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			Sophie Grigson is a cook, food writer and television presenter with over 20 books to her name and nine television series for BBC, Channel 4 and UKTV Food. She has also written columns and articles for the Evening Standard, Independent, Sunday Times, Country Living, BBC Good Food and Waitrose Food Illustrated. During this time she has been raising her children, running her cookery school in Oxford and presenting television shows for The Travel Channel. On impulse, after interviewing Russell Norman about his book, Venice, in 2019 she sold or gave away the majority of her belongings and packed herself into her small car to move to Puglia in the south of Italy.
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			‘After an absence of nearly forty years, I arrived back in Puglia on 10 May 2019, me and my purple aubergine of a car, rammed full with pretty much everything I owned. We entered by a back route, unpropitious with its potholes and twists and turns, squiggling along the northern perimeter of the Gargano peninsula to Vieste at its tip. Here at last.’

			After her children grew up and left home, Sophie Grigson found herself living alone. About to turn 60, she took the decision to sell or give away most of her belongings, to pack up her car and to drive to Puglia on her own to start a new life. In a part of Italy where she didn’t know anyone, this narrative journal of food writing, stories and recipes brings to life the region, its food and the local characters that she meets along the way.

			This is a book about courage, hope, new horizons and, above all, delicious food.
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			For the Ceglie Pods, who have shared their 
enthusiasm for Puglia, food, wine, good company, humour, life and wisdom so freely.
Grazie, cari amici.
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			After an absence of nearly forty years, I arrived back in Puglia on 10 May 2019, me and my purple aubergine of a car, rammed full with pretty much everything I owned. We entered by a back route, unpropitious with its potholes and twists and turns, squiggling along the northern perimeter of the Gargano Peninsula to Vieste at its tip. Here at last.

			About a year earlier I’d had one of those light-bulb moments. I would move lock, stock and barrel to the south of Italy. I’d just interviewed the author and restaurateur Russell Norman about his book Venice, an account of a year lived in the backstreets of Venice learning to cook like the locals. There was an audience, so I was trying to appear professional and thoughtful, but was horribly distracted by two thoughts: (1) This man is so bloody gorgeous and charming, and (2) I am so jealous – why haven’t I ever done something like this? Two days later, I was procrastinating my way down an internet path to nowhere when I came across a story about a little town called Candela in the north of Puglia that was paying people to move there. And right then and there it struck me. I could and I would. I was going to move to the south of Italy. After eleven months of sorting, clearing, organising, saying goodbyes, my Oxford flat was empty and my car was so full I could barely squeeze myself in. I dropped the keys through the letterbox and headed south.

			Vieste soon squashed any lingering doubts that I was doing the right thing. Like so many of the beautiful white hill towns of Puglia, the heart is the medieval centro storico, with winding streets and stairways, alleys and arches, and a greater or lesser number of tourist shops and restaurants. So it began, with a meal in a restaurant picked at random, where the chef/patron/brothers had a yen for molecular playfulness, bracketed with the traditional in the form of tiny octopuses braised in tomato and red wine. And later an epic firework display over the harbour, perfectly framed by my bedroom window, to welcome me back. It also happened to be the festa of the town’s patron saint. Coincidence. Surely.

			Candela itself turned out to be a fetching little white hill village, close to the Bari–Naples motorway, but otherwise in the middle of nowhere. Its one claim to fame is La Trasonna, Italy’s narrowest street, just 35cm wide. As streets go, it’s also very, very short. At the mayor’s office I discovered that the money was long gone, but by then I’d realised that it wasn’t the place for me. I needed to be further south, somewhere I could earn a living with my minimal Italian. I set off again, on the hunt for a home.

