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ITALY IS MY HOMELAND. The land where I grew up as a child and the land that shapes the way I cook and eat today.


Food was always a huge part of my childhood. My grandfather was head chef at Costa Cruises, so I grew up with good food and knowing the importance of good-quality ingredients.


I hated school and am quite happy to admit that I hardly ever went, but at the age of 13 I found my direction in life: food. I enrolled at the Luigi de Medici catering college in Naples and finally found somewhere I wanted to attend every day. Being surrounded by food and cooking all day just seemed so natural.


After finishing college and working in Italy for a bit, I decided that I needed to venture to pastures new. When I was 20 years old I moved to London to work in restaurants and forge my career in food.


The UK is now my home and where my family live, but I still have firm roots in Italy. I guess there are two reasons for this. First, traditions and food culture are bred into every Italian, and living in a different country, even for 16 years, will never dilute them – I still cook Italian food every day and we are lucky enough to visit Italy on family holidays. Second, Italian cuisine, with its emphasis on simple, good-quality ingredients enjoyed in the company of family and friends, is such a simple formula that it works wherever you are in the world.


When I do venture back to Italy, family is always at the forefront of my mind. In true Italian style many of my close relatives still live in the area where we grew up. Aunts live next door or close to my cousins, grandparents live within walking distance of their grandchildren, and doors are left open for the family to gather in whichever house happens to be at the heart of the family on that particular day or with whoever has a pot of pasta boiling away.


I love going back there to see everybody, and when filming for my TV series I finally got to cook for them. Believe it or not, I have never cooked for my extended family. If they come to the UK, they want to sample the various amazing restaurants we have here (they are unlikely to find a curry house in Torre del Greco), and if we go to Italy, they want to cook for me. So this was my opportunity to cook for them and, to be honest, I was a little nervous about it. Cooking in other people’s kitchens can sometimes be a bit awkward but the famous Italian hospitality means that they are offended if you don’t treat their house as your own – mess and all!


Family is at the centre of any Italian table, and this was especially brought home to me on my various adventures around the south of Italy, from the lemon groves on the Amalfi coast, where Salvatore and his family both grew the lemons and made limoncello from them, to Casolare da Tobia, the family-run restaurant on the volcano crater just outside the city of Naples.
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Families eat together and work together. Generations of the same family work side by side, taking responsibility for their own products but also sharing the burden of everyday life. This was so apparent at the cherry orchard in Castello, where Ciro worked on his area of land and his brothers on the other plots but they all shared the workers who sorted and stacked the cherries. A true family business.


Not surprisingly, in a country where food plays such a prominent role, meals in Italy can be rather elaborate affairs and we like to take our time. We have courses, as in England, but are slightly stricter about what can be served in each. We start with an aperitivo, or aperitif, often accompanied by nibbles. This is nearly always followed by antipasto, which is usually (but not always) a cold starter of cured meats, cheeses, vegetables and salads. We will then have our primo (first course), often a pasta, soup or risotto option. Still hungry? OK, now we enjoy our secondo (main course), traditionally the heartiest part of the meal, which will always be either fish or meat. And if you can still fit it in, there’s dessert and coffee, followed by a digestivo, or liqueur. Now you know why we go for siestas after lunch!


It’s sometimes difficult to generalise about Italian food because Italy is made up of 20 regions and every town or village makes the same dish in very different ways. Local cooking is shaped by geographic, historical and climatic differences, and today’s Italian cuisine is the result of the slow integration of the country’s many different regional traditions and food customs. When Italy was unified in the mid-19th century, only about 2 per cent of the total population was able to speak and understand the national language – instead they spoke their own regional dialects. The same kind of separation was also reflected in the food.


Food in Italy is still very regional and each area is known for specific dishes, ingredients and pasta shapes. Bari, for example, is noted for its orecchiette, and you can still see women sitting in the cobbled streets of the old town making it by hand. Gragnano, by comparison, is known for fusilli, made by rolling linguine around a long, thin metal rod, traditionally an umbrella spoke. It is still rolled by hand to this day, and I have to say it is easier than making orecchiette by hand – I have tried both. Speed was not on my side and the factory definitely wouldn’t give me a job!


