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Notes


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise stated. (A teaspoon is 5 ml and a tablespoon is 15 ml.)


• Herbs used in the recipes are fresh unless specified as dried.


• When a recipe calls for grated lemon zest buy unwaxed fruit and wash well before using. If you can only find treated fruit, scrub well in warm soapy water and rinse before using.


• Raw or partially cooked eggs should not be served to the very young or old, to pregnant women, or to anyone with a compromised immune system.


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature. If using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting cooking temperatures.
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introduction


I have been fortunate enough to cook, eat, teach, wash up, sing, make friends, share jokes, cry and play in some wonderful Italian kitchens. In all of them I have learned, and am still learning, cooking techniques, Italian kitchen lore and some very useful Italian words and phrases. All of them have one thing in common – they are kitchens with a big heart – and that sums up the Italian approach to food and cooking. Shop, cook and eat with a big generous heart!


I would like to describe a few of the kitchens that I have worked in. It was working in these kitchens that fired my passion for Italian food and cooking, coupled with the people I met in them – whether they were working there, visiting or just popping in to say hello. They all had to have a say in what was being cooked and everyone had an opinion. And that is the root of my love of Italian food – the fact that food passionately matters to every Italian, it is in their being, it is part of life itself, it is to be shared and enjoyed with others. And it all starts in the kitchen.


The first kitchen I worked in was tiny, cluttered, very shabby and idiosyncratic, but everything I thought an Italian kitchen should be. It had a small gas hob/stove that worked only when it felt like it, and a scrubbed wooden table that instantly felt like my best friend. Strangely, the hob was too high and the table too low, but I loved it. I could feel that only good things would come out of this kitchen, and I was right. Fresh egg pasta was made directly on the table, cut and filled and spread on flat baskets to dry off. Vegetables were griddled on ridged cast-iron pans set over the very particular gas burners – but once coaxed into action, produced memorable grilled courgettes/zucchini, aubergines/eggplant, (bell) peppers and fennel. Joints of meat were seasoned, stuffed, rolled and roasted in an oven that was almost impossible to access, being crammed into a corner that almost didn’t accommodate the open door. The oven had no light and by standing in front of it, your body blocked out any ambient light… but I got used to it and worked around the flaws. Somehow they didn’t seem to matter – I was cooking in Italy, my dream. It was Michel Roux Jnr who said that a good chef can only blame himself for failure – not his oven or tools. It is the cook who makes a kitchen work. A kitchen, no matter how well-equipped, only responds to the cook inside it.
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Walking into my next kitchen, I let out an audible gasp of delight. I could not believe my eyes. It seemed to be in a sort of half basement, with natural light streaming in from lofty windows. The walls were painted white and the floor and ceiling were terra cotta. The focus of the kitchen was a massive open stone fireplace with an ancient unglazed terra cotta tiled hearth. This was a fireplace that was meant for cooking in! Standing inside it and looking up the soot-black and delicious smelling chimney, I could see the tar-encrusted remnants of hooks and chains which had been used for hanging cauldrons and for smoking hams and salamis in the past, but what excited me most were the two huge metal grilling racks with neat little legs that would raise them above a bed of glowing grey and white embers, raked out from the fire behind. A method of cooking almost older than time, now mastered by the Tuscans. On the hearth at either side, were positioned two ancient and well-worn upturned logs – perfect seats for a warm-up on a cold, wet night. They also became the kitchen visitors’ seats, where friends could sit and chat and view the comings and goings without being trodden underfoot by the cooks. I couldn’t wait to get going, especially when I discovered a traditional domed brick bread oven behind a small black iron door in the corner of the kitchen. It hadn’t been used for years, and I decided there and then to incorporate it into my lessons. This lofty, warm kitchen was soon filled with the sounds of a crackling fire burning brightly to create enough embers to grill meaty sausages and spatchcocked quail and chicken. Aromas of olive oil, garlic, sage and rosemary permeated the corridors leading from the kitchen, luring passers-by to come in and watch, chat and taste. Bread and pizza dough would perch on the log stools to rise before being launched into the suffocating heat of the bread oven. It was in this kitchen that I held my first cooking classes and cooked countless evening meals. This was cooking heaven – especially when lit by candlelight during a storm-induced power-cut. We had fire and we could carry on cooking, and when you left the kitchen, the smell of wood smoke clung to your clothes – an evocative and comforting smell that I would catch a whiff of on my return home when opening my suitcase to unpack.