			After a few weeks of moseying around mostly in unseasonable torrents of rain, the small town of Ceglie Messapica found me. It’s in the verdant, trulli-strewn Itria Valley, near the better-known Ostuni. The outskirts are ugly, which is true of most Italian towns, but the centre is pretty and unassuming. There are no particular tourist attractions, but the town styles itself as a città gastronomica. In practice this means that there are a lot of restaurants, most of them good and a handful that are excellent. There is also a professional cookery school for young chefs, set around a frescoed courtyard in the very heart of the old town. A stroke of luck leads me to a small sunlit house with stupidly steep stairs and pale ochre and ivory stone walls. I know immediately that this is home.

			
And I thought I knew a bit about Italian cooking . . . Discovering how Puglia eats

			Though Puglian cooking is obviously Italian, it has a beating heart that is all its own. It takes, ooh, about all of twenty-four hours to begin to spot the differences. Keep looking and they merge into a unique cuisine carved out of the land, poverty, cavalcades of invaders and a joyful greed for good food.

			You soon learn here that food is highly localised, and universally treasured. In my new home town, I asked for a ‘pasticciotto’ (a divinely crumbly pastry filled with crème patissière). Oh, mad Englishwoman! ‘They’re a speciality of Lecce (all of forty miles away). We don’t make them here.’ Actually you can get them all over the place (including the deep-freeze section of a local supermarket), but her point was clear.

			Ten miles in the other direction is the town of Cisternino, where so many of the town’s restaurants aren’t restaurants, at least not in the daytime. They’re butchers shops, selling impeccably displayed raw meat to whoever wants it. The display is still there in the evening, but the back rooms have opened and the butchery is transformed into a braceria or rosticceria. Hell for vegans, paradise for carnivores. Charcoal-grilled steaks, sausages and chops, but best of all, to my mind, are the bombette, little rolls of meat and cheese and herbs, oozing and tender.

			In Oria, I am introduced to the pignata, a clay pot for cooking stews, buried overnight in the embers of a wood-fired oven. Here they stew beef, pork, horse or donkey in a lake of rich tomato sauce. Some of that sauce is siphoned off to dress pasta, the rest eaten with the now phenomenally tender meat. Over on the coastal instep, in pre-season Porto Cesareo, I order a pignata di polpo. Octopus cooked so slowly in its earthenware that it is as soft as butter, richly seasoned, but with barely a trace of sauce.

			When I first looked out from the heights of Candela’s main street, the early June landscape was a patchwork of golden wheat stubble, olive groves, vines jacketed in plastic sheeting to protect against storms, and wind turbines. Hundreds of wind turbines, harvesting the gusts of air. There it was, spread out below me – wheat, wine and olive oil. The foundation stones of every meal in this blessed, endlessly fought-over (Ostrogoths, Greeks, Normans, Arabs, Austrians, Turks, French, Spaniards and Romans have all claimed it at one time or another), now often-overlooked patch of land.

			Add to that the sweet, sweet tomatoes, the bitter lampascioni (muscari bulbs), garlic, rich cheeses (especially burrata, created here in Puglia a century ago), cured capocollo and chilli-seared soppressata salami. Only an hour’s drive away, east and west, the long coastline delivers fish, octopus, crabs and mussels to strings of small ports with their bobbing fishing boats and early-morning harbour markets. One of Candela’s home products is grano arso, literally burnt grain, not the mistranslated ‘big bottom’ that makes me giggle childishly. Whole grains of wheat are roasted to within a millimetre of their lives, then ground to a fine flour and used for pasta (particularly orecchiette) and bread. Negroamaro and Primitivo grapes put flasks of wine on tables and in the increasing warmth of the June sun, the inhabitants of Turi turn out to celebrate the Sagra della Ciliegia Ferrovia, the Festival of the Railway Cherry, a plump, juicy variety named for the train tracks that ran alongside the original grand-daddy of a tree.

			I knew when I arrived that Puglia was a region I wanted to get to know intimately, to understand the culture, life, history and geography, reflected through the prism of the food that’s put on the tables of locals and of tourists, too. I’m reminded of my twenty-year-old self, scribbling in notebooks as I first travelled through Italy’s south, only this time I’m back to stay.

