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We have eaten, enjoyed, and documented everything there is to try in Italy.


THIS IS THE BOOK WE’VE ALWAYS DREAMED OF WRITING.


For twenty years we have been traveling to Italy as often as possible, but far from as often as we might have wanted. We have rented houses and apartments and stayed in hotels. We have continually discovered new places and revisited the old and familiar ones. In a sense, we have always been preparing to write The Great Italian Cookbook.


Food has always been our main focus. This happens easily in Italy.


The fantastic ingredients. The wonderful flavors. All the ingenious, simple dishes.


We have eaten, enjoyed, and documented it all.


We have traveled around the north, through the Italian Alps, and seen Lake Como, Lake Garda, Verona, Venice. We have explored the cities of Tuscany: cultural and historical giants like Florence, Siena, and Volterra. The delicious food in charming Bologna. The great Rome that somehow still feels intimate. The sun, sea, mozzarella, and lemons of the Bay of Naples and the Amalfi Coast. Peaceful Sardinia with its distinct food and nature, and vast, friendly, hospitable Sicily, where a millennium’s worth of history shows itself everywhere—in landscapes, in the architecture, and not least in the food.


THESE PLACES HAVE BECOME OUR FRIENDS. One learns to know them, to know their best sides, know their secrets, and know what to shy away from. They feel safe. They are welcoming and familiar. And even when you think you know them all too well, they’ll suddenly surprise you with a new side of themselves.


Food plays a key role in our relationship with Italy, but everything is bound together. The people, their hospitality, their love of children, simplicity, effortlessness, the landscapes, art, culture, elegance, fashion—everything you could ever want!


Italians know how to make life enjoyable. La dolce vita, the sweet life. You don’t have to live in Italy to experience it, but it certainly helps!


OVER THE COURSE OF THESE TWENTY YEARS, OUR relationship with Italian food has only grown stronger. And the more we’ve learned, the more apparent it’s become that Italian food is mainly about three things: simplicity, clarity, and flavor. That’s a combination that is hard to resist.


In Italy, people are locally “patriotic”; they are not Italian but rather Tuscan, Sicilian, or Piedmontese. If they meet someone from the same region, they will identify with their province, and then their town or city. No one is surprised if someone badmouths a food from another area. One’s local cuisine is always the best.


As Swedes we didn’t grow up with these traditions, preferences, and set points of view. Our advantage as non-Italians is that we can enjoy all of the great food of Italy without the interference of a regionally biased appetite; we can love dishes from North as well as South, because we don’t have to be loyal to a certain heritage.


Simply put: We have worked to bring Italy to Sweden—and now to the US.


Sometimes dreams actually happen.


Ulrika and Tomas
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Food Is life


Whether it’s a weekday or the weekend, for an Italian, the meals are always the highlight of the day. In between, they talk about the food they have eaten and the food they will be eating. Because life should be enjoyed. A lovely meal with good food—something that is often reserved for holidays and other special occasions in other parts of Europe and the US—is nothing out of the ordinary in Italy. An Italian expects to eat good food for lunch and dinner all week long. It’s also important to share the food with others and eat together—preferably with people you like.
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We were in a small coastal town in the far south of Tuscany. In the harbor, right behind a small cozy trattoria, there is a tiny little beach. As we were enjoying the sun we couldn’t help but overhear the conversation of a few Italians, a number of well-dressed ladies and a young man who had just arrived. He was saying that he had just come from Rome and that it was his first time visiting this place.


“And what do you eat here?” he asked.


“You should be very pleased that you came here,” the women quickly responded, “because here you will find the best food.”


“Oh, well, we all know that Rome has the best food,” the man protested


These strangers continued to talk about food for twenty minutes.


The ladies described one delicious dish after the other. The man from Rome only agreed that it sounded interesting, though a tad bit different, and clearly not on par with the cuisine of the capital, which he went on to describe in detail.


That’s Italy.


You talk about food.


“What did you eat today?” is a common way to open a conversation; the conversation will continue with, “And what will you eat later?” Italians will talk about the wonderful meals they have eaten and the ones they have yet to eat, and they’ll discuss the lovely produce that’s in season, or will be soon.


It’s an American misconception that we must live to work. Or, for that matter, that we must eat to live. Every Italian knows that food is life, and life is food.


