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Carmela Sophia Sereno is a mother of four and is of Italian origin. Her family is from Southern Italy and the recipes in this book are influenced by the teachings of her mother and grandmother – but always with her own flavoursome individuality running through them. Having pursued a variety of successful careers, Carmela plucked up the courage to make her passion for food her career and launched her own cookery school. Her business, Carmela’s Kitchen, has grown from strength to strength over the last few years, and what started out as a radio slot and teaching from her family kitchen has blossomed into a growing business offering large scale demonstrations and events, radio shows, individual private tuition, consultancy, children’s cookery classes and a guest cookery teacher at various locations. For more information, visit www.carmelas-kitchen.co.uk.
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Introduction


Family and food have always been centre stage in my life. From when I was a child to my home today, food is exciting and very much a family affair. I married in my early twenties and my husband James and I have four beautiful children: Rocco, Natalia, Santino and Chiara. Just as the older generations of my family have taught and inspired me to cook, I have passed this love of food on to my own children. Natalia, my ten-year-old daughter, already loves to cook. She makes pasta for her school lunchbox and can rustle up some fresh handmade egg pasta with a simple tomato sauce. Unless you want your family to feast on take-away and ready meals when they leave home, engaging their interest when they are young is a great way to build their confidence in the kitchen and show them some basic skills.


It is sometimes easy to take for granted the lifestyle and opportunities we have today. Though my family had property, work was short and they were cash poor. Providing food was a struggle for many years, and at the age of five my father even had to scavenge for sparrows to have some meat in his diet. Tired of their impoverished struggles in the poor regions of Puglia and Molise and wanting a better life for their children, both sets of grandparents emigrated to Bedford, England, in the 1950s. Bedford was the chosen destination for thousands of Italian immigrants and still has a thriving Italian community today. Like many of their fellow countryfolk, my nonne (grandmothers) worked in the Meltis chocolate factory and my nonni (grandfathers) both worked at the local brickworks. They had a strong work ethic – starting with very little, but eventually buying their own homes. They used their knowledge of cucina povera techniques to shop wisely, cook simply and eat well. This is my inspiration. If my grandparents could feed their children on fresh seasonal food on the lowest of budgets, then so can we!


Cucina povera, simply put, means inexpensive fresh cooking. Using only seasonal ingredients when the flavours are at their best gives your recipe more zing and brings out the best taste. Fruit, vegetables, fish and game are always more reasonably priced when in season, which makes them perfect for today’s busy, budget lifestyles. For those concerned with the environment, local fresh produce brings the added benefit of low air miles and supports your community. For Italians, if fresh tomatoes are not in season they are not eaten. Instead, plum and chopped tomatoes are preserved in the form of passata, which will then be used until the start of the next summer season. Whilst this ethos is shared, across the twenty regions in Italy you will get variation in how the ingredients are used. The more affluent north has a diet rich in meat and grains such as polenta and rice sourced from their paddy fields. In the south the warmer climate creates an abundance of fruit and vegetables which are paired with fish, shellfish and cheaper cuts of lamb and pork. Even the same dish will differ by region – a lasagne in Calabria will be different from one in Tuscany or Milan. From the top of the boot, down to the pointed toe, food throughout Italy is captivating in its variety with each region championing certain produce. Calabria is renowned for its nduja sausage, Puglia for its olive oil and Campania for its seafood and pizza.


For me, it was vital that I learn and recreate the much-loved meals from my childhood. With the help of my mother and Nonna Carmela, I have been able to achieve just that. It has been a great pleasure and a journey of discovery, on which I’ve learned about new ingredients and been able to preserve recipes before they are lost forever. I hope you enjoy making and eating these recipes – go on your own journey of discovery and don’t be afraid to experiment with your own favourite, in-season ingredients. The recipes are simple and family-friendly, so please, join me in celebrating the pleasures of simple Southern Italian food.


Buon appetito!
Carmela x







Antipasto



I adore antipasti! The variety of dishes is endless and makes for a very indulgent time at the table. From a platter of finely sliced cured meats and regional cheeses, to bruschetta toppings, filled mushrooms, preserved pickles and vegetables and plump stuffed vine tomatoes … it’s hard to pick a favourite. Rustic bread is an essential accompaniment – together with time to enjoy the start of a wonderfully delicious meal.






Aubergine Parcels


Involtini di melanzane


A voluptuous looking vegetable with a beautiful, vibrant and eye-catching colour, the aubergine is loved and used widely throughout most family kitchens in Italy. These rolled and filled aubergine parcels are delicious morsels, perfect for part of an antipasti feast or as an accompaniment to a main dish of fish or meat.