			
Covid, before, during and hopefully after

			When I moved into my little house on 6 June 2019, the words coronavirus and pandemic meant little to me or most of Ceglie Messapica’s inhabitants. The word Covid did not exist. The world had no idea of what was to come.

			That first summer was wonderful. It seemed that I had arrived in a town that lived life to the full, with events and celebrations of one sort or another every weekend and often midweek, too. It’s a party town, I told friends back in the UK. Gradually I made new friends, I tootled off on little trips to other parts of Puglia, I sampled new foods and drinks and generally had a ball. Autumn and winter were quieter but the restaurants were still full every weekend.

			Then Covid-19 happened and the party ended as spring set in. 2020’s first lockdown brought silent streets and muted the natural Italian exuberance that comes with warmer weather. The exploratory excursions I had planned to the very south and the very north of Puglia were now impossible. Still, compared to many we’ve been lucky here. The cases of Covid in the town remain low and food supplies were never an issue.

			Much of what I write about in this book is based on my experiences before Covid, but it also spans spring to autumn of 2020. It’s been a strange time to move to a new country and a strange time to be writing a book about food. By the time it is published in early summer 2021 we will have a new president in the White House and new vaccines to keep us safe. Ceglie Messapica, Puglia, the world will be finally trundling along the path to recovery and renewal. New horizons and new hope are ahead of us all.

		

	
		
			
Cooks’ notes

			All spoon measurements are rounded unless otherwise specified. I use a conventional 15ml tablespoon, 10ml dessertspoon and 5ml teaspoon. Eggs are free-range and large, unless stated otherwise. Treat all cooking times as guidelines, not hard rules. Terms like ‘bunch’ and ‘handful’ are deliberately vague, requiring the cook to interpret to their own taste and according to availability. If in doubt, use herbs generously. Parsley is always flat-leaf and fresh, as is mint. Basil is always, always fresh. Oregano is dried. Bay leaves are fine either way, fresh or dried. Olive oil, of course, is always extra virgin. Use lots of it.

			
About the recipes

			Most of the recipes in A Curious Absence of Chickens are traditional Puglian dishes. A few have been tweaked here and there to make them easier to cook away from their home territory, or because I liked them better with my variations melded in. For interest and as a lure to bring you readers to this blessed land, I’ve included a handful of dishes that can only be cooked in Puglia because this is the only place you will find the essential ingredients, such as the olive dolci, sweet olives. Finally, I couldn’t resist slipping in a scattering of interlopers, recipes that I love and that seem to me to fit beautifully within the Puglian context, like my mother’s sweetmeat cake recipe.

			Beeswax cloths

			It took me a while, but I now love my beeswax cloths (or wraps, if you prefer) and use them all the time. They don’t completely replace clingfilm, but they do reduce the amount you get through, which is a good thing. They also reduce the number of times when you struggle to find the edge of the clingfilm (see note on page 10) and swear as it rips midway, or as you cut your finger on the serrated metal strip. This is also a good thing.

			You can buy beeswax cloths readymade, but they’re expensive, even if they do last for 6–12 months. They are often too small, as well. Luckily it’s easy enough to make them yourself, and you can cut them to the size that suits you. You may be able to buy beeswax from local beekeepers, otherwise look online. There are plenty of instructions and much in-depth information to be found on the internet, but briefly, this is the way that I make my beeswax cloths:

			For one 30cm square of cotton or linen cloth (old bed linen works nicely), grate 20g of beeswax and toss lightly with 1 teaspoon of olive oil. Line a large baking tray with baking parchment and preheat the oven to 140°C/120°C fan/gas 1. Lay out the square of cloth on the baking tray and scatter the wax and oil mixture over it. Melt in the oven for 4–6 minutes. Using either a silicone brush, or a small clean sponge, brush the melted wax around the cloth, making sure that it is totally covered, with the wax reaching right to the edges. Pick the cloth up with tongs and gently waft it around for a few minutes until cool. All done.