FOOD IS A CORNERSTONE of human existence. Meals should be taken seriously (except maybe breakfast). There is always time for food. Everything else can wait.


“Food is the actual religion in Italy”—or so said the American detective novelist Donna Leon when we met her in Venice, where she has lived for thirty years. “Christianity is just a theatrical backdrop. Food is the true God. After all, it fulfills the same functions as religion: It gives its followers comfort, a sense of security, and common ground.”


Of course, believers in different regional cuisines all agree that their god is the greatest. The Romans believe that Roman food reigns supreme, whereas Tuscans worship Tuscan cuisine, as if they were two totally different faiths without even the most basic tenets in common.


IN ORDER TO REALLY UNDERSTAND our little story we’ll need to review Italian geography. The small coastal town where the story takes place is located in Tuscany, near the border with Lazio, where Rome is. So all in all the young man had traveled ninety miles—but for him it was like entering a different country with a different religion.


“Food is without a doubt one of the most important parts of life in Italy,” Donna Leon concludes. “It’s one the main reasons why it is so enjoyable to live here.”


Of course one should enjoy food. Of course food should take time and cost money. What’s appealing about the alternative? Where’s the pleasure in eating quickly and cheaply? But then again, most Italians view life in general as something to be enjoyed. Everything in life should be as fun, attractive, and luxurious as possible.


“You only live once,” our friend Chef Pietri Fiorinello, says to us. “Life is short, so why be careless with food?”


Nevertheless, life has changed in Italy. In the larger cities many people no longer eat two-hour-long lunches or leave work in the middle of the day to go home and eat with their families. A growing number of people eat a quick lunch while standing. But even if lunch is just a sandwich, it’s still filled with the finest cold cuts and the best cheese.


The past decades of Italian food culture won’t disappear in the blink of an eye.
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You should never be careless when it comes to food. There is always time for food. Everything else can wait.
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Food in Italian


The Italian eating schedule is organized in such a way that one is enjoying food or drink at virtually every time of day (in between one tries to squeeze in some work). To eat in the Italian fashion means eating smaller portions (a necessity, because otherwise you would never be able to eat it all). One must also allow every taste and ingredient to have its moment, which is why each component of a meal is served on a separate plate. Eating the Italian way also means taking your time; you need time to experience and enjoy everything, and you also need time to talk. Traditionally, the main meal is lunch, il pranzo, and this grand production’s division into four acts—antipasti, primi, secondi and dolci—is also the way we have chosen to divide this book.
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A Typical Day


BREAKFAST, COLAZIONE, IS AN IDEA THAT NEVER really caught on in Italy. At home, Italians drink a cup of coffee from an angular stovetop coffee brewer, sometimes with a little milk, and at most, a croissant or other pastry. A good breakfast for children, many commercials say, is warm milk and a handful of cookies.


Hunger soon returns, so most people will stop at their favorite coffee shop, or bar, on the way to work, where they might have a cappuccino, an Italian croissant, or cornetto, filled with vanilla cream, apricot jam, or chocolate, and a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice.


One might also eat a sandwich, or panino, with cold cuts, cheese, or a pickled vegetable—if not in the morning then at least by midday.


At some point between noon and three it is time for lunch, pranzo. Outside of the largest cities this is still the most important meal of the day and includes an antipasto, primo, secondo, and dolce. A traditional lunch can take up to two hours. Many people go home to eat. Children come home from school. Shops and offices close in the middle of the day and open again in the afternoon. People will even drive their cars from the cities out to trattorias in the countryside for a real four-course lunch.


IN THE LARGE CITIES, MANY LIVE a more hectic life and have adopted the strange American and Northern European habit of throwing something down quickly for lunch. For them, the evening meal is the big one, even if it doesn’t follow the traditional four-course structure. On Sundays, even these lost souls will gather their entire family together to eat a proper Italian lunch that goes on for several hours.


In the afternoon there should always at least be time for a visit to the bar for a quick espresso and a quick conversation on the sidewalk.


Since dinner, cena, will not be served until sometime between 7:30 and 10:00 at night, they might eat a snack before that as well. Many bars serve appetizers, aperitivi, stuzzichini, or cicchetti, or they may offer full buffets. A glass of wine and a couple of mouthfuls is the Italian version of happy hour.