Preparation time: 40 minutes


Cooking time: 20 minutes


Serves: 4


200ml olive oil


3 medium aubergines, sliced lengthways into 1cm slices


200g ricotta


1 egg


1 small shallot, finely sliced


50g parsley, chopped


¼ tsp grated nutmeg


Salt and pepper to season


500g simple tomato sauce (see page 38)


1.   Preheat the oven to 190°C (gas 5) and heat 50ml of the olive oil in a large sauté pan.


2.   Fry the aubergine slices until golden on each side. Do this in batches and allow to drain on kitchen towel to remove any excess oil. Add more oil as necessary as you cook: the aubergine will soak it up.


3.   Put the ricotta, egg, shallot, half the parsley and the nutmeg in a mixing bowl. Season with salt and pepper and stir together well.


4.   Lay the aubergine slices out on a clean work surface. Spoon 1 tbsp of the filling onto each slice, near one end, and roll the aubergine into a sausage.


5.   Take an ovenproof dish and spoon in the tomato sauce. Lay the rolled aubergine parcels on top of the tomato sauce with the seam facing down and bake for 20 minutes.


6.   Sprinkle over the remaining parsley to serve.



Bruschetta


Bruschetta


A fresh, crunchy, colourful vegetable topping tumbled over warm rustic bread is a mouth-watering accompaniment to grilled fish, baked chicken or a piece of flash-fried steak. The combination of vegetables can easily be changed to accommodate personal taste and to suit what is in season. Through the warm summer months, use tomatoes that have been handpicked and pulled gently from the vine along with fresh, pungent, homemade pesto. I make this topping and decant it into an airtight container or large jar; it will keep in the fridge for at least five days.


Preparation time: 15 minutes


Serves: 4


2 peppers, diced


1 red onion, sliced and chopped


1 small fennel bulb, diced


¼ cucumber, cubed


20 olives, pitted and quartered


1 large vine tomato, chopped


4 tbsp homemade pesto


1.   Slice and chop the vegetables. Try to keep all the pieces roughly the same size. Approximately 1cm cubes are ideal, but rough and rustic chopping is fine too..


2.   Mix all the ingredients in a bowl and stir well.


3.   Put the bruschetta topping in a jar or cover the bowl and keep it in the fridge until needed.


4.   Serve piled onto warm focaccia bread or alongside baked fish.



Eggs Filled with Tuna


Uova ripiene


A beautiful lightly flavoured recipe passed down to me by my cousin Ivana. Uova ripiene makes an ideal antipasti dish, accompanied by salad leaves and rustic bread. It is also a great store cupboard recipe and ideal as part of a picnic or midweek lunchbox filler.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking time: 10 minutes


Serves: 4–6


6 hardboiled eggs


6 anchovy fillets, chopped


160g tuna in brine, drained


25g capers, chopped


½ small lemon, juiced


Small bunch parsley, chopped


2 tbsp olive oil


Black pepper to season


1.   Peel the hardboiled eggs and cut them in half lengthways.


2.   Carefully remove the yolks, put them in a bowl and mash gently with a fork.


3.   Add the anchovies, tuna, capers, lemon juice, parsley and olive oil to the egg yolks and season with a little pepper.


4.   Stir well then spoon a little of the tuna filling into each egg white.


5.   Place in the fridge until needed then serve immediately with a leafy salad or as part of an antipasti platter.



Fava Beans and Pecorino on Toasted Bread


Fave con pecorino


Generously slather this vibrant, soft green topping over hot, toasted sourdough bread for a delicious accompaniment to bruschetta. Prepare the topping by hand with a pestle and mortar, rather than in a food processor if you can, as this will add texture and keep the colour verdant and fresh.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking: 2 minutes (toasting bread)


Serves: 4


Salt, for seasoning


225g fresh fava beans


1 large clove garlic, sliced


10 mint leaves


30g pecorino, grated


Black pepper to season


3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling


1 tsp lemon juice


4–6 slices sourdough bread


1.   Fill a small saucepan with water and add pinch of salt. Bring the water to a boil, add the fava beans and cook for 5 minutes.


2.   Drain the beans and put them in a bowl of cold water. This will cool them rapidly to stop them from cooking further and will help the fava beans to retain their rich green colour.


