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ABOUT THE BOOK

A classic Italian cookbook and essential for every home cook, Italian Kitchen brings together over 100 mouth-watering recipes for gleaming antipasti, earthy risottos, gutsy pasta dishes and sumptuous dolci into a bible of classic Italian cooking. Effortlessly stylish yet unfussy, they are the essence of any self-respecting Italian kitchen and provide the fundamentals of Italian cooking.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Anna Del Conte is the doyenne of Italian cookery. She has written twelve books including the acclaimed Portrait of Pasta, Gastronomy of Italy and Amaretto, Apple Cake and Artichokes. She has won the Duchessa Maria Luigia di Parma award and awards from the Guild of Food Writers and the Accademia Italiana della Cucina. In 2010 Anna received from the President of the Italian Republic the honour of Ufficiale dell’Ordine al Merito della Repubblica Italiana and in 2011 Nigella Lawson presented her with the Lifetime Achievement Award of the Guild of Food Writers.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is a compendium of four little books I wrote years ago which were published in 1993 by Pavilion. These were: Antipasti, Pasta, Risotti and I Dolci.

The first three books contained my favourite recipes of dishes for which Italian cooking is justly famous.

I decided to write the fourth one, I Dolci, for the opposite reason, i.e. because dolci – traditional Italian puddings, cakes, biscuits et al. – are not well known in Britain and some of them are well worth knowing.

Because of its nature, this book contains many vegetarian recipes.
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When I was taken out to dinner as a child I only ate l’antipasto. The trolley would be wheeled next to me and I would be transfixed by the beauty of the food and bewildered by the choice. After a few decades I still feel like that. I want to take all the dishes home, admire them, and eat them slowly and thoughtfully over the next few days. First a taste of prosciutto, as well as culatello and felino, my favourite salami, which I would eat with bread and nothing else. Next would come a few floppy slices of grilled peppers, a curly tentacle of calameretti, and a morsel of each stuffed vegetable. Finally, a spoonful of nervetti in insalata – Milanese brawn – gleaming with olive oil and crowned with colourful sottaceti – vegetables preserved in vinegar – and speckled with purple olives and minuscule green capers.

Such are the delights of an antipasto offered in a restaurant. When you serve antipasti at home, however, you must be more selective and decide on two or three dishes at most. Otherwise you will be in the kitchen for far too long and begin to hate the idea of an antipasto for ever.

An antipasto can provide a good beginning to a meal, and it can even set the style for the meal itself. It is very important that, as an opening to the meal, it should be well presented and pretty to look at. It should also be light and fresh, so as to develop the taste buds for the courses to follow, rather than fill the stomach, and it should harmonise with the rest of the meal.

Nowadays an antipasto is usually a starter, no longer followed by a primo – first course – except on special occasions. For instance, if you have decided on a platter of affettato misto – mixed cured meats – a generous bowl of tagliatelle dressed with a vigorous sauce would make an ideal follow-on. So also would an earthy risotto or a gutsy spaghetti alla puttanesca – with tomatoes, anchovies and chilli. This is not the traditional Italian way, but it is what suits our smaller stomachs and the preachings of the health gurus.

If, however, you are serving a joint of meat, start with a vegetable-based antipasto or a fish one. A fish antipasto, indeed, is the ideal precursor to a fish main course.

The recipes collected here are divided into six sections: Salumi, Bruschetta and Crostini, Salads, Stuffed Vegetables, Fish and Meat Antipasti, and Other Favourites.

Some of the recipes are for classic antipasto dishes, others are my own or those of my family and friends. All are typically Italian yet very varied. As varied, indeed, as most Italian cooking, because of the great differences between its many regions.