			Cleaning up: Don’t wash the waxy grater and tongs directly in the sink or dishwasher. The wax will clog the drains. Instead, put a heatproof bowl into the sink and pour boiling water over the utensils and into the bowl, to remove the residue. Then wash as normal. Let the bowl of water cool down and pop it into the fridge for an hour or two. The wax will rise and set in a thin film over the water. Lift it off and discard.

			Using and cleaning your beeswax cloths:

			Use the warmth of your hands to mould the cloths around whatever it is you want to wrap – a bowl, a plate, a sandwich, a piece of cake. Do not use them to wrap raw chicken, meat or fish.

			Clean them in cold water with a dab of washing-up liquid, then leave to dry. Store in a kitchen drawer or cupboard away from heat.

			[image: Image]

			. . . If you want your clingfilm hell to disappear completely, store it in the fridge. The box may go a bit soggy, but the clingfilm unrolls without a hitch. Thank you, lovely Sally, who introduced me to this genius tip in her Puglian kitchen.
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			Our market is unremarkable. It is small compared to the Saturday market in nearby Ostuni or the Wednesday market in Martina Franca, but it’s the one I go to almost every week. It’s the ritual and the now-familiar faces I enjoy as much as the content. My ritual begins with the ten-minute stroll down the Corso Verdi, right along via Francesco Argentieri, turning off just after the farmacia into via Cesare Beccaria which leads me straight down into the genteel hubbub of market day. It ends with coffee in Alter Gusto, the fanciest pasticceria in town (it has a flowing molten chocolate wall, no less), bags of shopping at my ankles, essential fortification before the tramp back up the hill.

			In between there are fruit and vegetable stalls, knickers and trainers, plastic bowls and metal pasta rods. Down in the small, un-picturesque piazza at the back there are a couple of vans selling fresh fish from the coast, others with cheeses and salami, and the small stalls of very local growers with their own small heaps of abundance from their small vegetable patches and small orchards. If they are lucky, they sell out early, leaving plenty of time for a coffee hooched up with a shot of cheap grappa.

			The quality of the fruit and vegetables is, of course, impeccable. Each season brings its particular staples, piled up in swiftly diminishing and swiftly replenished mounds. Crates of whatever is at its peak of production are borne off by hard-bargaining housewives, ready to preserve for the next year until the season comes around again.

			In March 2020, the abrupt disappearance of the market, mid-artichoke season, seemed one of the most shocking symptoms of the lockdown itself. Two months later, the first nervous return of a handful of food stalls, protected by police wielding temperature guns and doling out hand-sanitiser, heralded the possibility that we might learn to live with the damnable Covid.

			Queer gear

			Back in the day, the wholesale fruit and veg sellers of London’s New Covent Garden Market used to call exotic and unusual fruit and veg ‘queer gear’. I visited occasionally, back in the 80s and 90s when I lived in London, and I think it is fair to say that the vendors were not modern reconstructed men. The women who worked among them had a lot to put up with. Are they more woke now? Maybe. These days, when I type ‘queer gear’ into Google, up leaps ‘rubber wear experience’. Hmmm.

			Anyway, the point is that Puglia has its own selection of queer gear of the vegetable variety. On market stalls, at the fruttivendolo (a favourite word of mine, it means greengrocer) or in the supermarket there are always mini-mountains of round or oval green vegetables that look something like a deflated melon or a pumped-up cucumber. Caroselli and baratelli or barattiere are indeed all balanced somewhere between cucumber and melon. They are eaten peeled and cut into wedges or discs on a daily basis, as an accompaniment to pasta. Something green and fresh and crunchy to lighten the full-on carbyness of the midday meal.