The third kitchen I worked in couldn’t be more different. This was a kitchen built for cooking in the intense heat of the South. In fact, it was really two kitchens – one indoors opening out onto an almost Arabic, high-walled courtyard with a huge marble dining table and an open-air but covered kitchen beyond. Inside we cooked on gas and outside on a large brick barbecue, fuelled by wood charcoal. Food preparation was done inside to be out of the scorching sun in the small marble-floored kitchen. This being Sicily, all work surfaces were pale marble, cool and easy to clean which was very important when dealing with abundant fish. Sensibly, all frying, grilling/broiling and roasting was done in the outside kitchen, so that heat and smells were instantly dispelled. Dishes were finished off in the indoor kitchen behind its thick walls and shuttered windows. Cooking demonstrations would take place around the outdoor marble table and I could build up a nice tan while working at the same time – perfect! What a treat it was to work, teach and eat in the open air under an insanely blue sky, shaded by two of the tallest palm trees I have ever seen. Enjoying glorious food and wine under a blue-black sky spangled with stars every night was breathtaking.


With good ingredients, a little basic cooking knowledge and a big warm cook’s heart, you are ready to cook Italian food. In this book I demonstrate the simple techniques used to create delicious regional dishes through recipes gathered from my travels in Italy. Where a description alone of the technique doesn’t work, there are step-by-step illustrations, coupled with tips gleaned from working with wonderful Italian chefs from every corner of Italy. All the chefs I have worked with over the years have willingly shared with me their bountiful knowledge which I, in turn, now wish to share with you.


Italian cooking techniques are simple, because good natural ingredients need nothing much done to them to create great food. Cook with care and attention to the recipe, the taste and texture of the dish. Taste, taste, taste and use your nose – if you don’t taste a dish from beginning to end, you can’t monitor the changes that take place during cooking. Start using your nose too and you will identify how to tell if a dish is ready just by smell alone. But, above all, don’t be scared of using your hands – you have to feel food to understand it – and hands were there long before spoons! Have confidence in yourself and your cooking and this will show in the finished dish. Much of the joy of cooking is in the preparation and in the reward of a dish that you have created yourself, no matter how simple.


I hope this book serves as inspiration and helps to guide you through such techniques as soup-making, bread-making, pasta-making, grilling and roasting to perfection, risotto-making, gnocchi-rolling and more.


Great ingredients don’t bite – buy the best you can afford, treat them with respect and cook from your heart, and you will start to cook like an Italian.


[image: images]


[image: images]




[image: images]


ANTIPASTI




bruschetta


The word bruschetta is pronounced broosketta NOT brooshetta. The word may come from bruciare – the Italian word meaning to burn, and it is said to have originated in Lazio or Abruzzo. A satisfying rustic snack made with the simplest of ingredients to satisfy a hunger pang. Toasted bread like this was often placed in the bottom of a soup bowl with the soup poured on top to make a more satisfying meal. Whatever their size or shape, all these snacks should be freshly made with the best ingredients to hand – there’s simply no excuse for a soggy bruschetta (or an overcooked, rock-hard one!).
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traditional peasant tomato and garlic bruschetta


fettunta


The word fettunta comes from the Tuscan dialect and derives from Latin, meaning ‘anointed slice’. It is a slice of bread grilled over hot coals, rubbed with garlic and drizzled with olive oil. To be authentic you should use only the finest Tuscan extra virgin olive oil. The ripe tomato is just crushed in your hand and smashed onto the bread, then eaten immediately. This is bruschetta at its simplest and best. This is a more civilized version, but you should try the real thing – it’s great fun! Use only the best and freshest ingredients for this.