The obvious accompaniment to all this is, of course, wine. Italians love good wine but I would never consider them to be binge drinkers. They enjoy a good glass or two with their meal but I’ve very rarely seen family members past the point of no return. Wine becomes an important part of celebrations and family meals from a young age and, as always, we prefer quality over quantity.


Like the food, wine in Italy is also regional. There are vineyards all over the country, growing more than 350 different grape varieties, from traditional southern whites, such as Catarratto and Fiano, to the ‘noble variety of Aglianico, a delicious red.


As a general rule, northern Italian wines tend to have lighter flavours than those from the south, where the stronger sun results in bigger, bolder flavours, as in New World wines. But, as always in Italy, the cuisine in each region reflects the wine and grape variety grown there. So if you are in Puglia, eating traditional cuisine, a good rule is to go for a grape variety grown in Puglia.


Simplicity itself. And that’s the key to Italian cuisine. Fresh, top-quality seasonal ingredients cooked simply to allow the flavours to speak for themselves. When travelling for Gino’s Italian Escape, I was struck time and again by the passion and commitment to quality shown by the food producers I met, and how they have continued to preserve the timeless family traditions that make Italian cuisine what it is. In the face of such amazing producers it was difficult not to come up with amazing recipes for the book. I couldn’t help but feel inspired. I hope you are too.
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ANTIPASTO (PLURAL ANTIPASTI) ACTUALLY MEANS ‘before the meal’, and is what Italians traditionally eat before the first course. I guess it’s similar to serving canapés, but instead of standing and mingling with guests, you help yourself, buffet-style, while seated at the table.


I’ll never forget the first time I took my wife to Naples and we sat down for dinner. She tucked into the antipasti, not realising that a pasta, then a meat or fish dish, were to follow. I know it was a bit mean not to tell her but I still remember the look on her face after devouring loads of antipasti and bread, only to learn this wasn’t even the starter – hilarious. I love Italian meals like this. How wonderful to actually take time out to sit around a table with family or friends and spend hours together chatting and enjoying great food. Absolute heaven!


Antipasti vary but usually consist of some kind of plated cured meats accompanied by seasonal vegetables such as olives, peperoncini, mushrooms, caper berries and artichoke hearts, plus anchovies, various cheeses, such as provolone or mozzarella and pickled vegetables (in oil or vinegar). The choices on offer will vary according to region. In southern Italy antipasti will include different preparations of saltwater fish and traditional southern cured meats; in the north, there will be different kinds of cured meats; and near lakes, freshwater fish will be served. The cheeses on offer also vary significantly between regions, from creamy smooth buffalo mozzarella in Naples to amazing pecorino from Sardinia.


Cured meats for antipasti may include mortadella (a clear favourite with my children), but, more traditionally, smoked ham, types of salami, prosciutto and coppa are usually offered, according to preference (see my guide on here and also chapter 5, here). The great joy of antipasti is that you can choose whatever you like. This really is a case of anything goes.


I never have a dinner party without offering an antipasti selection. My guests now expect it and have learnt not to fill themselves up too much on what’s on offer.


An aperitivo is, plainly and simply, a pre-dinner drink, meant to open the palate and give you a chance to socialise, relax, and enjoy some nibbles as dinner approaches. The aperitivo and its popularity has changed dramatically over the years. Italians (like many people all over the world) used to perhaps pop briefly into their local bar after work for the odd Campari or Aperol, or they might have their little fix at home before their meal, but now the aperitivo is a trend that everyone seems to be embracing and a new craze has been born. During the early evening most bars in large cities serve aperitivi with complimentary food. We’re not talking ‘Happy Hour’ here. These drinks are not cheap, but usually have an added supplement for the food being served, which can often consist of hefty portions of antipasti that you just help yourself to at the bar. In fact, bars in Italy are now competing to see who can offer the best and most free food.