			Summer brings bunches of serpent beans, fagiolini serpente, almost as long as my forearm. Every time I buy them, my main man at the market reminds me to cook them with spaghetti. Dutifully, I do. They go into the pan of boiling spaghetti about halfway through the cooking time, roughly half as much snake as pasta. Dressed with garlic, anchovy, a little chilli and a handful of halved cherry tomatoes fried swiftly in lots of olive oil, they turn out most pleasingly.

			The inhabitants of Puglia were once sneeringly known as mangiafoglie, leaf-eaters, and it’s true, they do have a passion for green leafy vegetables. There are crates and crates of greens in the market, most of them blessed with the hint of bitterness that the Pugliese love so much. Among them I can now recognise the following: puntarelle, which are, I think, the larger leaves of cicoria which is not at all the same as chicory; cicoria, or cicoriella, sports thick hollow stems and leaves and comes in colossal bunches. It’s sometimes known as catalogna, which may or may not denote a particular varietal difference. It is a classic accompaniment to fave, puréed dried broad beans. Cicoria da campo are dandelion leaves. Cime di rapa, usually translated as turnip tops, is the darling of the greens, consumed in massive quantity with pasta. Otherwise they are all usually served boiled, then dressed with lemon juice and olive oil, possibly with a little garlic or chilli or tomato.

			Agretti or barba di frate (monk’s beard) gets much the same treatment. It looks like a shock of green hair and you would be forgiven for thinking it was related to oniony chives. It’s actually a salt-loving plant that grows easily in coastal areas. Tastewise it’s pleasant, with a teensy hint of saline and iodine, but really not that exciting. I like it in a frittata (see page 47). If you set fire to agretti you end up with soda ash, which was one of the essential components used by the medieval glassblowers of Murano.

			Colder weather also heralds the arrival of lampascioni or lampagioni. They lurk, muddy and brown and tangled, on the market stalls. The uninitiated might guess that they were some sort of shallot or pickling onion but they would be wrong. Lampascioni are the bulbs of the tassel hyacinth or muscari, closely related to springtime blue grape hyacinths. They have a natural mild bitterness, which of course makes them another Puglian favourite. They are cooked in every which way, pickled, fried, boiled, baked, in stews and frittatas and with pasta.

			The cult of the cherry tomato

			Tomatoes are, of course, delicious and plentiful in the south of Italy. That’s hardly a surprise. What has surprised me is discovering that the cooking tomato of choice is the cherry tomato, particularly in summer dishes. For salads, the top summer tomato is larger but still a little green and crisp. Large fully ripe red tomatoes, the sort I’d choose for a salad, are regarded as being only good for sugo, tomato sauce and other slow-cooked cold-weather dishes.

			Traditionally, the family would gather together midsummer, surrounded by crates of ripe red sugo tomatoes, working together to chop and cook down cauldrons of tomato sauce. Puréed and sieved, it was bottled and laid down for the autumn and winter when the tomato season was long gone. A few still do this, but these days tomatoes of all types are available all year round, from the market as well as the supermarket. Most people will be buying fresh, tinned or bottled passata with scant regard for tradition or seasonality.

			Towards the end of July ramasole of pomodori appesi, skeins of Regina tomatoes, a little larger than a cherry tomato but still small, make their unmistakable annual debut. They hang from nails against white walls in beautiful red bunches, like outsized scarlet grapes. There they stay for months, gradually shedding some of their newly harvested red as they age into a rich burnt orange. Remarkably they stay plump and good right through the winter, thanks to their tough skin.

			Back to those cherry tomatoes. They are treated with an insouciant reverence here, beloved for the deep, sweet-sharp umami they bring to so many simple dishes. I’ve learnt not to throw them into a pan in quantity but to use them almost as a seasoning, added sparingly to impart a subtler subtext that swings harmoniously with the aromas of olive oil, garlic and parsley. So, don’t be surprised, as I was, when a recipe for four people calls for just 8 or 12 cherry tomatoes, and don’t ramp up the quantity. The idea here is not to swamp the flavour of other ingredients, but to accent and enhance. It works.

