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Introduction

Every recipe has a story to tell about its history, culture, background and its place in our lives – where and when we first tasted it, who cooked it, who we shared it with. The recipes in this book are those of my history – they originated with family, friends and the talented colleagues I’ve had the privilege to work with over my many years in the hospitality industry. For me, they tell a story of family and friendship and they hold a special place in my heart.

Most of them come from the first two books I wrote in the early 2000s – Belinda Jeffery’s 100 Favourite Recipes and Belinda Jeffery’s Tried-and-True Recipes – and were the sum total of everything I’d learnt to that point about food and cooking. I poured my heart and soul into honing them and cut my book-writing teeth on them.

Of course, over time, as my cooking has evolved, so too have these recipes. I might add more spice here, less sugar there, use a slightly lighter hand, or an ingredient that just wasn’t widely available back then. It’s been really wonderful for me to re-visit them, and has made me realise that delicious food and recipes never grow old. They might need a polish now and again, but the bones are always good.

These are the recipes I make time and again and it gives me so much joy to see them back out in the world. I hope you enjoy them and would love to think that they become a part of your family history too.

Belinda [image: ]
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Taste and Balance

I think the most important thing to keep in mind when you’re cooking is that, first and foremost, food must taste good. I know it sounds blindingly obvious, but in an age when style tends to take precedence over substance, we do all need a gentle reminder about this every so often. Yes, by all means it should be a visual treat too, but quite honestly, some of the best dishes I make are never going to look all that gorgeous, yet it would be a terrible thing not to cook them just because they didn’t look the part.

The next most important thing to keep in mind when you’re cooking is to taste things as you go. Fresh produce varies all the time. The eggplant you use may be different from mine, the oranges you buy might be sharper this week than last, the anchovies saltier, the cheese softer, and so on. And that doesn’t begin to take into account personal preference. I tend to use quite a lot of salt in my cooking, but to some people it may seem that I’m going completely over the top. So the only way to really work out what you want and what you like is to taste as you go. If something needs a bit of a lift, add a big squeeze of lemon juice; if it’s not sweet enough, sprinkle in a little more sugar; if it’s a bit flat, spike it up with some herbs and salt; if you’re out of white wine, add a splash of red. This way you begin to trust yourself to balance the flavours. After all, you’re the one who’s going to eat it.

Cooking to suit your personal taste can be a very liberating thing to do. A recipe becomes no longer something that’s written in stone but purely a guide to get you under way. What you’ll find when you start to think like this is that cooking becomes so much more creative and much more fun. Sure, every dish isn’t going to work all the time (it certainly doesn’t for me), but it will rarely be so bad that it’s inedible, and you’ll learn something for next time.

The only recipes you need to be a little careful with are those for baked foods such as cakes, biscuits, breads and some desserts. You can often adjust flavours in these recipes with no problem at all – for example, swap cherries for raspberries, make a coffee rather than chocolate version, or add extra nuts. But it’s not a good idea to get too carried away with altering the proportions of flour, raising agents and so on, until you really have a feel for the recipe. The more you bake, the more confident you’ll become making changes, but just take it slowly to begin with.






Ingredients

As I think about my favourite recipes, I can’t help but notice that I use certain ingredients over and over again when I’m cooking. I really do try hard not to use too many unusual or difficult-to-find foods, as I think there’s nothing as frustrating as having a recipe you want to make and then realising that either a) you have to trek all over the countryside to find the ingredients, or b) where you live, it’s highly unlikely that you’ll be able to find them anyhow. So all I’m going to do is put down a few here that I think are really the most important – the special ingredients that can lift a simple dish and transform it into something quite out of the ordinary.

Extra-virgin olive oil

There’s nothing quite like extra-virgin olive oil, and I use it day in, day out when I’m cooking. Olive oils vary enormously in flavour, colour and strength, so, if you can, experiment with different ones. You’ll find that there are rich, fruity oils; stronger, grassy, pungent ones; smooth, delicate oils with a soft finish; and occasionally some truly awful ones that are not so much peppery as acrid, and almost burn your mouth when you swallow them. The only way you can really tell what you like is to try them.

