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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


I grew up in the south of Italy, in Napoli, surrounded by a very large family, so it is no wonder that I became passionate about food. The food we ate was very traditional; simple recipes based on fresh and healthy fruit, vegetables, fish and meat. My grandfather always said that a good recipe doesn’t need many ingredients, because if the ingredients are good quality and full of flavour, why do you have to cover up or change their taste? In the summer of 1987 when I was eleven, I walked into my grandfather’s restaurant for the first time and that’s when I decided that this was the career for me too.


That same summer I decided to go to catering college so that I could train to be a chef. Why? Simple. To me there is nothing more satisfying than seeing people enjoy a meal that you have created. That is the reason why I decided to write a book – so that everyone can enjoy the same experience. I wanted to write a book that would finally answer all the questions that people ask me about Italian cuisine – because, believe it or not, some of you are still making the same mistakes over and over again.


Enough… let me tell you what I think: there is no such thing as ‘I can’t cook’. There is a chef in each and everyone of us, but the problem is that you don’t know it yet. Let me explain why. Cooking comes from the heart. If you feel down or upset, it will show in the taste of your dishes and, no matter how hard you try to follow my recipes, I guarantee you that it will be a disaster. My grandfather used to say to me that practice makes perfect; he was right, but I also say that practising for the wrong reasons will never be a success. My first rule of cooking therefore is: if you are not in a good mood, don’t attempt to cook. Get a takeaway!


My second rule is cook alone. Don’t try to cook with someone else, or in a group. Cooking is a personal experience, as I’ve just explained, and your personality will show in the food you prepare, so communal cooking will only confuse the dish. Cooking should be a selfish and relaxing experience; selfish because it is probably the only time that you should think about what YOU like and how to satisfy yourself, and relaxing because it is definitely the only time you shouldn’t think about anything else, especially your problems – otherwise refer back to rule number 1.
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Rule number 3 is don’t try to make a ‘healthier’ version of a recipe; get your arse down the gym. This is self-explanatory.


The fourth rule: never cook onions and garlic together. I remember very clearly my first day at catering school. I was 14 years old and on my first attempt at making a simple tomato sauce, as I was frying my onions and garlic together, the headteacher came to me and said, ‘remember Gino, the secret of a good dish is respecting the ingredients that you use’. Soon afterwards he taught me to understand the unique flavours that onions and garlic have and explained that these two great ingredients should never be mixed together. Today, none of my recipes have onions and garlic cooked together and I choose my flavours very carefully.


Rule number 5: put all your energy and concentration into the flavour of a dish and worry less about what a dish looks like. If you get the recipe right, it will look so appetising that you won’t need to worry about its presentation.


Finally, and I can’t say this often enough, spend less time on cooking a dish and more time on buying the right ingredients. How many times have you had to cook something for a long time with so many herbs and spices just to give an extra kick to the dish? Take a curry, for example. Some people say ‘hoooo!, it’s an explosion of flavours’. I say, tell me, what am I supposed to taste in a curry? The experience and the enjoyment of eating a good dish is by tasting, recognising and appreciating every single ingredient that you have put together. Next time you pick up a carrot, close your eyes, smell it, and then you will know what I mean.


I hope this book will prove to you that you don’t need to spend a lot of time in the kitchen to enjoy a good Italian meal. It will also give you a good idea of the food you will find in Italy now. I have chosen some traditional recipes, exactly as my grandfather would have cooked them, some modern dishes, sometimes with a twist of my own, and a few that have been influenced by food that I love from other countries. None of the recipes are complicated or fussy – just get the ingredients right, buy a sharp knife and fantastico!


My book will tell you everything you need to know about Italian cooking – all my rules, tips and secrets – so by the time you have tried the recipes, you will understand my motto:


Minimum effort, maximum satisfaction!






