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ITALIAN FAST COOKING

Fast cooking doesn’t have to mean unhealthy fast food! In fact, quite the opposite! The Italian philosophy of using a few good ingredients and cooking them in a simple, unfussy way means you can create beautiful, nutritious dishes in no time. Traditionally, some of the best Italian dishes are made quickly with just a few fresh or stored ingredients.

These days, not all Italians have the time to cook lengthy meals like they used to – gone are the days when women stayed at home and made pasta by hand, or soaked pulses in preparation for a slow-cooked pot of soup or stew. Don’t get me wrong, I, like most Italians, still love to cook like this, but perhaps at weekends or for festivities like Christmas and Easter, when I have more time to cook. During a normal week, when the family is at work and school, there just isn’t the time to prepare the dishes that our grandmothers once made.

Italians mainly cook from scratch and use high-quality, seasonal ingredients. This doesn’t mean starting to cook the night before, but a little planning in advance to ensure you have the right ingredients in your store cupboard is a good start. Take pasta or risotto, for example; these two classic staples of Italian cooking, so quick and simple to prepare, make excellent, nutritious meals that everyone can enjoy at any time. I always make sure I have a selection of dried pasta in the cupboard, as well as risotto rice, good olive oil, stock (bouillon) and cans of tomatoes. Add some onions, carrots, garlic, pancetta and Parmesan from the fridge and I can already see quite a few meals. Even when the cupboard is bare, a quick dish of Spaghetti aglio, olio e peperoncino (garlic, oil and chilli) is a popular standby especially among Italian youngsters who opt for it as a midnight snack after a night on the town!

Of course, Italian food is not just pasta and there are so many meat, fish and vegetable dishes that can be prepared in little time. Fish, chicken, thin slices of meat as well as eggs for delicious omelettes cook in no time and provide nourishing meals. Vegetables are also often used in the Italian kitchen to create delicious main dishes which cook quickly. Italian cooking doesn’t need too many added flavours, sauces or marinades, as Italians prefer to buy fresh, quality ingredients which speak for themselves! Take a simple steak, for example – as long as you buy the best piece of meat you can afford, just a little salt and pepper and some oil are all that you really need; while the steak is grilling (broiling) or frying, slice some tomatoes and red onions for a side salad. Serve with some good bread and you have a delicious meal fit for a king, which has taken far less time to prepare than waiting for a takeaway to arrive! And, of course, it is far more nutritious and enjoyable to eat!
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To make life even simpler, there are all sorts of short cuts available these days; walk into any supermarket and you will find a wide variety of ready-chopped and spiralised vegetables as well as cubed pancetta, grated cheeses, canned beans and pulses. Italian delis stock good-quality fresh sauces like pesto, tomato sauce and many others, as well as mouth-watering pickled vegetables in jars, which are always handy to keep in your store cupboard. You can of course make your own sauces; it’s always a good idea to make a large quantity of say tomato sauce perhaps once a month (time-permitting) and freeze in batches to use whenever required. On a weekly basis, if you have time, you could chop or grate a few basic vegetables, like onions, carrots, celery, courgettes (zucchini), garlic and so on, store them in containers in the fridge and use them in your cooking throughout the week. You could also grate a quantity of Parmesan cheese and chop pieces of pancetta so you have these to hand, too. This way, you know you will be using the freshest ingredients for all your dishes as well as reducing so much of your preparation time when it comes to cooking. In fact, a little planning ahead at the beginning of the week will make cooking easier, stress free and will ensure healthy balanced meals at all times with minimum fuss and effort.

Overleaf, you will find my list of essentials for your store cupboard and fridge, which will give you more than enough for quick and simple meals at any time. Obviously, add some meat and fish to this and your meal planning will be sorted.

All the recipes in this book have been carefully chosen to ensure they are quick and effortless to prepare and cook. They are all super simple to follow and even someone with only basic cooking skills will be able to make them. Although perfect for everyday cooking, most of the recipes can also be made for special occasions – why spend hours in the kitchen just because you have guests coming or you are making a celebratory meal?

I hope you enjoy cooking the recipes in this book, which I hope will prove invaluable not just for when you are looking for a quick dish to rustle up, but for all your daily meals – simple recipes for life that can be used over and over again.