If you can, keep a couple of different olive oils on hand. The softer ones are great for cooking, the wonderfully fruity ones, with their rich olive flavour, are best savoured simply by dribbling a little over salad or swirling them into a soup, risotto or pasta at the last minute. Just one thing, though: as far as salad dressings and mayonnaises go, I nearly always break the extra-virgin oil down with a milder oil such as regular olive or peanut oil, otherwise the flavour can be just a little too intense.

Balsamic vinegar

Like olive oil, there are many sorts of balsamic vinegar. They can range from incredibly rich, almost liqueur-like liquids that you need to add drop by drop to a dish because the flavour is so intense, to cheap commercial vinegars that are about as closely related to real balsamic as chalk is to cheese. And, just like olive oil, the only way to know what you like is to try them. The really aged balsamic vinegars are extraordinary and, like fine wines, are understandably expensive. But there’s a broad middle range of vinegars that add a complex, sweet–savoury note to dishes, and they won’t cost you an arm and a leg.


Cultured unsalted butter (or continental butter)

This is my basic butter. I use it for everything – in cakes and biscuits, for sautéing and, perhaps best of all, for slathering thickly on fresh bread. I don’t mean regular unsalted butter here, which often tastes rather bland and flat. The butter I’m talking about has a culture added to it, in much the same way culture is added to milk to make yoghurt, or to cream to make sour cream. It gives the butter a superb, slightly tangy flavour that is particularly delicious. As far as I’m concerned, it’s streets ahead of any other butter for flavour. You’ll notice lots of different sorts around, ranging from costly French imports to local supermarket brands. The French ones are divine and look beautiful in their packaging, but for everyday use I stick with the supermarket brands, which are very good. There are lots of artisanal butters available now too; they, like their French cousins, are best used mainly for spreading as they often have a higher water content than commercial butters and react quite differently if used in baking.

Parmesan and grana

There’s only one proper parmesan cheese – parmigiano-reggiano – and it’s not the cheese that’s sold in cardboard tubes in the supermarket which looks and tastes like sawdust, and is guaranteed to spoil whatever it’s sprinkled on. Proper parmesan has a fruity, nutty, complex flavour that is utterly addictive.

To be called parmigiano-reggiano, the cheese must have been produced in one of five small provinces in the Emilia region of Italy. It isn’t cheap, so in many of the recipes where I mention parmesan, please feel free to use what is often sold as grana or grana padano. Good grana is not dissimilar to parmesan in appearance and flavour (although purists may claim otherwise). In many cases it’s made in exactly the same way; however, because it’s produced outside the dedicated region for parmesan, it cannot be called real parmesan and is consequently less expensive.

Double thick cream

This is another ingredient that comes under a few names in the supermarket – rich, thick cream or something similar is the norm. It’s richer than regular thickened cream and looks quite set when you open the tub.

Organic eggs

I dislike cookbooks that dictate that you must use this or must use that ingredient. By all means, use regular eggs in these recipes – they’ll work just fine. But personally, I prefer to use organic eggs for both ethical and taste reasons, and realise that I’m fortunate to live in a region where they’re freely available. The chooks lead a normal, scratching-about kind of life, and the eggs nearly always have a lot more flavour and richness than their farmed cousins. They taste wonderful – just how you hope an egg will – and they make the best omelettes, poached eggs and simple soft-boiled eggs.

Sea salt

There are many sorts of salt, but the two I use most are sea salt flakes and regular table salt. The sea salt flakes look beautiful and have a lovely briny sharpness that can really lift whatever they’re sprinkled on. It’s my salt of choice for flavouring all savoury dishes and for adding to water for cooking pasta. However, I use regular fine-grained table salt for baking and in some desserts, because it’s easier to measure accurately and mixes in freely.