If you’ve eaten a large lunch, dinner will be a more casual affair. Maybe just a pasta dish with a vegetable side or even a pizza at a restaurant. (Pizza is typically a dinner food, unless otherwise specified on signs: pizza per pranzo, pizza for lunch). Dessert is usually fresh fruit.


THE EVENING WALK, or passeggiata, is when you show yourself off and check out other people from every generation doing the same. This will entail another visit to the bar, where you’ll order an espresso, maybe a piece of cake or pie for dessert, and an herb liqueur, amaro, for digestion. And then ice cream. Gelato and sorbetto, which is eaten on the sidewalk or while walking.


In short: Italians do everything they can to maximize their enjoyment. Every day.
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The Meals of the Day


ANTIPASTI, the appetizers that lead into the actual meal, come first. There are often several antipasti, but care is taken to avoid mixing flavors. Each flavor, each ingredient, should be sampled at leisure before moving on to the next one. That is why there are often multiple small plates.


Primi piatti or primi are the dishes that make up the first course. Some examples of primi are soup, pasta, rice dishes, polenta, and gnocchi. Much of the food that has come to define Italy in the rest of the world falls into this category. In our part of the world, the first course is smaller than the main course, but this is not true for the primo and secondo, which are equally important and of equal size. In other words, the amount of food on your plate will not increase as the meal progresses. This surprises many restaurant-goers who are used to larger portions.


THE SECOND COURSE IS MADE UP OF THE secondi piatti or secondi, which consist of fish and shellfish, meat, poultry, and game. Simply prepared and served to bring out the best in each flavor. Once again, many foreign diners are surprised to receive a piece of meat and a lemon wedge—where is everything else? If you want some extras to accompany your meat dish, you have to order them as separate sides, contorni, which means vegetables, verdure. These can be anything from a simple salad, to roasted potatoes, to a variety of other small vegetable dishes. As with the antipasti, different vegetables are rarely mixed together, so that each and every one gets to hold the spotlight.


Desserts, dolci, are not the stars of the Italian meal. The most important thing to have is fresh, sliced seasonal fruit. If the fruit isn’t served on its own, they might make simple desserts in which the flavors of the fruits or berries are emphasized, though of course there is a wide array of classic desserts to choose from. If you still have room, restaurants will also offer rich cakes and pies.


BUT THIS DIVISION INTO CATEGORIES is not the law, and there are many variations. There are those who eat many antipasti, skip the primo, and move directly on to the secondo, those who go directly from pasta and to dolci, and there are those who have a pasta and then move on to fish, with our without a contorno. Waiters who protest only do so because they want to sell you more. Look at the Italians sitting at the table next to you and you will see that you can order as you please. Simply say “Mi piace”—I like it that way—and everything will be understood. (Everything, that is, except the habit of eating vegetables, meat, and pasta off of one plate. That is barbaric.)
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Preparing Food the Italian way


IT’S NOT DIFFICULT TO COOK like an Italian. It’s all about being attentive, both when buying ingredients and when preparing them.


Italians possess a vast knowledge of produce and other ingredients, and one never misses an opportunity to use something as much as possible when it is in season, which of course is the natural way to do things. Different ingredients and preparations are celebrated all over the country with special parties and festivals, sagre. One looks forward to the different seasons of the year, and when they’ve come and gone, one just has to accept that it will be a full year until next time.


Italians also know that ingredients will be at their freshest and ripest when they come from the area. Locally grown, nostril, or nostrale, is a strong selling point. The environmental benefits of eating locally have become a bonus for many, but first and foremost the habit of buying locally grown and produced foods is driven by a desire for flavor and quality.
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But all this attention to ingredients will be for nothing if you are not attentive in the kitchen. While preparing the food, you need to be present and mindful of the process, following the different steps in due course and working to develop the flavors.


Making good food is less about recipes and more about knowing what to do to get the results you want. Methods will vary depending on the ingredients and the time one is willing to devote to cooking. Sometimes some sugar is needed to enhance the taste. Sometimes more basil, sometimes less.


MANY DISHES BEGIN WITH A SOFFRITTO. Or rather, to start at the beginning: Many dishes begin with a battuto (after the verb battere, to punch and knock; also known as a mirepoix in French cuisine), a combination of finely chopped vegetables, usually yellow onion, carrot, and celery, and sometimes garlic, pancetta, or bacon. Later, when sautéed, it becomes a soffritto.