First Aid for Food


1.   If you want to make a good tomato salad but the tomatoes aren’t as good as they could be, make sure that, after you have sliced them, you season them with salt and pepper, a good drizzle of extra virgin olive oil and a few fresh basil leaves. This will bring out their maximum flavour.


2.   When you buy Mozzarella in a tub or bag filled with water from a supermarket, it is usually the commercially produced sort with not a lot of flavour. To get the best out of it, drain the Mozzarella, slice it on a serving plate, sprinkle over some salt and drizzle with good extra virgin olive oil.


3.   If you have to use strawberries out of season, to get the best flavour, marinate them in Amaretto liqueur, or alternatively, add some caster sugar and freshly squeezed lemon juice. Leave to marinate for at least 20 minutes.


4.   If your fruit is unripe but you still want to make a tasty fresh fruit salad, place your chopped or sliced fruit in a large bowl and dress it with Limoncello liqueur and icing sugar. Leave to marinate for at least 30 minutes.


5.   If you have salad leaves that are reaching their sell-by date and are starting to wilt, remember you can always use them for cooking as you would use rocket leaves.


6.   If your apples are too ripe, use them to make a fantastic apple sauce like the one used for the Maiale al Pepe e Sciroppo.


7.   If your recipe only requires egg yolks, please do not throw away the whites. You can use them to make a great meringue like the one on (Cesto di Frutta).


8.   If your avocados are too ripe or have gone dark in the middle, blitz them with some balsamic vinegar, salt and olive oil until smooth, to make an exquisite dipping sauce for your favourite crisps or pitta bread.


9.   If you have bought too many lemons and they are past their best, squeeze the juice into an ice-cube tray. Once they have hardened, pop them out, place them in a plastic food bag and keep in the freezer. Great to add to a soft drink or plain water instead of an ice cube.


10. If your bread is becoming stale, do not throw it away. Cut into chunks, place on a baking tray and cook in a preheated oven set to 180ºC/350ºF/gas mark 4 for about 20 minutes. Once golden and brown, remove from the oven and allow to cool. Blitz in a food processor to make toasted breadcrumbs. Store in a plastic food bag in your cupboard for up to three months. Excellent for making escalope or fried fish.
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LATE BREAKFAST


In Italy brunch doesn’t exist. We start the morning with a croissant and a cappuccino and we starve ourselves until lunchtime, but let me tell you, an Italian lunch is not a regular lunch; it is a two-hour feast with a four-course meal followed by a siesta. Since I’ve been living here (nearly 13 years), my way of life has changed and the hours in my day are filled differently. I never get the chance to have a long meal followed by a siesta anymore.


So mid-morning is probably my worst dilemma. It’s 11am and I’m hungry. It’s definitely too early for a big lunch, so I’m going to choose something lighter and probably skip lunch – what do I choose?


Cooking tips – only one...


1.   Make sure you have some kind of small snack lying around for about 4pm – you will be hungry again before your dinner!








Date and Raisin Pancakes with Caramel Sauce


Eggs with Mediterranean Vegetables in Tomato Sauce


The Ultimate Egg-fried Bread with Melted Mozzarella


Scrambled Eggs with Pancetta, Peas and Asparagus


The Ultimate Toasted Ciabatta with Italian Hummus and Grilled Sausages


Neapolitan-style Pizza Topped with Anchovies


Italian-style Cornish Pasty


Spicy Spaghetti Cake


Spinach and Gorgonzola Puffs






Date and Raisin Pancakes with Caramel Sauce


PANCAKES ALLA FRUTTA


This is my little sister Marcella’s favourite recipe. Obviously, it’s not very Italian, but it’s still good enough to be in my book. I absolutely love the texture and the fruits that I have chosen. Make sure that when you prepare the pancakes, you stack them one on top of each other, creating a tower effect, and completely cover them with the warm caramel sauce. Also great for dessert.