Enjoy, happy cooking and buon appetito!

GENNARO



MY ITALIAN KITCHEN ESSENTIALS

I have put together a basic list of essential Italian ingredients, which I believe will help you in your meal planning. Keep an eye on your supplies and when something runs out, make sure it is replaced.

STORE CUPBOARD

Extra virgin olive oil, for dressing

Olive oil or vegetable oil, for frying

Anchovies

Capers

Dried porcini

Green and black olives

Dried oregano

Dried chilli (hot red pepper) flakes

Natural breadcrumbs

Chopped walnuts

Sea salt and black pepper

Jars of good-quality preserved vegetables – aubergines (eggplants), courgettes (zucchini), (bell) peppers, artichokes, sun-dried tomatoes

Dried pasta – a selection of long and short varieties

Vegetable stock (bouillon) – I also like to keep chicken, beef and fish stock, but as long as you have a supply of vegetable stock, you can make most dishes

Red or white wine vinegar

Wine – red and white

Pesto

Plain (all-purpose) flour

Risotto rice and long-grain rice

Quick-cook polenta (fine cornmeal)

Cans of beans and pulses – cannellini, borlotti (cranberry) beans, chickpeas (garbanzo beans), lentils

Cans of chopped tomatoes and passata (strained tomatoes)

Grissini breadsticks

Pane carasau (wafer-thin Sardinian flatbread)

FRIDGE

Parmesan

Ricotta

Mascarpone

Mozzarella – bufala to enjoy fresh in salads or starters and a harder variety for cooking with

Pancetta or bacon

Prosciutto – this usually has a good sell-by date and is handy to keep for a quick antipasto or snack

Organic free-range eggs

Good-quality gnocchi from a deli

FREEZER

Peas

Broad (fava) beans

Berries

Homemade tomato sauce (see p.185)

FRESH PRODUCE

Onions – white and red

Garlic

Red chilli

Carrots

Celery

Courgettes (zucchini)

Potatoes

Salad – gem lettuce and salad leaves

Tomatoes

Selection of (bell) peppers

Herbs – parsley, rosemary, sage, thyme, mint
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SALADS

Salads have come a long way from the days of unappetizing, limp lettuce leaves and tasteless tomatoes. Salad dressings have evolved too, and now interesting ingredients are put together to make delicious salads that don’t necessarily have to be eaten as a side dish, but can also be enjoyed as a main course.

Italians love salads and most meals include a salad of some sort – it could be chargrilled (bell) peppers with garlic and olive oil, or thinly sliced courgettes (zucchini) with white wine vinegar and fresh mint, or simply a mix of seasonal green leaves. Prosciutto crudo is probably one of Italy’s most loved and well-known ingredients. Although here in the UK it is known simply as ‘prosciutto’, in Italy prosciutto means ‘ham’, which can be either cotto (cooked) or crudo (raw or cured). It marries very well with fruit – melon is probably the one that always springs to mind; I must admit this is one of my favourite combinations, especially during the summer when cantaloupe melon is at its most refreshing (see the recipe on here). Figs are also a firm favourite and so are peaches, again, during the summer months, when they are at their best. Autumnal fruits such as plums, apples and pears all make delicious combinations.

Dressings in Italy tend to be delicate and uncomplicated, and the classic olive oil and vinegar, or olive oil and lemon juice, are still my favourites. Always use good-quality extra-virgin olive oil and wine vinegar, and dress your salads just before serving to avoid soggy leaves. I tend to sprinkle a little salt over my salads first, before adding two parts olive oil to one part vinegar or lemon juice.

Most of the salads in this book are also suitable to enjoy as starters, or to serve at parties or as accompaniments to a barbeque. They are a light and enjoyable way to pack in your ‘five a day’, so, whether you serve them as an accompaniment or as a main course, you can be sure you are eating a healthy, nutritious dish.
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INSALATA DI GAMBERI E ASPARAGI

PRAWN AND ASPARAGUS SALAD

A quick and healthy salad, which can be eaten as a light lunch or served as an antipasto with some good bread.