4 large very ripe tomatoes


4 thick slices country bread,


preferably sourdough


2 garlic cloves, halved


extra virgin olive oil, for drizzling


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Serves 4


Roughly chop the tomatoes and season with salt and pepper.


To make the bruschetta, grill, toast or pan-grill the bread on both sides until lightly browned or toasted. Rub the top side of each slice with the cut garlic, then drizzle with olive oil.


Spoon the tomatoes over the bruschetta and drizzle with more olive oil. Eat immediately with your fingers!
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crostini


Crostini are smaller and more refined than bruschetta and make great vehicles for just about any combination of ingredients so let your imagination run riot! They are most often baked in the oven or fried until crisp but they do vary from region to region – in Tuscany, only one side is toasted, the topping being spread on the untoasted side. In the Veneto, crostini bases are crunchily fried or grilled/broiled golden polenta, making a very filling mouthful indeed displaying an interesting contrast of textures – crisp on the outside, but soft on the inside. Crostini are usually elegantly served with aperitivi and appear as a matter of course in Italian bars. Crostoni are just larger crostini.
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white bean and black olive crostini


crostini ai fagioli e tapenade


Here, the combination of bland creamy beans and sharp, rich, salty tapénade makes a sublime mouthful. You can use any type of canned bean for this, but the whiter they are the prettier they look. If you like, chop up some more black olives and sprinkle them on the bean purée or crumble some crisply cooked bacon over the top for extra crunch.


1 Italian sfilatino or thin French baguette


extra virgin olive oil, for brushing chopped flat-leaf parsley, to serve


Italian black olive tapenade:


175 g/1½ cups oven-dried (Greek-style) black olives, pitted


2 garlic cloves


3 canned anchovies, drained


2 teaspoons capers, drained


1 tablespoon olive oil


white bean purée:


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


1 teaspoon very finely chopped rosemary


1 small fresh red chili/chile, deseeded and finely chopped


400-g/14-oz can cannellini beans, rinsed and drained


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Serves 6–8


To make the crostini, preheat the oven to 190ºC (375ºF) Gas 5. Slice the bread into thin rounds, brush on both sides with olive oil and spread out on a baking sheet. Bake in the preheated oven for about 10 minutes until lightly golden and crisp.


Put all the ingredients for the tapénade into a food processor or blender, and blend until smooth.


To make the bean purée, heat the oil in a small frying pan/skillet and add the garlic. Cook gently for 2 minutes until golden but on no account brown. Stir in the rosemary and chili. Remove from the heat and add the beans with 3 tablespoons water. Mash the beans roughly in the pan and return to the heat until heated through. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Spread the crostini with tapénade and then add a spoonful of bean purée. Scatter with the chopped parsley and serve while warm.
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pear, pecorino and pea crostini


crostini alle pere, pecorino e piselli


An uplifting combination of fresh spring flavours and colours, and one of my favourites. Puréeing the peas gives a sweet, earthy base on which to sprinkle the combination of salty, nutty Pecorino (Parmesan would work very well here, too) and fruity pears, which are tossed in a few drops of balsamic vinegar for sharpness. For an even fruitier finish, try to find vincotto ai fichi (a deliciously concentrated condiment of grape must, wine vinegar and figs).


1 Italian sfilatino or thin French baguette


extra virgin olive oil, for brushing and moistening


250g/2 cups shelled fresh or frozen peas freshly grated nutmeg


1 small ripe pear


a drop of balsamic or sherry vinegar or vincotto ai fichi


125 g/1 cup fresh young Pecorino or Parmesan cheese, diced


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Serves 6


To make the crostini, preheat the oven to 190°C (375°F) Gas 5.


Slice the bread into thin rounds, brush on both sides with olive oil and spread out on a baking sheet. Bake in the preheated oven for about 10 minutes until lightly golden and crisp.