Serves 4


100g pitted dates, chopped


90g raisins


1 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda


250g self-raising flour


90g soft brown sugar


250g sour cream


3 medium eggs, separated


Melted butter, for greasing


Pineapple, mango, papaya, banana, or a seasonal selection of fresh fruit of your choice


FOR THE SAUCE


250ml single cream


180g soft brown sugar


200g salted butter


Put the dates and raisins in a small saucepan with 250ml of water and bring to the boil. Remove from the heat, stir in the bicarbonate of soda and set aside to cool. Place in a food-processor and blitz until smooth.


Sift the flour into a large bowl and use a wooden spoon to mix in the sugar and the raisin mixture.


Beat together the sour cream and egg yolks in a separate bowl and pour into the flour mixture. Stir until you have a smooth batter and set aside for 20 minutes.


Whisk the egg whites in a large, spotlessly clean bowl until soft peaks form and fold into the batter.


Heat a medium frying pan over a medium heat and lightly brush with melted butter.


Pour about 1 ladleful of batter into the pan and cook for 3 minutes until bubbles form on the surface. Turn over and cook the other side for 2 minutes. Transfer to a warm plate and cover with a tea-towel while you make up the rest of the pancakes.


To prepare the caramel sauce, place all the ingredients in a medium saucepan over a medium heat and allow to dissolve. Gently simmer for 4–5 minutes, stirring occasionally.


Serve the sauce over the warm pancakes with some fresh fruit.
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Eggs with Mediterranean Vegetables in Tomato Sauce


UOVA IN CAMICIA


This is a fantastic way to cook your eggs. The combination of the ingredients is just unbelievable. You can prepare the sauce well ahead and when you are ready, reheat it and break in the eggs as the recipe explains. Ensure you serve plenty of bread with this dish to soak up the delicious sauce.


Serves 4


3 tablespoons olive oil


1 medium onion, sliced


3 medium courgettes, roughly chopped


1 large yellow pepper, roughly chopped


400g tinned chopped tomatoes


5 fresh basil leaves


50g pitted Kalamata olives


4 medium eggs


70g freshly grated Cheddar cheese


Salt and pepper


Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan and fry the onion, courgettes and pepper until soft and browned, stirring occasionally. Season with salt and pepper, add in the tomatoes, basil and olives. Cook, uncovered, over a medium heat for about 10 minutes or until the water from the tomatoes is well reduced.


Meanwhile, preheat the grill. Make four slight hollows in the tomato mixture and very gently break one egg into each. Sprinkle over the cheese and cook under the grill for about 10 minutes or until the eggs are set as you like them.


Serve immediately with warm crusty bread.
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The Ultimate Egg-fried Bread with Melted Mozzarella


MOZZARELLA IN CARROZZA


Every time my father visits, he always ensures that I have all these ingredients. Since I can remember, this has always been his favourite dish. Make sure you use a cow’s Mozzarella not buffalo Mozzarella, because the latter contains too much milk.


Serves 2


3 medium eggs


3 tablespoons freshly grated Parmesan cheese


2 cow’s milk Mozzarella balls, drained and sliced


4 slices of country-style nut bread, about 2cm thick


2 tablespoons pesto sauce


4 slices of cooked ham


10 tablespoons olive oil


Salt and pepper


Beat the eggs and Parmesan together in a large bowl and season.


Divide the Mozzarella slices between two slices of bread, spread with pesto and top with two slices of ham, then place the remaining bread on top.


Heat the oil in a large frying pan. Dip the sandwiches into the egg mixture, then lower them into the hot oil and cook over a medium heat for about 2 minutes on each side to allow the Mozzarella to melt and the outside to become crisp. When cooked, transfer to kitchen paper to allow any excess oil to drain and rest for 2 minutes. Cut the sandwiches in half and serve with some of your favourite crisps.