3.   Put the garlic and a pinch of salt into a mortar and pound it for a minute until you have a smooth paste.


4.   Drain the fava beans and add them to the garlic with the mint. Continue to pound the mixture until you have reached a spreadable consistency.


5.   Sprinkle in the pecorino cheese and season with pepper. Add the olive oil and lemon juice, stir and set aside.


6.   Toast the bread and drizzle over a little olive oil, then spread over the fava bean topping and serve.



Green Anchovies


Acciughe al verde


Small anchovies (acciughe) are very well loved and are used in many sauces, salads and meat dishes. Similar to a full-bodied red wine, the longer the anchovies are left to mature in their tins the better, to allow time for the taste and flavour to develop. Every store cupboard should have a tin or two of these tiny, salty fish. Make this dish the day before you wish to eat it, as the flavours need time to develop.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Serves: 4


10 anchovies, salted


2 tbsp white wine vinegar


1 garlic clove, finely sliced


Small bunch of parsley, finely chopped


½ small red chilli, chopped


4 tbsp olive oil


1.   Wash the anchovies in a bowl of water to remove excess salt. Then drizzle them with the vinegar and rinse again. Pat dry using kitchen towel.


2.   Remove any bones and skin and place the anchovies into a dish.


3.   Add the garlic, parsley, chilli and olive oil. Stir well using a spoon, cover and leave in the fridge for at least 24 hours.


4.   Serve on rustic buttered bread.



Mushrooms with Thyme


Fungi trifolati


Using a combination of different mushrooms helps to make this starter quite exceptional. A bowl of mushrooms with rustic bread as antipasto is my idea of heaven, however this dish could also go alongside some veal, lamb or fish. It’s great fun to go foraging for mushrooms as long as you know what you are looking for! Whenever I think of fungi, Antonio Carluccio comes to mind. I wonder if that padrino of Italian food would take me foraging with my basket one autumn?


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking time: 15 minutes


Serves: 4 (as a starter)


600g mixed mushrooms, sliced (portobello, chestnut, oyster, enoke, shiitake)


40g unsalted butter


4 tbsp olive oil


2 garlic cloves, sliced


1 tsbp fresh thyme leaves


3 tbsp parsley, chopped


1.   Brush the mushrooms or clean them off with a damp piece of kitchen towel. Never wash mushrooms, as they absorb water very easily.


2.   Put the butter and 2 tbsp olive oil in a frying pan large enough to take all the mushrooms. Add the sliced garlic. Gently fry the garlic for two minutes over a low heat.


3.   Tip the mushrooms into the frying pan and stir with a wooden spoon. Sprinkle over the fresh thyme and 2 tbsp parsley, and cook for 15 minutes over a medium heat.


4.   Once cooked, spoon the mushrooms into a large serving dish. Sprinkle over the reserved parsley and drizzle with a little olive oil, then serve with rustic bread.



Nonna’s Figs with Gorgonzola and Parma Ham


Figs con gorgonzola e prosciutto di parma


Fresh, plump and voluptuous figs picked from their tree, still warm from the midday sun; are a Southern Italian delight. The fig season is so short that I like to enjoy them in their natural form while I can. However, Nonna’s tree has produced an abundance of sweet, ripe fruit this year, so I thought that I would bake some just for a change, and they were absolutely delicious.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking time: 20 minutes


Serves: 4


8 plump fresh figs


200g gorgonzoloa


8 slices, Parma ham


1.   Preheat the oven to 180°C (gas 4).


2.   Take each fig, stand it on its base and, with a sharp knife, cut a cross half way through the top. Use your fingers to open out the fig.


3.   Divide the gorgonzola into 8 roughly equal pieces and use it to fill the centre of each fig.


4.   Wrap a piece of Parma ham around the body of each fig.


5.   Place the prepared figs into a baking dish and bake until the figs have softened and the gorgonzola has melted.


6.   Serve on a base of rocket drizzled with balsamic vinegar.



Pan Fried Courgettes


Zucchini fritte


Courgettes, or zucchini, are one vegetable that even novice gardeners can grow. It’s good to have a variety of courgette dishes in your repertoire, to deal with the inevitable glut. I adore these fried zucchini, especially when they are warm in a sandwich.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking time: 20 minutes


Serves: 4


200g plain flour


1 tsp bicarbonate of soda


Pinch of salt and pepper


250ml cold water


Olive oil


2 medium courgettes, sliced lengthways, into 5mm slices


1 lemon, cut into wedges


1.   To make the batter, mix together the flour, bicarbonate of soda, salt, pepper and water with a whisk. Place the batter in the fridge for 15 minutes.