Depending on the recipe, you’ll start with some olive oil, butter, or bacon in the pan. Then you’ll move on to the yellow onion. The oil, butter, or fat should be hot enough that the onion is sautéed but not so hot that it browns. The onion should soften, lose its liquid, and take on a slightly golden color. This takes longer than you might think, but it is important because it brings the flavors out; the onion should become sweet. You can add some salt to the pan to help the onion along as it releases liquid. Be careful, though, because if the pan isn’t hot enough, the onion will boil in its own liquid.


Yellow onion and garlic can be tricky to fry together because the garlic browns a lot quicker. There is a risk of the garlic burning, and then it will take on a bitter taste before the onion even starts to soften.


The best approach is to add the garlic when the yellow onion has achieved its flavor, and you can also lower the temperature a little to make sure that the garlic doesn’t burn.


WHEN THE GARLIC STARTS TO SMELL IRRESISTIBLE and has some color, add the celery and sauté the same way, until soft, but without browning. Then add the carrots and sauté them until they are soft and sweet.


To allow the flavors of the various ingredients to develop and come together with everything else in the pan has a word in Italy: insaporire. This means to flavor, season, or add taste, and it is a term that requires no further explanation. It may seem tedious to prepare foods this way rather than frying everything at once, but it tastes better, and it is what makes the difference between a fantastic dish and a mediocre one.


If you lovingly work the soffritto the ingredients that are added later in the process will be insaporiti, absorbing the flavors already in the pan and releasing all of their flavors in turn. This is cooking according to the method 1+1+1=7; in other words, the flavors will significantly exceed your expectations.


It is impossible to say for sure how long this takes altogether, how many minutes one vegetable should be sautéed for, and how many minutes should be devoted to the others. It depends on the produce. If the ingredients are flavorful and sweet to begin with, the soffritto will come together very quickly. This is for you to figure out by being active and present while cooking, stirring to avoid burning and increasing or lowering the temperature as necessary. It’s easy to keep the temperature too low out of fear of burning the food, so pay attention to how it smells and tastes.


If pancetta or bacon is included in the dish it should first be fried in some butter or olive oil until it releases some of its fat. Yellow onion can be added as soon as there is enough grease in the pan for it to sauté in. When meat is part of the dish, it is usually browned in olive oil or butter and then removed from the pan while the soffritto is cooked.


Risotto, ragù, seafood pasta, minestrone—many dishes are prepared in exactly the same way, and you will encounter this technique again and again in the recipes in this book.


If you have yellow onion, celery, and carrots in your kitchen, you are well on your way. Flat-leaf parsley is also a common ingredient, so always keep a large bunch of it in your home.


ITALIAN COOKING USES A LOT OF FRESH HERBS, especially basil, but only when it’s in season—in other words, during the summer. Basil is cultivated year-round in greenhouses but it still tastes noticeably better during the summer months.


Fresh tomatoes should be ripe and flavorful. Plum tomatoes are usually best for cooking. Blanch and peel them the following way: Cut a small cross at the top of each tomato and place in boiling water. Let the tomatoes boil for a couple of minutes until you see the skin loosening around the cuts. Drain and hold under cold running water, then peel. Cut open, remove the seeds, and dice. A faster approach is to filet them: Quarter the tomatoes, remove the seeds, and press them flat against a cutting board with the skin facing down. Then press a sharp knife against the cutting board and move it sideways to remove the skin.


If you can’t find fresh tomatoes, it’s better to use quality canned or bottled ones. This is what they do in Italy as well. Whether you use whole, peeled, crushed, or pureed tomatoes or cherry tomatoes is really up to you. But there is a difference between different kinds of canned tomatoes, and there’s a reason that some are more expensive than others. Go for quality!
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ANTIPASTI appetizers


Antipasto means “before the meal” and not “before the pasta,” even though it is often served before pasta.


In Italy it’s common to begin meals with one or more of these small dishes, or even build a whole meal out of multiple antipasti, buffet-style. Antipasti are also served at bars in early evening with a glass of wine.


With many of these dishes, you can increase the portions to create a stand-alone meal. A few favorites served together can become dinner.