Scrambled Eggs with Pancetta, Peas and Asparagus


UOVA STRAPAZZATE


Serves 2


150g asparagus spears, trimmed


2 tablespoons olive oil


150g pancetta, finely chopped


100g frozen peas, thawed


5 medium eggs


50ml full-fat milk


50g salted butter


1 small ciabatta loaf, sliced


Salt and pepper


Cook the asparagus in a small pan of boiling salted water for no longer than 4 minutes. Drain and rinse gently under cold water to prevent the asparagus from discolouring. Pat dry on kitchen paper, then roughly chop the stalks and reserve the tips.


Heat the olive oil in a small pan and fry the pancetta and peas for about 10 minutes or until the pancetta is golden and crisp.


Whisk the eggs with the milk in a large bowl and season.


Melt the butter in a medium frying pan, add the egg mixture and stir with a wooden spoon over a medium heat until it starts to set. Tip in the pancetta, peas and the asparagus stalks and stir until the eggs are lightly set.


Serve the eggs immediately topped with the asparagus tips and accompanied with toasted ciabatta bread.






The Ultimate Toasted Ciabatta with Italian Hummus and Grilled Sausages


PANINO


Since I left catering college, I’ve been everywhere in the Mediterranean to experience different cuisines, and after Italian food (of course), I think that Greek is probably my favourite. During the weekend, I often find myself in need of a hearty snack and this panino is always top of my list. The combination of crusty ciabatta bread, Italian sausages and hummus is absolutely divine.


Serves 2


4 Italian sausages


1 large ciabatta loaf


A few salad leaves of your choice


FOR THE HUMMUS


400g tinned chickpeas, drained and rinsed


Juice of 1 lemon


1 garlic clove


50ml light tahini paste


2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling


50g pitted Kalamata olives


Salt and pepper


With a sharp knife, cut the sausages lengthways, but without completely splitting into two halves, and cook on a hot griddle pan over a medium heat.


In the meantime, make the hummus. Put the chickpeas in a food-processor with the lemon juice, garlic, tahini paste, extra virgin olive oil and olives, blitz to a smooth paste. Once ready, season with salt and pepper.


With a serrated knife, slice the ciabatta lengthways, drizzle with some olive oil and grill with the sausages until it is crisp on both sides.


Once the sausages and the bread are ready, spread some of the Italian hummus on each side of the toasted bread, add the sausages, place some salad on top and enjoy immediately.






Neapolitan-style Pizza Topped with Anchovies


PIZZA ALLA NAPOLETANA


Napoli is a city well known for three things: 1. Vesuvius, 2. Gino D’Acampo and 3. Pizza. I could have written a whole book about pizzas, but I thought that I would show you the oldest pizza recipe known, which is actually the base for all other pizzas. I could eat pizza every day and I hope that everybody will try this recipe and enjoy making it. This is a great recipe to get children involved in cooking and there are no limits (except for pineapple!) for topping choices. Please make sure that the oven is preheated before you cook the pizza and that you place the topping on the pizza dough just before the pizza is ready to go in the oven.


Makes 2 pizzas


Pinch of salt


1 teaspoon dried yeast


140ml warm water


180g strong plain flour, plus extra for dusting


1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for greasing


FOR THE TOPPING


400g tinned chopped tomatoes


1 teaspoon dried oregano


10 anchovy fillets in oil


2 garlic cloves, finely sliced


4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


Salt and pepper


To prepare the dough, mix the salt and yeast together in a jug with the water. Sift the flour into a large bowl, make a well in the centre and add the water mixture, along with the olive oil. Use a wooden spoon to mix everything well to create a wet dough.


Turn out the dough onto a clean well-floured surface and work it with your hands for about 5 minutes or until smooth and elastic. Place in a bowl and cover with a tea-towel. Leave in a warm place to rest for at least 45 minutes until the dough nearly doubles in size.


Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 220ºC/425°F/gas mark 7.


Once rested, turn out the dough onto a floured surface, and divide it into two. Use your hands to push each out from the centre, creating two round discs about 25cm in diameter. Place the pizza bases on two oiled baking trays.


