day, while you’re winding down with a glass of wine. Though the cooking process takes only about 30 minutes from beginning to end, it’s best to do all the preparation before you start cooking the rice. Have the stock ready and keep it hot over very gentle heat while you make the risotto.


There are no sudden movements when risotto-making. The butter is melted very gently, the chopped vegetables are added and slowly cooked in their own juices until soft. The rice is added and pan-toasted until it smells vaguely nutty, then the wine is splashed in ‘with a sigh’. The stock is gently ladled in, sighing again each time. Then the rice is stirred languorously to encourage the starch to leave the outside of the grains and thicken the sauce. The bubbles in the liquid move and burst slowly. The rice should always look voluptuous and never be allowed to dry out.


Almost anything can be cooked into a risotto – and it can be added right at the beginning before the rice if it should be cooked for longer than 12–20 minutes, or it can be stirred in at the end. Traditional methods of cooking vegetable risottos like asparagus involve adding the vegetables early so they disintegrate into the risotto, cooking and sealing the flavour into the creaminess of the dish. It is now more fashionable to stir in precooked vegetables to give a contrast between mild creamy rice and the added ingredient. But it is all a matter of taste. People get very wound up about whether a risotto should be soupy and very firm – others like it creamy and thick. Ignore what people say and cook it as you like it. Just don’t overcook it to a mushy porridge – that is unkind to the rice as well as your taste buds.


ingredients and utensils


The cultivation of rice in Italy


The cultivation of rice is as ancient as the making of wine and olive oil, thus providing a staple on which people could survive. Italian rice has its genetic roots in the original species Oryza sativa, a member of the Gramineae or grass family, the japonica subspecies of which is said to have been brought to Europe through Arab expansion into the Mediterranean basin. It was probably known before this time, arriving via the busy trade routes with the Middle and Far East, where it had been cultivated for thousands of years. The japonica has a higher starch content than the other most important subspecies, indica. Italian rice cultivation is concentrated in the Po Valley in northern Italy (Piedmont and Lombardy), but it is also grown around Venice, in Emilia Romagna, Sardinia and a little in Tuscany and Calabria. Rice production soared in the latter part of the nineteenth century after the development of manageable irrigation in Vercelli in Piedmont coupled with the invention of bigger and better rice-milling machinery. Vercelli is now the epicentre of rice-growing in Europe and has a rice stock exchange, the Borsa del Riso. New varieties have been developed since the singular variety simply called nostrale was consumed across Italy for over 400 years from the fifteenth century, so that more than 50 varieties are now available. Although rice is no longer considered a staple or ‘food of the poor’, the average Italian still eats about 5 kilograms of rice per year, in the late 19th century, it was more than double that amount.


Rice is planted in flooded fields in March, and takes 180 days to grow and finally ripen for harvest in October. Until 40 years ago, rice was still picked by hand, but now it is gathered by huge combine harvesters. It is reaped, threshed and dried, then sold for milling and distribution. The milling process removes any dust, immature grains and the outer husk. Then it is polished to remove a second ‘sheath’ and the broken grains removed from the whole ones. Some rice is still polished all’antica (in the old way) using stone pestles (lavorato con pestelli) that give the grain a rougher, more rustic appearance and a little more fibre.


Which Italian risotto rice is best?


There are three varieties readily available around the world: arborio, carnaroli and vialone nano – these are the best for making risotto. In general, I like to use carnaroli or vialone nano, with arborio being last though not least favourite. Arborio is the most popular variety of short grain risotto rice. It has a slightly higher ‘stickiness’ or starch rating which makes it good for timbales and very creamy risottos. Personally, I think that arborio can become too mushy too quickly, whereas carnaroli has wonderful absorption, releases enough starch to make the risotto creamy and not sticky, while the grains still remain firm – al dente. Carnaroli is the rice preferred by most Italian cooks. Vialone nano has a shorter grain, a good absorption when cooked and is another rice with low stickiness or starch. This is preferred in the Veneto and Mantova in Lombardy for traditional recipes that require a looser risotto with a firm grain. Other newer risotto varieties available in Italy are baldo and Roma, which are both high in starch and make very creamy risottos and good timbales. There are many other types of rice, but not all are suitable for risotto-making.