There is no strict division between antipasti and verdure e contorni, the sides that accompany meat or fish. Many of the appetizer dishes in this book can be served as sides, and many of the dishes you will find in the verdure section in the second half of the book can be served as antipasti. Even bread, pizzette, and larger pizzas cut into slices are sometimes served as antipasti.


On the facing page is one of the most beloved appetizers: affettati misti, or mixed cold cuts, shown here with bread, olives, cheeses, and preserved vegetables.


Crostini & bruschetta


Crostini have been eaten for a very long time on the Italian peninsula; there are recipes dating back to the 1500s. Crostini, which simply means “toasted bread,” are enjoyed from North to South. They’re at their most delicious when made with day-old country bread toasted in the oven at about 350 F (180 C). Crostini are not to be confused with bruschette, which are made from larger slices of bread.


Crostini di fegatini


Crostini with chicken livers, Tuscany


1 small onion


3 tbsp olive oil


½ lb (250 g) chicken liver


2 garlic cloves


1 tbsp fresh sage


3 tbsp white wine


Capers for garnish


Crostini


Finely chop the onion and sauté until soft (but without browning it) in olive oil. Remove the onion from the pan and increase the heat.


Prepare the chicken livers by cleaning, trimming, and chopping them, then sauté them in the oil. Mince the garlic and chop the sage, then lower the heat, add to the pan, and sauté.


Add wine and bring the contents of the pan to a boil. Turn off the heat, pour the liver mixture into a food processor, and puree until smooth. Spread on the toasted bread slices, garnish with the capers, and serve immediately.


Crostini di tonno


Crostini with tuna, Tuscany


1 can of tuna in oil


3 tbsp (50 g) butter


2 tbsp chopped yellow onion


2 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley


1 tbsp lemon juice


salt


black pepper


Drain the tuna. Use a fork to break it up in a bowl and mix until smooth. Add butter, onion, and parsley and mix. Season with salt, lemon juice, and freshly ground pepper.
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Crostini di olive


Crostini with olive pâté, Umbria


2 tbsp capers


4 anchovy filets


1–2 garlic cloves


5 oz (150 g) black olives, pitted


2 tbsp rum or cognac (optional)


5 tbsp olive oil


Rinse the capers. Rinse and dry the anchovies.


Peel the garlic cloves. Place everything in a food processor and pulse several times. Do not purée completely; the mixture should be a bit chunky.


Crostini di avocado e parmigiano


Crostini with avocado and Parmesan


1 ripe avocado


1 tsp lemon juice


3 tbsp freshly grated Parmesan


2 tbsp olive oil


black pepper


Scoop out the avocado. Cut into smaller pieces and place in a bowl. Add the lemon juice and blend together. Add the Parmesan and olive oil. Mash everything together with a fork until creamy. Season with freshly ground black pepper.


Bruschette


Toasted bread, Tuscany


The simplest form of bruschetta is a toasted slice of bread sprinkled with olive oil. In Tuscany this is also known as fettunta.


The next step up is to take that toasted slice of bread and rub it with garlic while still hot and then drizzle with olive oil. If you go on to add ripe tomatoes (deseeded and chopped), fresh basil, and some olive oil on top, you end up with one of the most common varieties, bruschetta al pomodoro.


Bruschetta ai funghi


Bruschetta with mushrooms


14 oz (400 g) assorted mushrooms


2 tbsp olive oil


Salt


Black pepper


2 garlic cloves


1 tbsp fresh thyme or 1 tsp dried


If the mushrooms are large, cut them into smaller pieces. Sauté in olive oil. Season with salt and pepper.


Add crushed garlic and chopped thyme and let everything sauté for a few minutes until the liquid from the mushrooms has evaporated.


Insalata caprese con rucola


Arugula, tomato, and mozzarella salad


A classic insalata caprese—literally, salad from Capri—is a summer dish prepared with fresh tomatoes, fresh basil, fresh mozzarella, salt, freshly ground black pepper, and olive oil.


The nicer and more flavorful buffalo mozzarella that is often served in this salad today wasn’t originally part of the dish; rather, it was made with the more common cow’s milk mozzarella from Sorrento, the closest city to Capri. This cheese is not actually called mozzarella, but rather fior de latte. Mozzarella technically only refers to the buffalo milk cheese, but because the names are so often confused, the cow’s milk cheese has come to be known as mozzarella as well.