Spread the tomatoes on top of the pizza dough using a tablespoon and season with salt and pepper. Add a couple of pinches of oregano, the anchovies and garlic and drizzle with extra virgin olive oil. Cook in the middle of the oven for about 20 minutes or until golden and brown. Serve immediately.
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Italian-style Cornish Pasty


CALZONE DI CARNE


To tell you the truth, I am such a big fan of the Cornish pasty that I had to create an Italian version of this dish. I can eat it hot, warm or cold and would always be satisfied by the flavours. Make sure you rest the dough for at least half an hour before you roll it out so that it relaxes, making it easier to work with.


Serves 4


250g plain flour


Pinch of salt


70g salted butter, cut into small dice


70g lard, cut into small dice


1 medium egg, beaten


FOR THE FILLING


250g beef steak, cut into small dice


1 medium swede, peeled and diced


1 onion, finely chopped


3 large potatoes, peeled and diced


150g smoked pancetta, diced


1 teaspoon finely chopped rosemary


Salt and pepper


Sift the flour into a large bowl with the salt. Use your fingers to rub in the butter and the lard and knead the dough to a firm consistency. Leave to rest for 30 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.


Mix together the filling ingredients in a large bowl and season with salt and pepper. Divide the pastry into four balls and roll out into discs about 5mm thick. Share out the filling equally and pile in the middle of the discs. Dampen the edges of the pastry with water. Bring together the edges to enclose the filling. Pinch to seal and turn over the edges to make a rope-like effect.


Use the tip of a sharp knife to make a small slit on top of each calzone to let the steam out. Brush the top with beaten egg and place the calzone on an oiled baking tray.


Bake in the oven for 25 minutes, then reduce the heat to 180ºC/350°F/gas mark 4 and cook for a further 25 minutes.


Serve immediately with your favourite salad.






Spicy Spaghetti Cake


FRITTATA DI SPAGHETTI


If you like spaghetti, eggs and salame, you must try this recipe! The flavours are unbelievable and if you leave out the chilli, it is also a very child-friendly recipe. I’ve been eating this pasta dish since I can remember and I have to cook it for myself at least once a month to remind me of my home in Napoli. If you don’t have spaghetti you can use tagliatelle or linguine and any hard cheese will do. Great to prepare the night before as it can be eaten cold for lunch the next day.


Serves 4


400g spaghetti


7 tablespoons olive oil


1 medium onion, finely chopped


1 teaspoon dry chilli flakes


2 medium courgettes, finely chopped


100g salame, finely sliced and chopped


5 medium eggs


200g freshly grated Pecorino cheese


4 tablespoons finely chopped parsley


Salt


Cook the spaghetti in a large saucepan of boiling salted water until al dente. Drain and rinse under cold water to stop the pasta cooking. Drain again.


Heat 4 tablespoons of the olive oil in a large frying pan and fry the onion, chillies, courgettes and salame on a medium heat for 10 minutes until golden and soft. Season with salt and allow to cool.


Beat together the eggs, Pecorino and parsley in a large bowl. Add in the cooked onion mixture and the spaghetti. Mix well.


Heat the remaining olive oil in the same pan used to cook the onions. Add the spaghetti mixture and cook on a medium heat for 8 minutes on each side. You can finish off cooking the top side by placing the frying pan under a hot grill. Make sure that the spaghetti cake is a fantastic golden brown colour all over with a crispy texture.






Spinach and Gorgonzola Puffs


FAGOTTINI DI SPINACI


Often when I have friends coming round to my house and I want to prepare a lot of nibbles for them, I choose this recipe because it is so simple and I can prepare it before they arrive. My tip would be not to bother making puff pastry because the ready-made versions are perfectly fine. You can be very adventurous with this recipe; add Neopolitan salame, salame Milano or spicy chorizo, replace spinach with rocket leaves, or leave out any ingredients that you particularly don’t like. For best results, serve them hot with a cold beer.
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