Pure vanilla extract

This gorgeous, dark, sticky syrup or gel is made from vanilla beans, and has the most wonderfully intense vanilla flavour. It’s expensive, but a little goes a long way and it can really make a dish shine.
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Utensils

The first thing to remember about utensils is that you have the best two you could possibly need right in front of you – your hands. They’ve got to be the most versatile utensils of all. No piece of kitchen equipment has been created yet that can separate eggs, fold batter, test heat, knead dough, toss, mix, measure and then rinse clean in a trice. And if you really don’t like the thought of dipping your fingers into everything, then you can slip on a pair of food-preparation gloves. Having said that, there are a few bits and pieces of equipment that I treasure and know I would find life in the kitchen much harder without them. These are the things that make cooking so much easier.

Mortar and pestle or electric grinder

If you love spices, crushing them as you need them is really the only way to capture their fresh, vibrant flavours. I love using a mortar and pestle. There’s something very soothing about the steady ‘clunk, clunk, clunk’ as you work. But when I’m in a rush or grinding vast quantities, I whip the ingredients into a little electric coffee-grinder-cum-spice-mill and whiz them in a flash. Be warned, though: you do need to keep the grinder for spices only. If you were to grind coffee beans in it as well, you’d end up with a very exotic-tasting brew.

Pots and pans

For someone who cooks for a living, I confess to having a motley range of pots and pans. The ones I use constantly are my ovenproof frying pans. They’re perfect for sear-roasting because they can go straight from the cook-top into the oven. My two other great favourites are my much-loved large, solid, deep-sided frying pan with a glass dome lid. It can be used for sautéing, steaming, casseroling and making risotto – it’s like having four pans rolled into one. And I find my deep enamel-lined cast iron casserole is non-negotiable. Other than that, I have a small, medium and large saucepan, and that’s pretty much it.

Good sharp knives

If anything can revolutionise your cooking, these can. It’s amazing just how much easier everything is when you use a sharp knife. You don’t need lots of different sorts: a comfortable-in-your hand chef’s knife, smaller paring knife and bread knife should cover most jobs. But I can’t not mention my very favourite knife of all: an inexpensive serrated tomato knife made by Victorinox. It’s razor-sharp and just fabulous.

Good strong food processor

It doesn’t have to be ritzy, but a sturdy food processor with a powerful motor and preferably a large work bowl is just so practical. Mine is in constant use for making everything from pesto and soups to terrific pastry and quick cakes.

Kitchen tongs

You need lots of these: long ones to protect your hands from hot, splashy food, and short ones for the rest. They’re perfect for tossing and turning, and much more efficient than using a fork.

Swivel-blade vegetable peeler

I use the extremely well-designed OXO Good Grips ones, and they’re terrific. They’re really comfortable to hold and just so quick to peel anything.

Mandolin slicer

This is the one bit of exotica that’s so useful I couldn’t leave it out. Using a mandolin is the fastest way to shred and slice anything perfectly. These strange-looking machines range considerably in price, from expensive restaurant-quality ones to plastic Japanese ones (which is what I use) that are half the price, although still not cheap. If you do a lot of cooking, I can’t recommend them highly enough… however, and it’s a big however, they’re dangerous things to use and you need to be very mindful to protect your hands when you do so.

Immersion or stick blender

These are fabulous as long as you control them and they don’t control you! I have to confess to ‘wearing’ the food more than once when I’ve let mine get the better of me. They’re really just a long wand with a motor at one end and chopping blade at the other. All you do is immerse them into whatever you want puréed or blended and they do it quick smart. It saves messing about transferring food to blenders as everything can be done in the one pan or bowl.

Microplane grater

These graters are fabulous. They really just look like a regular woodworking file, with a handle and long narrow metal strip, but instead of the file part you have a stainless-steel grater with masses of razor-sharp cutting edges. One of these reduces a hard block of parmesan to a pile of feather-light shreds in no time and is wonderful for zesting citrus fruit.