Antipasti


Cured Meat Products

Grilled and Toasted Bread

Roman Garlic Bread

Classic Bruschetta

Chicken Liver Crostini

Broad Bean Purée

Relish of Peppers and Sun-Dried Tomatoes

Piedmontese Fondue

Salads

Pear and Cheese Salad

Broccoli and Breadcrumb Salad

Grilled Peppers

Tomatoes, Mozzarella and Basil

Bread and Raw Vegetable Salad

Stuffed Vegetables

Stuffed Mushroom Caps

Aubergine Stuffed with Sausage, Pine Nuts and Currants

Tomatoes Stuffed with Breadcrumbs and Parsley

Peppers Stuffed with Breadcrumbs and Parsley

Baked Courgettes with Mint and Garlic Stuffing

Fish and Meat Antipasti

Stuffed Mussels

Warm Seafood Salad

Duck Breasts with Balsamic Vinegar

Stuffed Sardines

Sole Fillets in a Sweet-and-Sour Sauce

My Carpaccio

Other Favourites

Grilled Radicchio and Chicory

Braised Baby Onions

Mozzarella and Parmesan Fritters

Carrots in a Wine and Herb Sauce

Aubergine, Onion and Celery Stew

Hot Garlicky Dip for Raw Vegetables

Hard-Boiled Eggs with Parsley and Breadcrumb Topping & Sun-Dried Tomatoes




Salumi

CURED MEAT PRODUCTS

I know I am an unashamed chauvinist where food is concerned, but I am sure no other country offers such an array of delectable cured meats as Italy does. Salumi are usually made with pork or a mixture of pork and beef. There are also good salumi made with venison and various other meats. The mocetta from Valle d’Aosta is made with wild goat, the bresaola from Valtellina with fillet of beef, the salame d’oca from Friuli and Veneto with goose, and the salami and prosciutti di cinghiale are made with wild boar. This latter is one of the many glories of Tuscany.

The characteristics of the many types of salumi are determined firstly by factors affecting the pig, or other animal, itself. These include its breed, its habitat and food, and the climate of the locality in which it is reared. A prosciutto di Parma is paler and sweeter than, for instance, a prosciutto di montagna – mountain prosciutto. Secondly, salumi differ according to which cuts of meat are used, the proportion of fat to lean, the fineness of the mincing, the flavourings and the curing. In what follows I describe some of the salumi that I like to serve as an antipasto. Together they form a dish called affettato misto, possibly the most common antipasto served in Italy. This dish of mixed cured meats is pretty to look at in its shades of pink and red, and one of the most appetising ways to start a meal. You may be serving the affettato before a dish of pasta. (This is where I should point out that the word antipasto does not mean before the pasta. It means before the ‘pasto’ – meal.) In Italy, however, affettato is often served as a secondo for lunch, not before but after the pasta that is de rigueur (only for lunch, though) in any self-respecting Italian family. Still, primo or secondo, affettato misto is an excellent dish, which, with some good bread or a piece of focaccia, followed by a lovely green salad and some cheese, is a perfect meal in its own right.

A good affettato misto should have a choice of at least five or six different meats. The following is a list of the products you can most easily find in Britain. You can mix them to your liking, but one type of prosciutto and two types of salami should always be included. With a prosciutto I put two or three different kinds of salami: one from northern Italy, a Milano perhaps, which is mild and sweet, a peppery salame from the south and a Roman oval-shaped soppressata. An alternative that I like is a fennel-flavoured finocchiona, a salame from Tuscany. A few slices of the best mortadella, speckled with the acid green of fresh pistachio nuts, and of tasty coppa, which is a rolled, cured and boned shoulder of pork, would be just right for a good assortment.

The prosciutto can be prosciutto di Parma, the sweetest and palest of them all, or prosciutto di San Daniele, made in Friuli, of a darker red and stronger flavour. There is also a prosciutto di Carpegna, which is available in some of the best Italian delicatessens. I like it because it has a good flavour, is usually perfectly salted and contains the right amount of fat. A good prosciutto should always have some fat.

As for the quantity, I find that about 60g per person is enough. However, it is probably a good idea to buy more, because if you have a few slices left over they come in very handy for a sandwich the next day. Try to buy your salumi from a delicatessen where it is sliced in front of you, rather than in vacuum packs from a supermarket. It is usually a better product and you can see with your own eyes if it is really the salumi it purports to be. For instance, prosciutti have a mark of origin, their DOC, stamped on the skin. If you ask for the salumi to be sliced, remember that prosciutto should be sliced fine, but not so fine that you cannot transfer the slice to a dish without breaking it. Salami are better thicker, and the smaller the diameter of the salame, the thicker the cut should be.
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Bruschetta e Crostini

GRILLED AND TOASTED BREAD

Bruschetta and crostini are very popular antipasti, not just in Italy but in Britain too, and make good ‘finger food’. It is fundamental to the quality of either to use a good chewy type of bread – ciabatta, sourdough or pain rustique for example. Here are some classic Italian recipes.

In Italy, crostini cover a broader range of dishes than bruschetta. Crostini consist of slices of toasted bread moistened with olive oil on which different toppings are spread, while bruschetta is either grilled country bread flavoured with olive oil and garlic, or the same grilled bread topped with tomato.


Bruschetta

ROMAN GARLIC BREAD

Bruschetta is a crisp, charred-tasting bread, originally from Rome ( bruscare means ‘to burn lightly’ in Roman dialect). It is made with coarse country bread, which has a high nutritional value. For centuries bruschetta has been a staple dish of the poor, who ironically used to call it cappone – capon – since it was the nearest they could get to this delicacy of the rich. Nowadays bruschetta is served as an appetiser while you wait for your pasta to be ready. Bruschetta is also ideal to eat with fish soups.