In this recipe, peppery arugula takes the place of basil, giving the dish more character. You should only ever make a caprese when you have access to exceptionally fine and ripe tomatoes—in other words, in the summertime.


3.5 oz (100 g) arugula, preferably wild


7 oz (200 g) tomatoes


5 oz (150 g) mozzarella, preferably mozzarella di bufala


coarse salt


black pepper


olive oil


or


dressing:


4 tbsp olive oil


1 tbsp white wine vinegar


½ tsp sugar or honey


Rinse and dry the arugula. Slice the tomatoes and mozzarella. Place everything in a bowl, sprinkle with salt, and grind pepper on top.


Drizzle with olive oil or blend the dressing with olive oil, white wine vinegar, and some sugar or honey and drizzle over the salad. Toss everything together and serve.
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Insalate di arance


Orange salad, Sicily


One of the greatest joys of winter are the delicious citrus fruits that come into season during the colder months, especially Sicilian blood oranges, which turn up right before Christmas and can be found for the two following months. For more on blood oranges, see the recipe for blood orange sorbet.


Both fennel and olives work well with oranges; salt and olive oil elevate the flavors even more. Even a regular mixed green salad will reach new heights when oranges are added.


Insalata di arance rosse


Blood orange salad


Blood oranges


Black olives, preferably Italian, such as the smaller taggiasca variety, commonly known as niçoise


Black pepper


Olive oil


Fresh mint


Salt


Peel the oranges and remove the pith. Slice thinly. Blood oranges usually do not have seeds, but if they do, remove them. Remember to save the juice as well. Arrange the slices on plates.


Arrange the olives among the orange slices. Add a few grinds from a peppermill. Drizzle with the orange juice and a generous amount of olive oil. You may also add a few mint leaves if desired.


The olives will make the salad salty, but if you wish you may also add salt to taste.


Insalata di arance e finocchio


Orange and fennel salad


A few juicy oranges


1 fennel bulb


1 small red onion


Radishes (optional)


Black olives (optional)


Fresh mint (optional)


Black pepper


Salt


Olive oil


Remove the stalks from the fennel, set the fennel fronds aside, and remove any inedible parts of the fennel. Slice it down the middle and then once in the opposite direction so that you are left with four pieces. Remove as much as possible of the hard root in the middle. Cut the fennel into thin slices, preferably using a mandolin.


Peel the onion and cut it into thin slices. If you are using radishes, slice these as well.


Peel the oranges and remove the pith. Cut into thin slices. Remove the seeds. Save the juice.


Arrange the fennel on plates and then place the orange slices, red onion, radishes, and olives on top. Top this with a shredded mint leaf. Pour the orange juice over the salad.


Add black pepper from a few turns of the pepper-mill and season with salt. Drizzle with a generous amount of olive oil and decorate with the fennel fronds.


Bagna Cauda


Raw vegetables in warm anchovy sauce, Piedmont


In the local dialect, bagna caôda means “hot bath.” The dish is believed to have originated with Piedmontese winemakers.


Traditionally, the sauce is prepared in a terracotta bowl, and the ingredients are cooked over low heat and stirred until they melt and the sauce becomes smooth. Sometimes white truffle oil is added for flavor. The sauce is kept warm, heated either by candle or on a fondue warmer, and is used as a dipping sauce for raw vegetables.


You can also use it as a dipping sauce for lightly boiled vegetables, like onions, or ones that have been completely boiled, like potatoes.


If you start to run low on the sauce you can add some olive oil. The last tablespoons of sauce may be added to a couple of scrambled eggs for an extra treat.


[image: image]


Raw vegetables are served in similar ways in other parts of Italy as well. During the summer months it is common to dip raw vegetables in a quality olive oil that has been seasoned with salt and black pepper and perhaps some vinegar as well. This is known as pinzimonio, possibly because your fingers resemble pincers when you are holding the vegetables.


3.5 oz (100g) preserved anchovy filets


4–6 garlic wedges


3 tbsp (50 g) butter


1 cup (2 dl) olive oil


a good country bread


cauliflower


broccoli


endive


fennel


Jerusalem artichoke


celery


bell peppers (different colors)


carrots


scallions


mushrooms


Begin by soaking the vegetables in cold water for a while. (This makes them crisper.)