2.   Place a large frying pan onto a medium heat and add a glug of olive oil.


3.   Remove the batter from the fridge and dip the courgette slices into the mixture to coat them.


4.   Fry the courgettes in batches, cooking for 2 minutes on each side until lightly golden in colour.


5.   Allow the slices to drain on kitchen towel to remove excess oil, then place on a plate and pop in a low oven to keep warm while you continue frying.


6.   Serve with lemon wedges and salad.



Parmesan Soufflé


Sformatini di formaggio


A light and airy savoury dish to tantalise the taste buds. It’s indulgent yet lightly spiced – and all in one mouthful. Bake these cheese soufflés in small ramekins, they will rise and have a wobbly middle.


Preparation time: 20 minutes


Cooking time: 35 minutes


Serves: 6


6 eggs


300g Parmesan, grated


100g pecorino, grated


250ml milk


250ml double cream


¼ tsp nutmeg, grated


Pepper to season


1.   Preheat the oven to 180°C (gas 4) and grease six small ramekins with a little butter.


2.   Put the eggs, Parmesan, pecorino, milk, cream, nutmeg and pepper in a large bowl or blender. Whisk well to combine all of the ingredients fully.


3.   Divide the mixture equally into the ramekins.


4.   Put the ramekins in a deep baking tray then add cold water so that it reaches half way up the ramekins. This will allow the soufflé to cook slowly.


5.   Cook for 35 minutes until golden brown and set, but with a wobble.


6.   Serve immediately.



Risotto Balls


Arancini con Mozzarella


With this delicious recipe leftover risotto need never go to waste again. In fact it’s worth cooking extra so that you have enough to make arancini for the next day. Arancini are an absolute favourite with my children and family. They are delicious and soft with a hot gooey mozzarella surprise hidden within the crispy breadcrumb jacket on the outside.


Preparation time: 5 minutes


Cooking time: 6 minutes


Serves: 4


2 eggs


30g Parmesan


400g cold risotto


100g breadcrumbs


125g mozzarella


4 tbsp leftover tomato sugo (see page 38)


1 litre sunflower oil to fry


1.   Beat one of the eggs and grate the Parmesan, then add both to the cold risotto and stir.


2.   Beat the second egg and place in a bowl and put the breadcrumbs into another bowl, ready for rolling.


3.   Take a small amount of risotto in the palm of your hand and flatten it.


4.   Put a small piece of mozzarella in the centre, with a teaspoon of the tomato sauce, and roll the risotto into a ball.


5.   Dip the risotto ball in the beaten egg, then roll it in the breadcrumbs.


6.   Deep fry until golden brown.


7.   Serve with a seasonal salad.



Aubergine Dip


Melanzzane caponata


In the height of summer when aubergines are in season they are velvety and deep in colour. They should be heavy, smooth and have an unblemished skin: handle them with care as they bruise easily. Softened aubergines are rich, yet mild and creamy, and taste beautiful spooned through pasta, or on the side of a meat-or fish-based dish. They are also perfect just with salad and bread.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking time: 40 minutes


Serves: 4


2 medium aubergines


1 onion


Olive oil


Salt


50g olives, pitted


220g sweet red peppers, drained amount from a jar


1 garlic clove


1 tbsp tomato purée


1 large bunch of basil, chopped


Salt and pepper to season


1.   Preheat the oven to 190°C (gas 5).


2.   Line a baking tray with foil, pierce the aubergines with a fork and place them on the tray. Peel and halve the onion and place on the tray with the aubergines. Drizzle over olive oil and a little salt and bake for 40 minutes.


3.   Remove the aubergines and onions from the oven. Once they are cool enough to handle, peel the skin from the aubergines using your fingers and discard it.


4.   Place the aubergine pulp, onion, olives, sweet peppers, garlic and tomato purée into a food processor. Blitz well for a minute and decant into a bowl.


5.   Season with the salt and pepper and stir in the chopped basil.


6.   Serve on crostini.



Softened Sicilian Aubergines


Caponata


Caponata is a combination of softened aubergines with tomatoes, onions and celery, dressed with a sweet and sour combination of flavours. It is traditionally from Sicily, but the recipe does vary through the region. It can be enjoyed as a starter, as part of antipasti or as a side dish to a main meal.