Meanwhile, blanch the peas in boiling water for 3 minutes if they are fresh or 2 minutes if they are frozen. Drain them, refresh in cold water and drain again. Purée the peas in a food processor or blender, moistening with a little olive oil. Season with salt, pepper and freshly grated nutmeg.


Core and finely chop the pear. Mix with a drop of balsamic vinegar, then add the cheese and mix well. Spread the crostini with a mound of pea purée and top with a spoonful of the pear and cheese mixture. Serve immediately.
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courgette and mint fritters


frittelle di zucchini e menta


This is my favorite way with courgettes/zucchini! It changes their watery blandness into sweet and crunchy mouthfuls with just a hint of mint. Salting the courgettes before adding them to the batter draws out the water, concentrating the flavour. The batter is very light and, if fried at the correct temperature, it doesn’t absorb any oil at all.
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600 g/1¼ lb. courgettes/zucchini


finely grated zest of 1 lemon


2 tablespoons freshly chopped mint


light olive oil, for frying


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


lemon wedges, to serve


batter:


2 eggs, separated


2 tablespoons olive oil


200 ml/1 cup lager-style beer


140 g/1 cup plain/all-purpose flour


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


an electric deep-fryer (optional)


Serves 4


To make the batter, put the egg yolks in a bowl, beat well, then slowly beat in the olive oil, followed by the beer, then the flour. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Cover and let rest for 1 hour.


Meanwhile, grate the courgettes coarsely, toss with salt, put in a sieve/strainer and let drain for 10 minutes. Rinse them well, then pat dry with paper towels. Put them in a bowl, add the lemon zest, mint and salt and pepper, and stir well.


Just before cooking, put the egg whites, salt and pepper in a bowl and beat until firm. Gently fold into the batter. Heat the light olive oil to 190°C (375°F) in a deep-fryer or a large saucepan with a frying basket. Mix the grated courgettes with just enough batter to bind them.


Working in batches, slide about 6 small spoonfuls of the battered courgettes at a time into the hot oil and fry for 2–3 minutes until golden and crisp. Drain the fritters on paper towels, sprinkle with salt and serve hot with lemon wedges.




choosing courgettes


Buy courgettes when the skins are taught and shiny – a courgette should snap if bent – if not, and it just bends, then you have a sad, tired courgette. Choose smaller courgettes as they contain less water and have more flavuor. Don’t worry about scratches and blemishes on the skin – it is thin and damages easily. Italians prefer them at their best, picked from the fields in summer.


However, if the courgettes in the bottom of your refrigerator drawer have seen better days – don’t throw them out, all is not lost! Take a large bowl and fill with cold water, add a good handful of salt, and add your sliced or grated courgette. Leave to soak in the refrigerator for 1 hour and the flagging vegetables will have perked up. Drain them through a colander, rinse in cold water and pat dry as before.


Good Italian varieties to try include Striata di Italia, cream speckles or stripes on a mid-green background is the favorite in Italy; Tonda di Nizza, brilliant dark green and round –-for stuffing; Verde di Milano, the usual green one; Bianca di Trieste or Sarda are very pale green and sweet. There are many, many more.
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spinach and ricotta timbales with sun-dried tomatoes, olives, capers and herbs


timballi di ricotta, spinaci e condimenti


These are little savoury cheesecake towers, served warm with a drizzle of olive oil or a small spoonful of a very rich tomato sauce. I always strain the ricotta for this, as it makes the mixture lighter. Beat the eggs into the cheese very well for even more lightness, and watch out for seasoning, as the capers and olives are quite salty.


10 sun-dried (or sun-blushed) tomatoes in oil, drained


250 g/9 oz. fresh leaf spinach


500 g/1 lb. 2 oz. fresh ricotta cheese, well drained


3 large eggs, beaten


12 oven-dried (Greek-style) black olives, pitted and chopped


2 tablespoons freshly chopped basil or oregano


2 tablespoons salted capers, rinsed and chopped, plus extra whole capers to serve


freshly grated nutmeg


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper olive oil or fresh tomato sauce, to serve


6 dariole moulds or 125-ml/½-cup ramekins, generously buttered


Serves 6


Preheat the oven to 190°C (375°F) Gas 5.