Heatproof glass measuring jugs

I have 1 litre, 500ml and 250ml measuring jugs and they’re in constant use.

Digital scales

If you’re a keen cook, a set of accurate digital scales is essential, however, when you buy them, make sure to check that the display is clear and large; some have tiny writing making them really difficult to read.

Measuring spoons

The more the merrier of these! When you’re buying spoons just check that the tablespoon measure is for 20ml. They do vary depending on where the spoons are made, as many countries, such as America, use a 15ml tablespoon measure.
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Roasted red capsicum, smoked paprika and tomato soup

Serves 4

I could eat bucketfuls of this soup, it’s just so delicious. It has the most wonderful rich colour and intense flavour, and you can feel it doing you good as you eat it. Speaking of which, I make this all year round because it tastes terrific at any temperature. In summer we have it cool with chunks of avocado on top; in winter, more likely than not, it gets a scattering of crunchy little croutons or, as in this case, some peppery nasturtium petals as they were flowering at the time we took the photograph. Whatever the time of year, I nearly always serve it with a batch of Really delicious cheese scones. The two are a match made in heaven!


	5 large red capsicums (peppers)

	450g medium-sized ripe tomatoes

	¼ cup (60ml) extra-virgin olive oil

	1 large onion, finely chopped

	1 large clove garlic, finely chopped

	½ tablespoon sun-dried tomato paste or pesto

	1–2 small red chillies (seeds and all), finely chopped

	½ teaspoon smoked paprika

	water, to cover (no more than 1 litre)

	¼ teaspoon sugar

	2 teaspoons sea salt flakes

	red wine vinegar, to taste



To serve


	mixture of equal parts soft goat’s cheese and crème fraîche (or thick Greek-style yoghurt on its own)

	drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil

	freshly ground black pepper, optional



Preheat your oven to 220°C. Sit the capsicums on a shallow baking tray lined with baking paper. Put the tomatoes in a small baking tin and drizzle them with half the oil. Swizzle the tomatoes around to coat them well.

Sit the capsicums on one shelf of the oven and the tomatoes below them. Roast the tomatoes for 20 minutes, or until their skins have split and the tomatoes are collapsing. Cook the capsicums, turning them a few times, until they’re charred and blistered all over, about 25 minutes.

While the capsicums and tomatoes are cooking, heat the remaining oil in a large saucepan and gently cook the onion until it’s soft and golden, about 8 minutes. Add the garlic, tomato paste or pesto and chilli and cook them briefly, stirring, until they’re fragrant, then turn off the heat.

When the capsicums and tomatoes are ready, take them out of the oven. Cover the capsicums with a thick cloth and leave them to sweat for 15 minutes. Meanwhile, let the tomatoes cool slightly then peel away the skins, holding the tomatoes over the pan to catch any juices. Set the peeled tomatoes aside. As soon as the capsicums are cool enough to handle, peel away the skins, holding the capsicums over a bowl to catch any juices. Discard the skins, core and seeds. Chop 4 of the peeled capsicums roughly. Slice the remaining capsicum thinly for a garnish.

Reheat the onion mixture and add the roughly chopped capsicum, along with the tomatoes and their cooking juices. Strain any juices from the capsicum into the pan too. Now stir in the paprika, water, sugar and salt. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat and let the mixture simmer for 15–20 minutes, or until the capsicum is very tender. Remove the pan from the heat.

Purée the soup in batches in a blender (or, if you have an immersion blender, you can do all this in the pan). One thing about this soup is that it needs quite a lot of salt, so taste the soup and add more as you go. It often takes me a while to get it right. Add a small splash of red wine vinegar to sharpen it slightly. This soup tastes even better if it’s made a day or two ahead to allow the flavours to develop.