			Herbs

			Parsley, parsley, parsley, basil and mint in the summer; parsley, parsley, parsley, dried oregano, sage and rosemary in the winter. That’s about it. Flat-leaf parsley finds its way into almost every savoury dish ever made here. When you buy fruit or vegetables from the market or greengrocer, a handful of perfectly fresh, vibrant parsley is thrown in for free. Very civilised.

			It’s impossible to get coriander leaf or dill unless you grow them yourself. Wild fennel, which grows everywhere, is my dill substitute. Not the same, but close enough for most purposes.

			
Chillies

			I have no intention of ever getting married again, but just supposing I did in some parallel universe, I’d replace the traditional bouquet of roses or lilies with a bouquet of Puglian chillies straight from the market. Sold in handsome bunches, they are as pretty as a picture, glossy, red and full of vigour against the dark green of their stems.

			Cute they may be, but they pack a powerful punch. They lie somewhere between your average serrano chilli, the common or garden variety sold in most British supermarkets, and the fearsome Scotch bonnet. They are widely used in Puglia, but with moderate restraint. A pleasing tingle is all that is required. Those who want more heat will simply slice a raw chilli straight into their pasta at the table.

			All the recipes in this book are calibrated to work with serrano chillies. If you do have proper Puglian chillies you may want to reduce quantities a little.

			Capers

			Caper plants are easily pleased. They like nothing better than rocks and crevices and hot salty air. Give them a craggy cliff or a dry-stone wall, a boulder-strewn field or harbour cobbles and they will make it their home, threading fine roots down through invisible gaps to find some impossible sustenance.

			You are never far from a caper plant here and that means that capers, the flower buds, are free for the taking if you can be bothered to pick them. It takes patience to pick enough to see a family through the year, but once you’ve done that the rest is easy. Naturally that means that capers feature boldly in local cooking.

			Last summer Sid, my son, and I salted our own capers for the first time. Just one jar of them as we are not gifted with massive patience, especially when it’s a broiling 35°C outside. The preserving process is straightforward enough. First you soak the capers in cold water for 2 days or so, changing the water twice a day. Next you layer them with lots of salt in an airtight container for a few more days, giving them a gentle shake every now and then. Soon they develop their characteristic white spots. Then it’s a quick rinse and into clean jars together with a mix of half-and-half wine vinegar and water to finish the job. A week later they are ready to go.

			Our capers were excellent, though I say it myself, but soon we’d eaten every last one of them. Back to the market again, where I bought a huge jar of capers, picked and pickled by somebody’s uncle. Enough, I hope, to last me through to next year’s caper days.

			Caponata

			I included a recipe for Sicilian caponata in my second book, published in the early 90s. I still use the same recipe and I adore it just as much as I did then. It’s an unexpectedly brilliant sweet and sour blend of aubergine, celery, capers, olives and tomato that works magic as part of an antipasto, or as a spirited side dish or in sandwiches. It never fails, even with people who are convinced they loathe aubergines or celery.

			Now, thirty years later, I discover that caponata is a collective noun, not a singular one. There are any number of different caponatas in Sicily – fish caponata, cauliflower caponata, squash caponata, courgette caponata and many more – and I also discover that Puglia has its own caponata, which is more of a mixed vegetable stew, including aubergine and tomato and some combination of peppers, carrots, courgettes and presumably whichever other vegetables are available.

			At this point I would like to apologise to the chef and staff of the Oxford restaurant where I complained that their caponata was not a caponata at all. To be fair it did lack the sweet-sour element, but for all I know it may have been based on somebody’s Pugliese or Sicilian nonna’s special, entirely authentic version. Mind you, it still didn’t taste as good as my original recipe.

		

	
		
			
My Old Recipe for Caponata

			Sweet-sour Aubergine with Tomato, Olives and Capers

			Best served at room temperature, even better the day after it has been made. Salting the aubergine is not 100% necessary, but it does pull out the mildly metallic undertones, and it certainly reduces the amount of oil they absorb when frying.