Preparation time: 50 minutes


Cooking time: 1 hour 30 minutes


Serves: 4–6


140 ml olive oil


4 medium aubergines, cut into 2cm cubes


1 red onion, finely sliced


1 garlic clove, sliced


60g sugar


390g passata


20ml white wine vinegar


2 celery stalks, chopped into small cubes and blanched in boiling water


Leaves from celery, chopped finely


60g capers, rinsed


140g olives, pitted, chopped


50g fresh breadcrumbs, toasted


1.   Heat 4 tbsp olive oil in a frying pan, add the aubergines and cook slowly for 10 minutes until lightly coloured. Remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen towel.


2.   Add a little more oil and fry off the onion and garlic. Cook for five minutes then add 30g sugar, stir and caramelise for a further 5 minutes.


3.   Heat the passata for 5 minutes and add the remaining sugar and vinegar and leave to cook over a medium heat.


4.   Add the blanched celery to the onion mixture, stir and cook for 5 minutes.


5.   Add the capers, olives and the onion mixture to the passata and stir.


6.   Mix in the cooked aubergine and the fresh herbs then tip the caponata into a serving dish and scatter the toasted breadcrumbs over the top.



Stuffed Artichokes


Carciofi ripieni


Nutty in flavour and very beautiful in appearance, artichokes are used frequently in Italian cookery.


Preparation time: 20 minutes


Cooking time: 50 minutes


Serves: 6


6 medium artichokes


100g fresh breadcrumbs


40g parsley, chopped


50g Parmesan, grated


2 garlic cloves, crushed


Salt and pepper to taste


25ml olive oil, to drizzle


1.   Trim off the top 2cm of each artichoke. Remove the tough outer leaves and cut off the stems so that the artichokes can sit upright.


2.   Remove the choke of each artichoke (this is the hairy leaves in the centre) using a teaspoon.


3.   Finely chop the stems of the artichokes and put them in a bowl along with the breadcrumbs, parsley, Parmesan, garlic, and salt and pepper. Mix well.


4.   Pull the leaves of each artichoke open and fill the gaps with the breadcrumb mixture.


5.   Sit the artichokes in the base of a saucepan and pour water into the pan so that it comes 5cm up around the artichokes.


6.   Drizzle over a little olive oil and cover the pan with a closely fitting lid.


7.   Cook until the artichokes are tender when pierced with a knife. This will take about 50 minutes, so check the water level from time to time to ensure the pan does not boil dry.


8.   Serve in a bowl.




Carmela’s tip


Into a large bowl of water add the juice of a large lemon. Place the artichokes into the bowl and this will prevent any discolouring.






Stuffed Portobello Mushrooms


Fungi riempire


There’s nothing lovelier than a platter of large stuffed portobello mushrooms in the centre of a family dinner table, surrounded by antipasti pickles, salads and rustic breads. These portobello mushrooms can also be considered a meal on their own as they are quite meaty, earthy and woody. They are incredibly easy and quick to prepare and make a great starter to any meal, a delicious light lunch with salad or a side dish with meat or fish.


Preparation time: 10 minutes


Cooking time: 25–30 minutes


Serves: 4


6 large flat mushrooms, peeled and stalks removed


Extra virgin olive oil, to drizzle


Salt and pepper, to season


150g fresh breadcrumbs, homemade using slightly stale bread


2 cloves garlic, peeled and crushed


1 small red chilli, de-seeded and sliced (optional)


50g Parmesan, grated


1 tbsp oregano, freshly chopped


30g homemade basil pesto


125g ball of mozzarella, chopped


1.   Preheat the oven to 190°C (gas 5).


2.   Take each mushroom and cut out the inner stalk with a small knife. Peel the outer layer of the mushroom’s skin with your fingers and place the mushroom in a baking dish.


3.   Drizzle a little olive oil over the mushrooms and add salt and pepper to season.


4.   Mix together the breadcrumbs, crushed garlic, chopped chilli, grated Parmesan, oregano and a little salt and pepper in a bowl.


5.   Spread a tablespoon of pesto over the base of each mushroom.


6.   Divide the breadcrumb mixture, spoon over the mushrooms and press down firmly, using your hands.


7.   Sprinkle the chopped mozzarella on top of the mushrooms.


8.   Drizzle over a little more olive oil and bake for 25–30 minutes until lightly golden.


9.   Serve on top of a light leafy rocket salad.


[image: image]



Tomato and Mozzarella Salad

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CARMELA SOPHIA SERENO

Southern
Italian
Lamily

-

Simple, healthy and affordable
food from Italy’s cucina povera






OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