To serve it, gently reheat the soup and ladle it into bowls, topping it with a few dollops of the goat’s cheese mixture (or yoghurt), a strip or two of the reserved capsicum, a drizzle of olive oil and a little freshly ground black pepper, if liked.
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Really delicious cheese scones

Makes about 10 medium-size scones (but the recipe can easily be doubled)

There’s nothing quite like the tantalising fragrance of these scones baking – it’s guaranteed to draw everyone into the kitchen. I love them as they’re so quick to make and a really satisfying accompaniment with a soup-for-dinner-or-lunch meal in cooler weather.


	1 ¼ cups (185g) self-raising flour

	½ cup (80g) stone-ground wholemeal self-raising flour

	½ teaspoon salt

	1 teaspoon dry mustard powder

	freshly ground black pepper, to taste

	275g good-quality sharp cheese (such as cheddar or tasty), grated

	50g parmesan, finely grated

	75g cold unsalted butter, cut into pieces, plus extra to serve

	1 tablespoon finely chopped or snipped chives

	½ cup (140g) yoghurt or milk kefir

	¼ cup (60ml) cold milk

	a little extra parmesan, finely grated, for sprinkling



Preheat your oven to 200°C. Line a baking tray with a double thickness of baking paper and set it aside.

Put the flours, salt, dry mustard and pepper in the bowl of a food processor fitted with the steel blade and whiz for 15 seconds so they’re well mixed. Add the cheeses and mix them in for another 10 seconds or so. Now dot the butter pieces over the top of this mixture and whiz for about 10–15 seconds until the butter is in tiny bits.

Tip the flour mixture into a bowl, stir in the chives, then make a well in the middle. Mix the yoghurt (or kefir) and milk together. Pour this mixture into the well and stir it in as best you can – the dough gets quite stiff, so I usually abandon the spoon when it becomes unmanageable and use my hands to bring it together. Turn the dough out onto a lightly floured board, and pat it out so it’s 4-5cm thick. (The dough may seem a little stiff and dry, and although it’s tempting to add more milk, it’s best not to, as the scones are surprisingly moist and fluffy.)

Dip a scone cutter or tumbler into some flour to help stop the dough sticking to the cutter, then stamp into dough to create a scone. Sit the scone on the prepared baking tray. Continue stamping out scones with the remaining dough, flouring the cutter between each one, and sitting them closely together on the tray. (On that note, all scones like to be snuggled together for baking – it keeps them moist and helps prevent them toppling over.) Gently knead the scraps of leftover dough together and use it to cut out more scones. Sprinkle a little extra parmesan over the top of each scone to give them a crunchy top.

Bake for 20 minutes or until the scones are golden. When they’re ready, transfer them to a wire rack. Cover them with a clean tea towel and leave them, if you can bear to, until they’re just warm, as their flavour is at its best then. Serve with plenty of butter. (If by any chance you have leftover scones, they freeze well for up to 10 days and are delicious topped with cheese, avocado and tomato for a quick lunch or snack.)
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Bullhorn capsicums stuffed with tomatoes and eggplant

Serves 4–6

I think of this dish as summer on a plate. Although they might sound quite plain, the capsicums really are extraordinarily delicious and a constant on our table in late summer when all three of these vibrantly flavoured nightshades – capsicums, tomatoes and eggplant – are at their very best.


	6–7 long narrow red capsicums (also called bullhorn peppers)

	extra-virgin olive oil, for drizzling



Filling


	about 1kg eggplants (aubergines), cut into small dice

	2–3 teaspoons salt

	1 tablespoon sun-dried tomato paste or pesto

	about ½ cup (125ml) extra-virgin olive oil

	2 cloves garlic, finely chopped

	2 onions, finely chopped

	2 tomatoes, seeded and chopped

	¼ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley

	2 tablespoons torn basil

	2 ½ tablespoons drained capers

	¼ cup (40g) toasted pine nuts

	⅓ cup (55g) natural sultanas

	sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper, to taste

	½ cup (45g) freshly grated parmesan

	1 cup (70g) stale breadcrumbs



Garnish


	drained capers

	toasted pine nuts

	a small handful of tiny herb leaves



To make the filling, first layer the eggplant in a large colander, sprinkling a little of the salt over each layer. Leave it to sit for 40 minutes, then rinse the eggplant under cold water and pat it dry. The eggplant needs to be nice and dry, otherwise it will spit when you cook it.