			Green olives are more traditional but I prefer black ones for caponata.

			Serves 4–6

			1 large aubergine, diced

			salt and freshly ground black pepper

			6 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

			6 stems of celery, thinly sliced

			1 onion, chopped

			1 x 400g tin of chopped tomatoes or 450g fresh tomatoes, skinned and chopped

			2 tablespoons caster sugar

			4 tablespoons red wine vinegar

			1 teaspoon grated nutmeg

			1 heaped teaspoon capers, rinsed if salted

			12 green or black olives, stoned and sliced

			2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley, plus a little extra, roughly chopped, for serving

			Spread out the aubergine dice in a colander, sprinkle with salt and set aside for ½–1 hour. Press gently to extract as much water as possible. Dry on kitchen paper or a clean tea towel.

			Heat 4 tablespoons of the olive oil in a heavy-based frying pan. Sauté the celery until browned (and I mean properly browned). Scoop out and set aside. Fry the aubergine in the same oil until browned and tender, adding a little extra oil if necessary. Scoop out and leave to cool.

			Add the remaining oil to the pan and fry the onions gently until golden. Add the tomatoes and simmer for 10 minutes or so, until thick and pulpy. Next add the sugar, vinegar and nutmeg and cook for a further 5–10 minutes, until you have a rich sweet-and-sour sauce. Add a little salt and plenty of freshly ground black pepper. Stir in the capers, olives, parsley, aubergine and celery. Taste and adjust the seasoning – the flavours will soften as the caponata cools. Serve with a sprinkling of chopped parsley.

			NB: If you want to make double, treble or more, toss the aubergine in olive oil and the celery in olive oil, spread out in separate baking trays and roast at around 200°C/180°C fan/gas 6 for 20–30 minutes, stirring once or twice, until browned and tender. Make the tomato base and continue as above.

		

	
		
			
Caponata di Zucca Rossa

			Squash Caponata with Raisins and Toasted Almonds

			By late September huge winter squashes arrive in the market and shops. Zucca rossa is the general term for orange-fleshed squashes. The prevalent variety here is a beautiful pumpkin-sized squash, voluptuously curvaceous with a soft satin sheen to its bronzed orange rind. It’s not as sweet as a butternut squash but otherwise tastes similar.

			Like aubergine caponata, this one is best eaten at room temperature.

			Serves 6

			600g butternut squash or other orange-fleshed winter squash

			4 stems of celery, trimmed and thinly sliced

			5 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

			1 onion, chopped

			1 x 400g tin of chopped tomatoes

			salt and freshly ground black pepper

			2 tablespoons caster sugar

			4 tablespoons red wine vinegar

			1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

			3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley

			45g flaked almonds, toasted

			40g raisins

			2 tablespoons capers, rinsed if salted

			100g black olives, stoned and sliced

			a small handful of mint leaves, roughly chopped

			De-rind the squash and remove and discard the seeds. Cut into 2cm cubes. You will need around 500g prepared weight. Slice the celery stems into half-moons, about as thick as a 1 euro coin. Line a baking tray with a couple of layers of kitchen paper.

			Now to the first cooking stage – you must cook the squash and celery separately, either one after the other in the same pan (more time, less washing up) or get two roomy pans heating on the stove at once. Add a couple of tablespoons of olive oil to each one. Once it is hot, add the squash to one pan, the celery to the other. Sauté over a lively heat, until both are browned. It takes a surprisingly long time for celery to brown because of all that water trapped in its cells, which has to evaporate off before browning can begin. The squash needs to be just cooked through, but hopefully not collapsing. Tip each one out on to the paper-lined tray to drain off some of the oil, but try to leave a little oil in one of the frying pans.