Italian working hours are different from those in many other countries and cultures: people often start work at 8 a.m. and go home around 12.30 p.m. for a huge lunch and a siesta. They then return to work at around 4 p.m. and work until 8 p.m. I guess if you have had a large meal at lunch and it’s a nice evening, why would you want to go home after a long day at work, especially if you’ve had a nap in the afternoon? Meeting your friends and family and going to a small deli or bar where you can enjoy a few glasses of whatever takes your fancy and some fresh local produce sounds extremely tempting to me.


What I really love about the owners of bars, delis or restaurants in Italy, is how passionate they are about what they have to offer, why it’s the best and how it’s made. Even if you are not that interested in food, you can’t help but get swept away in their enthusiasm, and you quite often come out having learnt something about cheese, meat or wine that you never knew before. What a perfect way to spend an evening.
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GINO’S GUIDE TO MOZZARELLA


Originally from southern Italy, mozzarella is a versatile cheese that comes in many different types. Here’s my personal guide.


LOW-MOISTURE MOZZARELLA – This has had some of its water removed so it does not ‘leak’ when cooked. Perfect for pizzas, as it prevents them from going soggy.


MOZZARELLA AFFUMICATA – Smoked mozzarella, perfect for wrapping in pancetta and frying.


MOZZARELLA DI BUFALA – Made from water buffalo milk, perfectly soft and creamy but with a high moisture content. Perfect for salads and for my Marinated Mozzarella recipe.


MOZZARELLA FIOR DI LATTE – Made from pasteurised cow’s milk and cheaper than the buffalo milk version. (In the UK if the packet does not state that it is buffalo mozzarella, you can assume it is made from cow’s milk.


GINO’S GUIDE TO CURED MEATS


Here are the most popular meats that would normally be offered as antipasti – and my personal favourites.


BRESAOLA – Air-dried beef with a deep red colour, this sweet-flavoured meat is served thinly sliced in salads and sandwiches.


CAPOCOLLO – Fully air-dried, thinly cut pork shoulder or neck, seasoned with spicy red pepper, capocollo is from the Campania region. It is the southern equivalent of coppa, a traditional ham from Emilia-Romagna.


MORTADELLA – An Italian spice-flavoured sausage made from pork neck. The traditional version from Bologna contains black pepper and myrtle.


PANCETTA – This salt-cured pork belly is seasoned with nutmeg, pepper, fennel, dried ground hot peppers, and garlic. It is served thinly sliced or chopped after a three-month drying process.


PROSCIUTTO – A sweet-flavoured ham, most famously from Parma. Its intensive curing process includes rubbing and salting by hand, followed by long periods of air-drying. It’s normally served uncooked, as prosciutto crudo. (The cooked version is known as prosciutto cotto.)
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BRUSCHETTE CON PESTO DI POMODORI SECCHI


BRUSCHETTE WITH SUN-DRIED TOMATO PESTO


Bruschette are eaten all over Italy, and we all know and love the traditional tomato-based recipe – I, for one, certainly grew up on it. This version just adds a little twist to the classic dish and is perfect for entertaining.
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Serves 4 as a starter


1 CIABATTA LOAF, CUT INTO SLICES 2CM THICK


2 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL


1 GARLIC CLOVE, PEELED AND HALVED


5–6 TOMATOES, DESEEDED AND DICED


FRESH BASIL LEAVES AND PARMESAN CHEESE SHAVINGS TO GARNISH


For the pesto


150G SUN-DRIED TOMATOES IN OIL, DRAINED


1 GARLIC CLOVE, PEELED


SMALL BUNCH OF FRESH BASIL


2 TABLESPOONS PINE NUTS


3 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL


2 TABLESPOONS FRESHLY GRATED PARMESAN CHEESE


SALT AND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


First make the pesto. Place the sun-dried tomatoes, garlic, basil and pine nuts in a small food processor and blitz until you have a rough paste. Add the olive oil and Parmesan and blitz again until smooth. Season and set to one side.