Rinse, dry, and mince the anchovy filets. Mince the garlic as well.


Melt the butter over low heat, preferably using a water bath. Add the garlic and heat carefully until it is soft but not browned. It should be so soft that it is almost dissolving.


Add the anchovy bits and some of the olive oil, keeping the heat low and stirring until the anchovies have dissolved. Add the rest of the olive oil and heat until warm.


Rinse, dry, and cut the vegetables into sticks or smaller pieces. If you wish to boil a vegetable, run it under cold water afterwards so that it cools, and then dry it off.


Arrange all of the vegetables on a large platter and place on the table, along with the bread and the warm sauce.
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Insalata di farro


Spelt salad, Tuscany


Farro is the Italian word for the traditional wheat variety we call spelt or dinkel. The original wheat arrived in the Mediterranean by way of the Middle East, and in Roman times it was the most important food on the Italian peninsula.


Spelt has a somewhat nutty flavor and is perfect in salad and in soups. Moreover, it is very healthy and a good alternative for those who cannot eat regular wheat.


1 cup (2 dl) farro (spelt, dinkel, or similar wheat berries)


4–6 radishes


2 tomatoes


½ cucumber


2 handfuls of pitted black olives


A generous amount of fresh basil


3 tbsp olive oil


salt


black pepper


lettuce leaves


4 hardboiled eggs


lemon juice


Boil the wheat berries in salted water as instructed on the package. Drain and let cool.


Cut the radishes into thin slices. Dice the tomatoes and the cucumber (you should use approximately the same amount of each). Cut up the basil.


Combine the wheat berries with the radishes, tomatoes, cucumber, basil, and olives. Drizzle with olive oil and add salt and freshly ground pepper.


Rinse and dry the lettuce leaves. Arrange them on plates and scoop the wheat salad on top. Quarter the eggs and place them on top. Drizzle with lemon juice.


[image: image]


Prosciutto e fichi


Prosciutto with figs, Friuli-Venezia Giulia


Mild figs with mild ham. You can also serve figs with spicier salami; in that case the sweetness of the fig will be more prevalent. Handle the figs carefully as they are sensitive to impact.


Figs are very flavorful when ripe, but they have almost no taste at all when they are unripe. Ripe figs go bad quickly, so be sure to eat them right away.


8 fresh, ripe figs


5 oz (150 g) prosciutto crudo, for instance prosciutto di San Daniele or prosciutto di Parma


Black pepper


Cut the figs into four wedges each. Arrange the figs on plates with the prosciutto on top. If you want, you can top it off with some freshly ground pepper. Serve with bread.


[image: image]


Pomodori alla marsalese


Tomatoes stuffed with shrimp, Sicily


This is a dish from Marsala, a coastal town south of Trapani in western Sicily. The name derives from Arabic and may have originally meant either Marsa Ali, Ali’s port (Ali also means great) or Marsa Allah, Allah's port


Wine and olives are widely cultivated in this area. There are also many salt ponds where sea salt is harvested (see the picture)


The famous Marsala Wine is made in the same manner as sherry or port and is of British origin.


The tomatoes used in this dish should be large, firm, and, of course, ripe and flavorful. Cooked shrimp are often salty enough, but if you make the dish with raw shrimp, you may need to add salt.


4 large tomatoes


1 lb 10 oz (750 g) unpeeled boiled shrimp or ½ lb (250 g)


peeled


½ lb (250 g) pitted green olives


2 anchovy filets


3 tbsp olive oil


1 tbsp lemon juice


chili flakes, enough to equal ½ a small peperoncino


black pepper


flat-leaf parsley


Preheat the oven to 440 F (225 C) degrees.


Cut off the tops of the tomatoes. Scoop the insides out with a spoon without breaking the walls of the tomatoes.


Thaw and peel the shrimp.


Chop the olives. There should be roughly the same amount of shrimps and olives.


Rinse, dry, and finely chop the anchovies.


Mix shrimp, anchovies, olives, olive oil, and lemon juice together in a bowl. Season with the chili flakes and freshly ground black pepper. Stuff the tomatoes with the mixture. Place on a baking sheet and roast in the oven until the tomatoes have some color, about 15 minutes.
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