Meanwhile, dissolve the tomato paste or pesto in ¼ cup (60ml) water and set it aside.

Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan over high heat. When it’s hot, tip in the eggplant and sauté it until golden in patches. (If your pan is small, do this in batches or it won’t colour properly.) Add the garlic and onion to the pan and cook the mixture, stirring regularly, for 8 minutes. Add the tomato and cook everything for another 2–3 minutes. Next, stir in the diluted tomato paste or pesto and cook it for 1 minute. Turn off the heat, tip in all the remaining filling ingredients and mix well. Let the mixture cool a little while you start on the capsicums.

Preheat your oven to 180°C and lightly oil a baking tin or dish.

Using a small, sharp knife, make a cut across a capsicum near the stalk end, but don’t cut right through – it should still be attached on one side. Now make a long cut from the middle of this one down the length of the capsicum, almost to the tip. The cuts should form a ‘T’. With your fingers and the help of the knife, carefully pull out the ribs and seeds. Repeat this with the other capsicums. Now fill the capsicums with the eggplant mixture. Make sure you push the mixture down into the tips and mound it up a little so you can see the filling through the long cut.

Lay the stuffed capsicums in the prepared baking tin, cut-side up, drizzle a little oil over the top and add a splash of water to the pan. Pop them in the oven for 25–30 minutes or until the capsicums are cooked but still holding their shape (the cooking time may vary quite a bit depending on the size of the capsicums.) Lift them out and let them cool a little.

You can serve them either in the baking dish or transfer them to a warm serving platter – they look terrific all lined up in a row. Sprinkle them with extra capers, pine nuts and a handful of tiny herb leaves.
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Spinach, leek, zucchini and feta bake

Serves 6–8

This is one of those lovely mix-and-match dishes where you can use up all sorts of vegetables, herbs and odds and ends of cheese that happen to be lurking in the fridge. Just make sure the amounts of all these bits and pieces roughly correspond to the quantities in the recipe.


	2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

	2 leeks, washed thoroughly and finely chopped

	500g spinach

	6 zucchini (courgettes) (about 400g total weight)

	2 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

	2 tablespoons finely chopped dill, mint or basil

	40g fine dry breadcrumbs

	200g marinated feta, crumbled

	150g haloumi, crumbled

	heaped ⅔ cup (about 60g) freshly grated parmesan

	sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper, to taste

	6 × 60g eggs, lightly beaten



Garnish


	dill or mint sprigs, optional



To serve


	steamed new potatoes

	tomato salad drizzled with olive oil



Preheat your oven to 180°C. Lightly butter a 25cm × 6cm round ovenproof dish and line the base with buttered baking paper. Set it aside.

Heat the oil in a frying pan over high heat. Add the leeks and cook them, stirring regularly, for 2–3 minutes, or until they have just wilted. Take them off the heat, scrape them into a large bowl and leave them to cool a bit.

Steam the spinach for 2–3 minutes, or until it is a brilliant green and has wilted. Drain it in a colander and refresh it under cold running water. Squeeze it to get rid of as much moisture as possible. Fluff it up a bit, chop it coarsely and add it to the leeks.

Steam the zucchini for 2–3 minutes, or until they have softened a little. Drain and refresh them under cold water. Pat them dry and chop all bar one small zucchini into little chunks. Slice the remaining zucchini into slender strips and put them aside.