Italian rice is divided into four group classifications by law: originario or comune, semifino, fino and superfino. This doesn’t denote quality or ‘cookability’, but length, appearance and shape. Every packet should display the group and variety.


Can I use another rice instead of Italian risotto rice?


No. Rice suitable for making risotto has a ‘pearl’ in the centre of the grain. On inspection, you will clearly see that the centre is whiter than the surrounding edges. This opaque central zone is made up of a farinaceous starch that is different from the starch on the outside of the grain. During cooking the outside starch dissolves into the liquid when the rice is stirred or beaten, while the interior starch absorbs liquid and swells. Indica rices such as basmati, Thai jasmine and American long grain rice do not have this ‘pearl’ in the centre. Therefore, Italian risotto rice is the only rice with the right make-up to absorb a large amount of liquid, release starch as it is stirred to make a creamy sauce, yet retain the shape and firmness of the grain without disintegrating and becoming gluey. Risotto is never gluey – it is always moist and creamy.


How do I store rice?


Rice absorbs moisture and odours, so store it like wine in a cool, dry, airy place. I keep it in an airtight storage jar well away from the oven or stove-top. If you like the look of the packaging, put the whole thing into a glass preserving jar with a rubber seal, close and admire!


What does al dente mean?


This means that the centre of the grain of rice is still firm to the bite, but cooked and definitely not mushy. It still has some delicate resistance. Some (especially the Venetians) say that the rice should still be a little gritty or chalky in the centre, but this is personal and I do not like it like that. You can take this al dente business too far.


Butter – salted or unsalted?


Always unsalted – it gives a purer, sweeter flavour.


Real stock or cubes?


Ideally, real stock is better, as it is the heart of the risotto, but it must not be too strong. Realistically, most Italians would use a stock cube to make an everyday risotto, but they are lucky to have quite a choice available and I think that their cubes are of a better quality than those available elsewhere. Gusto Classico is a good all-round flavour – it is light and suitable for meat or poultry dishes.


How much stock?


As much as the rice will take. Always have more stock ready than the recipe states – you never know how much that particular rice will absorb on that particular day. It depends on and the type of pan you use and how fast the rice is bubbling (too fast and the stock evaporates instead of being absorbed into the rice).


Which pan to use?


A medium to large shallow pan (but not like a frying pan) with a heavy base. Enamelled cast iron or heavy stainless steel with a sandwiched base are good. I have a deep, heavy-gauge aluminium sauté pan that is perfect for risotto-making. A thin, flimsy pan is not suitable – the rice will stick and burn and you will not be able to control the simmer. Use too wide or shallow a pan, and the stock will evaporate too quickly and concentrate its flavour too much into the rice. Too deep and the rice will take ages to cook – it will stew and become mushy. All in all, a heavy saucepan that is not too deep is the answer. Make sure it is big enough to enable you to stir comfortably and for the rice to swell.


Parmigiano Reggiano or bust!


You do not have to use real Parmigiano Reggiano for risotto all the time. Parmigiano is a hard grana cheese with a D.O.P. status (Denominazione d'Origine Protetta), which promotes the authenticity and artisan characteristics of certain food and agricultural products – this one can come only from the provinces of Modena, Reggio Emilia, Parma and part of Bologna and Mantua, and is made in a particular way. Grana Padano D.O.P. is a less expensive grana cheese made in the Po Valley, and is perfectly acceptable to stir into a risotto. Fresh grana should smell sweet and nutty – never use the stuff found in the round cardboard canister. Extra cheese is not generally served with a fish or seafood risotto, the one exception being black squid ink risotto.


To shave or not to shave …


Personally, I don’t like shaved Parmesan on a risotto – it sticks to the rice like a soggy blanket and the heat makes it floppy and greasy. I prefer the cheese finely grated almost to a powder, so it will melt smoothly into the risotto.
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SIMPLE RISOTTOS
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basic risotto


risotto in bianco
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This is the method for a basic, unflavoured risotto without cheese. The important thing is not to rush making a risotto – treat it with love and respect and you will achieve perfect results. The method always remains the same, but the ingredients change slightly. Sometimes, instead of plain onion, a soffritto – a finely chopped mixture of white onion, carrot and celery – can delicately flavour the base of a risotto. Cubed pancetta is sometimes added, but must not be allowed to colour or it will become tough. Although the stated amount of stock is correct, I like to top it up to 2 litres/quarts just in case the rice becomes too thick (you could use hot water instead). Venetians believe risotto should be served all’onda (like a wave), referring to its liquid texture – so you may like to add a little more hot stock just before you serve to loosen it, but don’t let the risotto wait too long or the rice will turn mushy. This recipe gives 4 generous servings or 6 smaller servings.