To make bruschetta cut a good loaf of white bread – ciabatta, Pugliese, pain de campagne or sourdough – into thick (1.5–2cm) slices. For 6 slices you will need 2–3 squashed garlic cloves, some extra virgin olive oil, preferably a peppery Tuscan oil, and a good deal of freshly ground black pepper.

Score the slices lightly with the point of a small knife in a criss-cross fashion. Grill the bread on both sides over charcoal or wood embers (or under the grill) and then, while still hot, rub it with the garlic. Put the slices in a hot oven for 2 minutes, to make them crisp through, and then place them on a dish. Drizzle about 1 tbsp of oil over each one and sprinkle generously with pepper and a little sea salt.


Bruschetta Tradizionale

CLASSIC BRUSCHETTA

Bruschetta is now part of the British culinary repertoire. My only reservation is that bruschetta with tomatoes can only be made with good tomatoes – ripe, sweet, yet full of flavour and with a thin skin, since the tomatoes must not be peeled. Plum tomatoes are particularly suitable, because they do not have many seeds. For the bread, I usually use ciabatta, which is the right-sized loaf.


Serves 4

6 tomatoes

sea salt

1 ciabatta loaf

2–3 garlic cloves, cut into large pieces

2–3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

freshly ground black pepper

12 basil leaves, torn into large pieces



1 Wash and dry the tomatoes. Cut them into small pieces, put on a wooden board and sprinkle with a little salt, which will bring out the flavour. Leave them for about 30–40 minutes.

2 Prepare the bruschetta following the instructions here and dress it with the garlic and the oil. Pick up the pieces of tomatoes, leaving the juice behind, and put them on the grilled and dressed bread.

3 Drizzle a ½ tsp of olive oil over each bruschetta and place a few pieces of basil on top.
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Crostini alla Toscana

CHICKEN LIVER CROSTINI

In Tuscany, where this dish comes from, they add calf’s melt (the spleen) to the chicken liver. Melt is added only to tone down the flavour of the liver and to give the mixture more volume. Of all offal, melt is the only one that is always used with other types of offal. To give this extra consistency to the mixture I have substituted minced beef for the melt. It works very well.

You can moisten the bread with vinsanto mixed with stock, instead of the more common olive oil. Vinsanto is a very strong wine from Chianti, made from grapes that are left to dry for several weeks before they are pressed.


Serves 6–8

225g chicken livers

4 tbsp olive oil (for cooking)

½ celery stick, very finely chopped

1 shallot, very finely chopped

2 small garlic cloves, chopped

3 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

100g lean minced beef

1 tbsp tomato purée

6 tbsp dry white wine

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tbsp capers, rinsed and chopped

2 salted anchovies, boned and rinsed, or 4 canned anchovy fillets, chopped

30g unsalted butter



1 Remove the fat, gristle and any greenish bits from the chicken livers. Wash, dry and chop as finely as you can.

2 Put the olive oil in a saucepan and, when just hot, add the celery, shallot, garlic and parsley. Cook for 10 minutes until soft, stirring very frequently.

3 Add the chicken livers and the mince and cook very gently until the chicken livers have lost their raw colour and have become crumbly.

4 Mix in the tomato purée and cook for 1 minute. Raise the heat, pour over the wine and boil to reduce until nearly all the wine has evaporated. Lower the heat and add a little salt and plenty of pepper. Simmer gently for 30 minutes, adding a little hot water if the mixture gets too dry.

5 Mix in the capers and the anchovies. Add the butter and cook gently for 5 minutes, stirring constantly.

6 Spread the mixture on crostini (see here) moistened with olive oil or with a mixture of good chicken stock and vinsanto.
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Pure di Fave

BROAD BEAN PURÉE

For this recipe you can use frozen broad beans which, although they do not have all the sweet mealiness of fresh ones, are picked and frozen at their best. Some recipes suggest using boiled potatoes instead of the bread. Either version is good.


Serves 6–8

1.35kg fresh broad beans, or 450g frozen broad beans

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

3 garlic cloves, peeled

60g good-quality crustless white bread

milk

90ml extra virgin olive oil



1 Shell the broad beans, if you are using fresh ones. Cook the fresh or frozen beans in a saucepan of simmering water to which you have added 1 tbsp of salt and the garlic. The beans should cook at the lowest simmer. When the beans are tender, drain them and the garlic, reserving a cupful of the water. Allow to cool.