Add the zucchini chunks to the veggie bowl, along with the parsley, dill (or mint or basil), breadcrumbs, cheeses (reserving a little of each for the garnish), salt and pepper. Toss everything together until it’s thoroughly combined. Pour in the beaten eggs and mix them in well.

Scrape the mixture into the prepared dish and press down on it so it’s firmly packed. Press the slender zucchini strips into the top and scatter on the reserved cheeses.

Put the dish in the oven and bake it for 45 minutes, or until it’s just set but still moist. To check, insert the tip of a fine knife down into the middle and press the two sides of the cut apart, then have a peek, it should look moist but set.

When it’s ready, sit it on a rack to settle for about 5 minutes.

Loosen the bake around the edges and invert it onto a flat plate, peeling away the paper. Sit a serving platter on top and re-invert it onto the platter. (You may find some juices seep out initially; if they do, mop them up with paper towel.) You can sprinkle herb sprigs on top, if you like, but there’s quite a lot happening already! Serve the bake warm or at room temperature. It’s lovely served with steamed new potatoes and a tomato salad drizzled with a little fruity olive oil.
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Eggplant, tomato and pasta torta

Serves 6–8

This lovely rustic dish is typical of great Italian home cooking. The ingredients are very simple, yet the finished torta looks spectacular and tastes wonderful.


	1 ½ tablespoons fine dry breadcrumbs, for coating the tin

	3 medium-sized eggplants (aubergines) (about 350g each)

	salt

	olive oil, for cooking

	350g dried pasta (long, hollow pasta such as bucatini is ideal)

	1 cup (90g) freshly grated parmesan



Sauce


	2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

	1 large onion, finely chopped

	2 cloves garlic, finely chopped

	1–2 small red chillies (seeds and all), finely chopped

	pinch of sugar

	1 × 700ml bottle Italian-style tomato passata or good tomato pasta sauce

	a handful of black olives, pitted and coarsely chopped

	a big handful of basil leaves, torn

	sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper, to taste



Butter a 20cm springform tin and coat the base and sides with breadcrumbs. Tap out the excess crumbs and sit the tin on a baking tray.

Cut the eggplants lengthways into slices just under 1cm thick. Pile the slices into a colander, sprinkling a little salt between the layers, and leave them to drain for 30 minutes. Rinse them well under cold water, then pat them dry. (Make sure they are really dry or they will spit like crazy when you cook them.) Heat the oil to a depth of about 5mm in a large frying pan over medium heat and sauté the eggplant slices in batches until they’re golden on both sides. Add more oil as necessary. Drain the slices well on paper towels.

For the sauce, warm the 2 tablespoons of olive oil in a large frying pan over medium heat. Add the onion and cook it for 6 minutes, or until it starts to soften. Add the garlic and chilli and cook them, stirring, for a couple of minutes. Sprinkle in the sugar, then pour in the passata or pasta sauce. Increase the heat and cook it for 15–20 minutes, stirring frequently, until the sauce is very, very thick and the spoon leaves a clear trail through the sauce. (This is really important because the sauce has to hold the torta together.) Turn off the heat and stir in the olives, basil and salt and pepper.

Preheat your oven to 180°C.

Cook the pasta until al dente (see Basic Recipes). Drain it really well so that there’s no water trapped in the hollows. Toss the hot pasta with the sauce and parmesan until it is well coated.

To put the torta together, line the base of the prepared tin with overlapping eggplant slices in a rosette pattern, narrower ends to the centre. Overlap more slices around the sides. Reserve a few slices for the top of the torta. Scoop the pasta into the tin, being careful not to disturb the eggplant slices. Press down on it gently but firmly to pack it in. Lay the reserved eggplant slices over the top.

Bake the torta on the baking tray for about 25 minutes. When it’s ready, leave it to settle for at least 10 minutes, then invert it onto a serving plate and carefully lift off the tin. Serve it warm or at room temperature. It’s easiest to slice this with a serrated knife, which will cut without tearing the eggplant.
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