Cooking time: 12–15 minutes

Serves 4

250 g/9 oz asparagus tips

2 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

1 garlic clove, finely chopped

1 tbsp finely chopped parsley

300 g/10½ oz raw king prawns (jumbo shrimp)

juice and peeled zest of 1 lemon, zest finely chopped

20 g/¾ oz/1 generous tbsp butter

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Bring a saucepan of water to the boil, add the asparagus tips and simmer for about 3 minutes, until just tender. Drain and set aside.

Meanwhile, in a frying pan (skillet) set over a medium heat, heat the olive oil, add the garlic and parsley, and sweat for 1 minute. Add the prawns and stir-fry for a couple of minutes, until cooked. Stir in the chopped lemon zest and juice, remove from the heat and set aside.

In another frying pan, melt the butter, add the cooked asparagus, season with some salt and pepper, and stir-fry for 1 minute. Remove from the heat, then arrange on a serving dish, together with the cooked prawns, pouring over the pan juices.
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INSALATA DI FAGIOLINI

GREEN BEAN SALAD

This lovely, crunchy salad can be eaten warm or cold, and so can be made in advance, if desired. It makes a lovely accompaniment to grilled meat, fish or frittata. If you prefer a less-strong dressing, then simply reduce the amount of mustard. To save time, buy ready-trimmed green beans.

Cooking time: 10 minutes

Serves 2–4

180 g/6¼ oz green (French) beans, trimmed

160 g/5¾ oz sugar snap peas

½ red onion, or 1 banana shallot

For the dressing:

1 small garlic clove

2 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

1 tbsp red wine vinegar

1 tsp mustard

sea salt, to taste

Place the green beans in a large saucepan, cover with water, and bring to the boil. Reduce the heat and simmer for about 6 minutes, then add the sugar snaps and continue to cook for a couple of minutes, until tender. Make sure not to overcook the vegetables. Drain and set aside.

Meanwhile, finely slice the onion or shallot and set aside.

Make the dressing. Finely chop the garlic and combine with the olive oil, vinegar, mustard and a little salt, to taste.

Place the drained vegetables in a bowl, add the onion or shallot, and pour over the dressing to serve.



INSALATA DI PATATE

WARM POTATO SALAD WITH RED ONION AND MINT

In Italy, when Italians make potato salad, they usually flavour it with dried oregano. Here, to give the salad a fresh summery flavour, I have added fresh mint. Marinating the onions while waiting for the potatoes to cook gives a nice vinegary kick to the dish and, unless you really like lots of vinegar, you don’t need to add any more to the salad. However, don’t get rid of the vinegar marinade, because you can use it again. You could also marinate more onions than you need, keep them in the fridge, and use them to liven up other salads or sandwiches.

Cooking time: 12 minutes

Serves 4

400 g/14 oz baby potatoes, washed, skins kept on

1 small red onion

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

10 tbsp white wine vinegar

3 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

12 mint leaves, roughly chopped, to serve

Boil the potatoes in a large saucepan for about 10 minutes, until tender.

Meanwhile, finely slice the onion and place in a small bowl with a pinch of salt and cover with the vinegar.

Drain the potatoes and place in a serving bowl. Drain the marinated onions and add to the potatoes, mixing in gently. Drizzle with olive oil, season with salt and pepper and scatter over the chopped mint leaves, to serve.



INSALATA DI FAVE E CARCIOFI

BROAD BEAN AND ARTICHOKE SALAD, WITH ROCKET AND PARMESAN

A quick and simple salad using preserved artichokes, which are obtainable from good Italian delis, and convenient frozen broad beans, which are lightly cooked until tender. It can be served as a starter, as a side dish to lamb dishes (see Anchovy-Infused Lamb Cutlets, here) or as a light lunch with some crusty bread.

Cooking time: 10 minutes

Serves 2–4

100 g/3½ oz/⅔ cup frozen shelled broad (fava) beans

20 g/¾ oz/2½ tbsp pine nuts

150 g/5½ oz artichoke hearts preserved in oil, drained

2 handfuls of rocket (arugula)

30 g/1 oz Parmesan, shaved

For the dressing:

2 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

juice of ½ lemon

sea salt, to taste

Bring a small saucepan of water to the boil over a medium heat, add the broad beans, bring back to the boil and cook for 3 minutes.