To make the bruschette, heat a griddle pan over a high heat. Brush the ciabatta slices with a little olive oil, then pop them on the griddle for 1–2 minutes until charred on both sides. Remove from the pan and rub one side of each slice with the cut side of the garlic.


Spread a little of the pesto on each bruschetta, then scatter with a few of the diced tomatoes.


Serve topped with a few basil leaves and parmesan shavings.
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COCKTAIL CON LIMONCELLO


LIMONCELLO COCKTAIL


Limoncello in Italy is served as a digestive after a big meal but I think it is just as good in a cocktail. Salvatore and his family, who owned the lemon grove I recently visited, make their own limoncello and were quite adamant that once a bottle has been opened, it should be stored in the fridge and not, as so many people do, in the freezer. So go and get your opened bottle out of the freezer and make this cocktail, even if it is a Monday night. Then, on the orders of Salvatore, put the bottle back in the fridge!
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Serves 6


½ LEMON


2 TABLESPOONS CASTER SUGAR


6 TABLESPOONS LIMONCELLO


1 BOTTLE OF CHILLED PROSECCO


Take 6 champagne flutes and run the cut side of the lemon around the rim of each glass just to wet it a little. Put the sugar on a plate and dip the rim of each glass in it to frost the edge.


Pour a tablespoon of limoncello into each glass and top up with Prosecco. Serve straight away.
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ROTOLINI DI PROSCIUTTO CRUDO E MOZZARELLA


MOZZARELLA AND PARMA HAM ROLLS


When guests unexpectedly turn up at that awkward time between late afternoon and supper, a glass of wine is quite acceptable, but it is always nice to be able to give them a little something to eat as well. These rolls use ingredients that I always have in my fridge, and they are super-quick to make.


If you are ever lucky enough to get hold of fresh mozzarella like the one I found at the Vannulo farm, just eat it as it stands. If, though, you get your mozzarella from the supermarket, this is the perfect recipe as it gives it just a bit of a flavour boost.
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Makes 8 rolls


4 TABLESPOONS CREAM CHEESE


2 TABLESPOONS PESTO (SEE HERE)


8 SLICES OF PROSCIUTTO


1 BALL OF MOZZARELLA, DRAINED AND CUT INTO STRIPS


70G ROCKET LEAVES


Mix together the cream cheese and pesto. Season with black pepper.


Lay the slices of prosciutto on a clean board. Carefully spread a little of the cream cheese mixture on each one. Place a small bunch of rocket leaves at one end of each slice, allowing the tips of them to poke out. Top with a strip of mozzarella, then carefully roll up the prosciutto.


Serve with a glass of chilled wine or a Limoncello Cocktail.
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ARANCINI CON SALSA DI POMODORI ARROSTITI


RICE BALLS WITH ROASTED TOMATO AND PEPPER SAUCE


Arcncini are deep-fried risotto balls that can be stuffed with mozzarella or ragù (sauce). Their name – which comes from arancia, the Italian word for ‘orange’ – means ‘little oranges’. These delicious rice balls originate from Sicily and are served in cafes all over the island. In recent years they have become a popular kind of Italian street food and are perfect for using up leftover risotto.
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Serves 4


25G DRIED PORCINI MUSHROOMS


4 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL, PLUS EXTRA FOR DRIZZLING


½ AN ONION, PEELED AND CHOPPED


400G ARBORIO RICE


400ML VEGETABLE STOCK


150G FRESHLY GRATED PARMESAN CHEESE


3 EGGS, SEPARATED, WHITES LIGHTLY BEATEN


200G MOZZARELLA CHEESE, CUBED


100G PLAIN FLOUR


200G TOASTED FINE BREADCRUMBS


ABOUT 1 LITRE VEGETABLE OIL, FOR DEEP-FRYING


SALT AND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


PARMESAN SHAVINGS AND FRESH BASIL LEAVES TO GARNISH


For the tomato and pepper sauce


3 RED PEPPERS


4 TOMATOES, HALVED


1 GARLIC CLOVE, PEELED AND SLICED


3 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL


Soak the dried mushrooms in boiling water.