Put a sun-dried tomato in the bottom of each mould or ramekin. Thinly slice the remaining sun-dried tomatoes.


To prepare the spinach, remove the tough stems from the leaves, then wash the leaves really well and put them in a saucepan while still wet. Cook until the leaves wilt, then plunge into cold water. Drain very well and squeeze to extract any excess moisture. Loosen the leaves slightly.


Push the ricotta through a fine-mesh sieve/strainer or mouli/food mill to make it fluffy, then beat in the eggs. Lightly stir in the drained, wilted spinach, sliced sun-dried tomatoes, olives, basil and capers. Season to taste with salt, pepper and nutmeg. Spoon the ricotta mixture into the prepared moulds and level, then place on a baking sheet.


Bake in the preheated oven for 20 minutes until almost set and a little puffed. Remove from the oven and let cool slightly. Turn out onto small plates, then serve at room temperature with extra capers and a drizzle of olive oil or a spoonful of fresh tomato sauce.
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fresh tuna carpaccio


carpaccio di tonno


One of the finest sights in a southern Italian fish market is a whole tuna fish being deftly portioned by men wielding the sharpest of cleavers, singing and shouting to come and buy their magnificent catch. You can be sure it is spanking fresh, and it is perfect for making carpaccio—the Italian equivalent of sashimi. Chilling or lightly freezing it makes it firm enough to slice very thinly. As soon as the slices hit plates at room temperature, they become meltingly soft. I have also seen smoked salmon and smoked swordfish served this way in Italy.


250-g/9-oz. piece of sashimi-grade tuna or swordfish or swordfish loin (thin end)


125 g/1 cup rocket/arugula freshly shaved Parmesan cheese


dressing:


freshly squeezed juice of 3 lemons


150 ml/⅔ cup extra virgin olive oil


1 garlic clove, finely chopped


1 tablespoon salted capers, rinsed and chopped


a pinch of dried chilli flakes/hot red pepper flakes


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Serves 4


Trim the tuna of any membrane or gristle. Wrap tightly in clingfilm/plastic wrap and freeze for about 1 hour until just frozen but not rock solid.


Meanwhile, to make the dressing, put the lemon juice, olive oil, garlic, capers, chilli flakes and salt and pepper in a bowl, and whisk until emulsified.


Unwrap the tuna and slice it thinly with a sharp, thin-bladed knife. If this proves difficult, an easier way is to cut slices from the tuna and lay them between two sheets of clingfilm.


(1) Bat out gently with a rolling pin, taking care not to make holes in the tuna.


(2) Finish off by gently rolling the tuna out to the desired thickness – this will remove any ridges left by batting it out.


Arrange the slices so they completely cover 4 large dinner plates. Spoon the dressing over the top. Add a tangle of rocket and sprinkle with Parmesan shavings, then serve.
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three marinated antipasti


tre antipasti marinati


The best antipasti are an appealing mix of colours, flavours and textures, to whet the palate before the meal ahead. Marinating these morsels for at least 2 hours before serving gives them extra savour. Serve all three together on a large platter for maximum impact. The platter will serve four people.
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grilled pepper, mozzarella and pesto roulades


involtini di peperoni, mozzarella e pesto


2 large red (bell) peppers


150 g/5 oz. fresh mozzarella


8 large basil leaves


1 tablespoon Classic Pesto Genovese (page 71)


extra virgin olive oil


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Grill/broil the peppers until soft and black. Rinse off the skins, cut the peppers in quarters lengthways, cut off the stalks and scrape out the seeds. Cut the mozzarella into 8 thin slices. Put a slice inside each pepper strip, put a basil leaf on top, and season well with salt and pepper. Roll up from one end and secure with a cocktail stick/ toothpick. Put the pesto in a bowl and beat in enough olive oil to thin it to pouring consistency. Add the rolls and toss to coat. Cover and let marinate before serving.
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