Meanwhile, heat a small frying pan (skillet) over a medium heat and toast the pine nuts for about 3 minutes. Remove from the heat and set aside to cool.

Drain the cooked broad beans in a colander, then rinse them under a cold running tap to cool them down and drain well. Place the beans in a bowl, together with the artichokes, rocket, cooled pine nuts and Parmesan shavings.

Combine the dressing ingredients, pour over the salad, mix well and serve.
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CARPACCIO DI ZUCCHINI

COURGETTE CARPACCIO WITH PECORINO, MINT AND POMEGRANATE

Courgettes are so versatile and, when used raw, make a lovely starter or side salad. Make sure you use very fresh courgettes and slice them as thinly as you can. Ready-to-use pomegranate seeds are widely available in supermarkets all year round and not only look great, but also make a nutritious addition to this simple, delicious dish.

Preparation time: 15 minutes

Serves 4

2 courgettes (zucchini)

4 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

2 tbsp white wine vinegar

1 garlic clove, very finely chopped

1 tbsp finely chopped fresh mint, plus a few extra leaves for garnish

sea salt, to taste

50 g/1¾ oz/⅓ cup pomegranate seeds

30 g/1 oz Pecorino, shaved

Using a vegetable peeler or a mandolin, slice thin slivers of courgette lengthways and set aside.

Combine the olive oil, white wine vinegar, garlic and chopped mint, with some salt to taste, and whisk for a minute or so, until the mixture thickens slightly.

Dip the courgette slices in the dressing, then arrange on a serving plate. Pour over the remaining dressing, scatter over pomegranate seeds and Pecorino shavings, then garnish with the extra mint leaves and serve.
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INSALATA DI RISO VENERE

BLACK RICE SALAD

This unusual wholefood rice, with its highly beneficial health properties, is becoming increasingly popular in Italy, appearing on restaurant menus and on supermarket shelves. Originating in China, black rice was favoured by ancient emperors for its nutritional and aphrodisiacal properties, hence the name venere (deriving from Venus). It is now cultivated in the rice fields of northern Italy. It is a perfect rice for salads and makes a delicious, healthy lunch or, if made in a larger quantity, is ideal to serve at parties.

Cooking time: 20–25 minutes

Serves 4

300 g/10½ oz/1½ cups black rice (riso venere)

½ red (bell) pepper, finely chopped

½ yellow (bell) pepper, finely chopped

2 avocados, finely chopped

6 cherry tomatoes, quartered

200 g/7 oz mozzarella or feta, cut into small cubes

about 12 chives, finely chopped

50 g/1¾ oz/⅓ cup pomegranate seeds

6 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

juice of 1 lemon

sea salt, to taste

Place the rice in a saucepan with double its volume of cold water (about 700 ml/24 fl oz/3 cups). Place over a medium heat, bring to the boil, then turn the heat down and gently simmer for 15–17 minutes, until al








INSALATA DI CECI

CHICKPEA SALAD WITH OLIVES, AMALFI LEMON AND MINT




















INSALATA DI PISELLI FRESCHI E BURRATA

FRESH PEA AND BURRATA SALAD, WITH SUNFLOWER-SEED CROSTINI




























INSALATA DI POMODORI MISTI

OREGANO-INFUSED MIXED TOMATO SALAD














INSALATA DI LENTICCHIE

LENTIL SALAD
















INSALATA DI SPECK CROCCANTE, MELA VERDE E NOCI

CRISPY SPECK, GREEN APPLE AND WALNUT SALAD






















PROSCIUTTO E MELONE

PROSCIUTTO WITH CANTALOUPE MELON
















BRUSCHETTE CON PESCHE E PROSCIUTTO

BRUSCHETTA OF PEACHES AND PROSCIUTTO















MELE E PERE ARROSTO CON PROSCIUTTO

PROSCIUTTO WITH ROASTED APPLES AND PEARS


















SUSINE E FICHI AL FORNO CON PROSCIUTTO

CARAMELISED PLUMS AND FIGS WITH PROSCIUTTO
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