			Put the oily pan back on the heat, lower this time, and fry the onions in it slowly, adding a little more oil if needed, until they are soft and very tender. Add the chopped tinned tomatoes and a small glass of water. Season with salt and plenty of freshly ground black pepper. Simmer gently for 20 minutes or so, until thick. Stir in the sugar, vinegar and cinnamon and simmer for another 2–3 minutes. Set aside a little of the parsley and the almonds for garnishing and stir the rest into the sauce, along with the squash and celery, the raisins, capers and olives. Give it all a final couple of minutes over the heat to bring all those flavours together, then leave to cool until tepid. Taste and adjust the seasoning (you’ll probably need more salt to balance the sweetness of the squash and sugar). Serve at room temperature, sprinkled with the reserved parsley and almonds, and the mint.

		

	
		
			
Frittele di Fiori di Zucchina Ripiene

			Courgette Flower Fritters with Ricotta, Lemon and Pistachios

			I’ve tried doing all sorts of things with courgette flowers, like adding them to a risotto or a soup, or even a salad, but honestly all they contribute is a splash of yellow. The whole raison d’être of the courgette flower, foodwise, is that it makes an utterly delightful fritter. Nothing more, nothing less.

			Given that they have a delicate flavour, the best batter has to be a light veil of tempura made at the last minute with icy cold water. The chill of the water is important as it reduces the development of gluten in the batter, which makes it much crisper.

			Stuffing the courgette flowers is optional. I used to think it ridiculously fiddly until I discovered the magic of piping bags. Now I fill courgette flowers at the drop of a hat and feel mighty smug. Given that (a) courgette flowers tear easily, (b) life is too short, and (c) they taste fine, there is absolutely no need to remove the stamen/pistil inside each flower. Don’t chuck out the stems, either. Battered and fried, they are almost as good as the flowers themselves.

			Serves 4 as a starter

			12 courgette flowers

			extra flour, for dusting

			sunflower oil, for deep-frying

			lemon wedges

			For the filling

			150g ricotta

			finely grated zest of 1 lemon (reserve the lemon to serve)

			20g roughly chopped pistachios

			salt and lots of freshly ground black pepper

			a splash of milk if required

			For the batter

			1 egg yolk

			100g plain flour

			½ teaspoon salt

			200ml iced water

			Rinse the courgette flowers under the cold tap, then wrap loosely in kitchen paper and stash in an airtight container or plastic bag in the fridge until needed. They’ll remain usable for 2–3 days.

			To make the filling, mix the ricotta with the lemon zest, pistachios, salt and pepper. It should be creamy and moist. If it looks dry, add a small splash or two of milk. Pile the mixture into a piping bag and knot loosely. Keep in the fridge until about half an hour before you intend to fry your courgette flowers. Take out and allow it to come back to room temperature or thereabouts.

			Snip off the end of the piping bag. One by one, tease open your courgette flowers and fill with the ricotta mixture, carefully folding the petals back over the filling to cover completely. Gently twist the ends together.

			Cut the zested lemon into wedges and set aside for serving. Line a tray or plate with a double layer of kitchen paper. Put 3 or 4 tablespoons of flour (for dusting) on to another plate. Put your oil on to heat. Now make the tempura batter. Put the egg yolk into a bowl, add the flour and salt, and mix in the water, which needs to be ultra-cold. Do this swiftly and don’t worry about little lumps of flour in the batter.

			Quickly set up your production line on the work surface beside the hob. Closest to the hot oil, put the tempura batter, next to that the plate of flour, and next to that your stuffed courgette flowers. Put the kitchen-paper-lined plate close to the hot oil, either on the other side of the hob, or just behind the batter, whichever works better for you.

			Now take the courgette flowers a couple at a time, turn them in the flour so that they are lightly coated, then dip them into the batter, shake off the excess and lay them in the hot oil. Fry for around 4 minutes, turning occasionally, until the batter is crisp and just lightly browned at the tips. Scoop out with a slotted spoon and lay on the kitchen paper to drain briefly. Fry the remaining courgette flowers in the same way. Sprinkle lightly with salt and serve with the lemon wedges for those that want them.
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