Meanwhile, heat the olive oil in a heavy-based saucepan over a medium heat and gently fry the onion until softened. Add the rice and fry for 3 minutes, stirring constantly. Add a ladleful of the stock, season and cook, stirring all the time, until the liquid is absorbed.


Continue to add ladlefuls of stock in the same way. When half has been added, drain the mushrooms, pouring their liquid (minus any grit) into the rice. Continue adding the remaining stock until it has all been used and the rice is cooked through but still has a slight bite (this should take about 18 minutes). Add more water if necessary to complete the cooking process.


Finely chop the soaked mushrooms, then mix them into the rice along with the Parmesan cheese and the 3 egg yolks. Season with salt and pepper, then spread the rice mixture onto a tray and leave to cool.


Once cooled, take 2 tablespoons of the rice mixture in your hands and press together. Push a piece of mozzarella into the centre of the rice and mould the rice around it, making a ball.


Put the flour and breadcrumbs on separate plates. Dip the rice ball first into the flour, then the egg white, coating it thoroughly, and finally in the breadcrumbs. Repeat the process until all the rice has been used up.


Place the rice balls on a tray and refrigerate for 1 hour to firm up.


Meanwhile, make the sauce. Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4. Cut the peppers in half, discarding the seeds and stalks, and place in a baking tray. Add the tomatoes and garlic, a good glug of olive oil, and season with salt and pepper. Roast for 40 minutes or until the peppers are soft.


When cooked, place everything in a blender and blitz until smooth. Season with salt and pepper.


Heat a deep-fat fryer to 190°C, or heat the oil in a deep pan until a cube of bread dropped in the hot oil sizzles and turns brown in 30 seconds. Make sure the oil is deep enough to completely cover the arancini.


Deep-fry the arancini in batches for 1–2 minutes until golden brown and hot in the middle. (This will depend on how big they are, so you might need to test one.) Remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper.


Serve each freshly fried arancini topped with 2–3 tablespoons of your red pepper sauce, Parmesan shavings, basil leaves and a drizzle of olive oil.
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PEPERONI AL FORNO CON ACCIUGHE E PINOLI


ROASTED PEPPERS WITH ANCHOVIES AND PINE NUTS


This almost doesn’t qualify as cooking because the recipe is so easy. It uses the best of Italian ingredients and its beauty lies in its simplicity. The peppers become sweet when roasted, creating a delicious juice that is perfect for mopping up with large chunks of Italian bread.
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Serves 4


2 YELLOW PEPPERS


12 CHERRY TOMATOES


8 ANCHOVY FILLETS IN OIL, DRAINED


OLIVE OIL


25G PINE NUTS


SALT AND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


FRESH BASIL LEAVES AND PARMESAN SHAVINGS TO GARNISH


GOOD-QUALITY THICK BALSAMIC VINEGAR AND BREAD TO SERVE


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.


Cut the peppers in half lengthways, going straight through the stalk if you can. Discard the cord and seeds, then lay the halved peppers on a baking tray. Cut the tomatoes in half and divide them between the peppers. Top with a couple of anchovy fillets, drizzle with olive oil and season with black pepper. Place in the oven for 20 minutes until the peppers are tender.


While the peppers are cooking, lightly toast the pine nuts in a dry frying pan for a couple of minutes, then transfer them to a plate.


Tear some basil leaves and scatter them over the cooked peppers, then sprinkle the pine nuts and a few Parmesan shavings on top.