about 1.5 litres/6 cups hot Vegetable Stock (page 149) or Chicken Stock (page 150)


125 g/1 stick unsalted butter


1 onion, finely chopped


500 g/2⅓ cups risotto rice


150 ml/⅔ cup dry white wine (optional)


freshly grated Parmesan (optional)


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


SERVES 4–6


making a basic risotto step-by-step
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(1) Put the stock in a saucepan and keep at a gentle simmer. Melt half of the butter in a separate large, heavy-based saucepan and add the onion. Cook gently for 10 minutes, until soft, golden and translucent but not browned.


(2) Add the rice to the onions and stir until well coated with the butter and heated through (this is called the tostatura and the rice should start to crackle slightly).


(3) Pour in the wine, if using – you should hear a sospiro (sigh) as it is added. Boil hard until it has reduced and almost disappeared. This will remove the raw taste of alcohol.


(4) Begin adding the stock, a large ladleful at a time, stirring gently until each ladleful has been almost absorbed into the rice. The risotto should be kept at a bare simmer throughout cooking, so don’t let the rice dry out – add more stock as necessary. Continue until the rice is tender and creamy, but the grains still firm. This should take 15–20 minutes, depending on the type of rice used – check the packet instructions.


(5) Taste and season well with salt and pepper and beat in the remaining butter (this process of beating is called mantecare). Sometimes grated Parmesan cheese is beaten in with the butter at this stage. Cover and let rest for a couple of minutes then serve.
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pesto risotto


risotto al pesto
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Stirring homemade pesto genovese into a simple risotto just before you eat it makes it taste heavenly – quite an explosion on the taste buds!


about 1.5 litres/6 cups hot Vegetable Stock (page 149) and Chicken Stock (page 150)


125 g/1 stick unsalted butter


1 onion, finely chopped


500 g/2⅓ cups risotto rice


150 ml/⅔ cup dry white wine (optional)


1 quantity homemade Pesto Genovese (see page 18) or good-quality freshly prepared pesto


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


SERVES 6


To make the risotto, put the stock in a saucepan and keep at a gentle simmer. Melt half the butter in a large, heavy saucepan and add the onion. Cook gently for 10 minutes until soft, golden and translucent but not browned. Add the rice and stir until well coated with butter and heated through. Add the wine, if using, and boil hard until it has reduced and almost disappeared.


Begin adding the stock, a ladleful at a time, stirring gently until each one has been almost absorbed into the rice. The risotto should be kept at a bare simmer throughout cooking, so don’t let the rice dry out – add more stock as necessary. Continue until the rice is tender and creamy, but the grains still firm. (This should take 15–20 minutes, depending on the type of rice used.) Season well with salt and pepper and beat in the remaining butter. Cover and let rest for a couple of minutes so the risotto can relax.


Serve in warm bowls with a large spoonful of pesto in each or spoon liquid pesto over the entire surface before serving, as preferred.
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making pesto genovese step-by-step


Don’t stint on the fresh basil here – to make good pesto, you must use the right amount of very fresh basil leaves – too little basil and it will taste insipid. Adding a little softened butter at the end gives the pesto a delicious creaminess. This recipe makes a thick sauce: if you would prefer a lake of it floating over the surface of your risotto, then simply add more olive oil. Homemade pesto can be frozen successfully – some suggest leaving out the cheese and beating it in when the pesto has thawed, but I have never had any problems including it in the beginning.


2 garlic cloves


50 g/½ cup pine nuts


50 g/1¼ cups fresh basil leaves


150 ml/⅔ cup extra virgin olive oil (or more)


50 g/4 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened


4 tablespoons freshly grated Parmesan


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


MAKES 250 ML/1 CUP


(1) Peel the garlic and put it in a mortar with a little salt and the pine nuts. Pound with a pestle until broken up.


(2) Add the basil leaves, a few at a time, pounding and mixing to a paste.
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