Serve drizzled with balsamic vinegar and a little more olive oil.
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GAMBERONI E CALAMARI GRIGLIATI CON MAYONNAISE AL LIMONE


GRIDDLED PRAWNS AND SQUID WITH CHILLI AND LEMON MAYONNAISE


The coastal regions of Italy love their seafood. This is a delicious and simple recipe in which everything can be prepared the night before and then simply griddled or placed on the barbecue.
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Serves 4


8 BABY SQUID, CLEANED


12 LARGE UNSHELLED KING PRAWNS


2 GARLIC CLOVES, PEELED AND SLICED


3 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL


2 FRESH ROSEMARY SPRIGS


SALT AND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


For the mayonnaise


2 FREE RANGE EGG YOLKS


½ TEASPOON DIJON MUSTARD


ZEST OF 1 LEMON AND JUICE OF ½


½ RED CHILLI, DESEEDED AND FINELY CHOPPED


300ML OLIVE OIL


Cut your cleaned squid down the middle, opening them up like a book. Lay them flat on a board and lightly score the flesh in a diamond pattern, taking care not to cut right through it.


Place the squid and prawns in a plastic bag along with the garlic, olive oil and rosemary. Shake everything together, then place in the fridge for 2 hours or, better still, overnight.


To make the mayonnaise, place the egg yolks, mustard and lemon juice in a blender. Blitz for 15 seconds, then slowly, with the motor running, pour in the oil. Once all the oil has been added, season the mayonnaise with salt and pepper, add the zest and a little more lemon juice if needed. Place in the fridge until needed.


Once the prawns have marinated, remove the bag from the fridge at least 30 minutes before cooking.


Heat a griddle pan over a high heat. Place the prawns on it and cook for 3 minutes on each side until pink. Transfer to a serving platter. Place the squid on the griddle pan and cook for 1 minute – it will curl up.


Add the squid to the prawn platter and serve with the lemon and chilli mayonnaise.
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CARTA DI MUSICA CON SPEZIE E PESTATA DI OLIVE


SPICED PAPER-THIN BREAD WITH OLIVE TAPENADE


These delicately thin breads – their name translates literally as ‘music paper’ – are the perfect start to a meal, especially alongside a glass of chilled Prosecco. They are ideal to play around with, as you can spice them with whatever takes your fancy.
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Makes 8 breads


200G WHITE FLOUR, TYPE ‘OO’


100G FINE SEMOLINA


GOOD PINCH OF SALT


OLIVE OIL


To spice the breads:


FENNEL SEEDS (LIGHTLY CRUSHED), PAPRIKA, GROUND CUMIN, CAYENNE PEPPER, GROUND BLACK PEPPER, SEA SALT


For the tapenade


1 GARLIC CLOVE, PEELED


JUICE OF 1 LEMON


1 TABLESPOON SALTED CAPERS, RINSED


6 ANCHOVY FILLETS IN OIL, DRAINED


PINCH OF DRIED CHILLI FLAKES (OPTIONAL)


250G PITTED BLACK OLIVES


SMALL BUNCH OF FRESH PARSLEY


3 TABLESPOONS OLIVE OIL


Preheat the oven to 200°C/gas mark 6.


Put the flour, semolina and salt into a bowl and combine with 200ml water. Knead to a smooth dough, then divide into 10 equal pieces.


Now this is where you can use some machine or muscle power. Pass each piece of dough through a floured pasta machine, or roll out by hand, into long thin sheets. Pop each sheet onto a non-stick baking tray.


Brush each sheet lightly with olive oil, then scatter with the spice of your choice. (I like to make a few different types, some with crushed fennel seeds, some with sea salt and some with paprika.)


Place the breads in the oven and cook for 4–5 minutes until golden and crispy. (They cook really quickly, so no going off to make a cup of tea!) Once cooked, remove from the oven and leave to cool.


To make the tapenade, place the ingredients, apart from the olive oil and black pepper, in a blender and blitz until you have a rough paste. Drizzle in the olive oil to loosen the mixture and blend once more.


Serve your paper-thin breads with the tapenade handed separately.
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MOZZARELLA SFIZIOSA


MARINATED MOZZARELLA BALLS


When you think of Italy, two cheeses immediately spring to mind: Parmesan and mozzarella. This recipe puts mozzarella centre stage with two different marinades that are guaranteed to impress.
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