2 Put the bread in a bowl and pour in enough milk just to cover the bread.

3 Now you should have the patience to slip off the white skin from the beans. It’s rather a boring and lengthy job, but it is necessary if you want a really creamy purée without those unpleasant pieces of papery skin. If there are any children around the house enlist their help; they usually love popping the beans out of their skin.

4 Put the broad beans, garlic and bread with its milk in a food processor and whizz to a purée, while gradually adding all but about 1 tbsp of the oil through the funnel. Taste and adjust the seasoning, adding a little of the reserved water if too thick.

5 You can spread the purée on crostini (see here) moistened with the reserved oil, or serve the purée piled up in a dish surrounded by crostini, and let your guests or family do the work.
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Intingolo di Peperoni e Pomodori Secchi

RELISH OF PEPPERS AND SUN-DRIED TOMATOES


Serves 4

2 tbsp red wine vinegar

2 large red and/or yellow peppers

½ sweet onion, very finely chopped

2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

1 garlic clove, very finely chopped

½ dried chilli, crumbled

2 tsp balsamic vinegar

200g sun-dried tomatoes in olive oil

1 canned anchovy fillet, chopped

1 tbsp capers, rinsed and dried

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper



1 Heat the oven to 230°C/Gas Mark 8.

2 Put the peppers on a baking tray and roast in the oven until they are soft, about 30 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool a little.

3 Meanwhile, heat the onion and oil in a small frying pan. Sauté for a few minutes and then add the garlic, chilli and balsamic vinegar, so that the soffritto (frying mixture) does not catch. Continue cooking until very soft, stirring frequently.

4 Drain the tomatoes of their preserving oil, cut them into thin strips and chuck them into the soffritto. Cook, stirring frequently, for 5 minutes or so.

5 While the tomatoes are cooking, peel the peppers, cut them in half and discard the core and seeds. Cut them into 1cm pieces and mix into the soffritto in the pan. Let the peppers insaporire – take up the flavour.

6 Add the anchovy fillet to the pan and squash it down to a purée. Mix in the capers. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Serve warm or cold.
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Fonduta Piemontese

PIEDMONTESE FONDUE

Fontina, the best-known cheese from Valle d’Aosta, used to be made at Mont Fontin, from which it takes its name. It is the main ingredient of this classic dish. The other characteristic ingredient is the white truffle of Alba. There are now various brands of truffle paste on the market, made with white truffles and porcini, which works very well in a fonduta. Sliced bread or crostini (see here) are served with fonduta for dipping into it. I also like to use thick slices of grilled polenta.


Serves 4

400g Italian fontina

250ml full-fat milk

60g unsalted butter

4 large egg yolks

1 white truffle, or 1 tbsp truffle paste



1 About 6 hours before you want to serve the fonduta, cut the fontina into small dice. Put in a bowl and add enough milk just to cover the cheese. Set aside.

2 Put the butter in a heatproof bowl, add the fontina with the milk and set over a pan of simmering water.

3 Cook, stirring constantly, for about 10 minutes until the cheese has melted, then beat in the egg yolks, one at a time. Continue cooking, beating the whole time, until the egg has been absorbed and the sauce reaches the consistency of double cream. If you are using truffle paste, mix it in at this point, off the heat.

4 Transfer the fonduta to individual soup dishes and slice the truffle over it, if you are using this food of the gods. Serve immediately.


Insalate

SALADS

A mixed antipasto for a large party, or an antipasto table in a restaurant, usually contains a number of different salads. Grilled peppers, for instance, are a classic antipasto salad, as are tomatoes with mozzarella and basil. The following five recipes include some of my favourites and some classics.


Insalata di Pere e Formaggio

PEAR AND CHEESE SALAD

We have a saying in Italy, ‘Do not let the peasant know how good pears are with cheese’ – or he might pick all the pears off your tree. This salad is a sophisticated version of the classic pears with cheese.


Serves 4

4 ripe Williams or Comice pears

100g Parmigiano-Reggiano or good padano cheese

100g mature pecorino

3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

2 tbsp lemon juice

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

120g rocket



1 Peel the pears, cut them into quarters and remove the cores. Cut each quarter in half and put them in a bowl.

2 Shave the cheese with a vegetable peeler and mix three-quarters of it with the pears.

3 Beat the oil and the lemon juice together and add salt and pepper to taste. Spoon about half this dressing over the pears and leave for 1 hour.

4 Spoon the pears into a deep dish and shower with the remaining cheese. Surround with the rocket and drizzle the rest of the dressing over it. Serve immediately.
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Insalata di Broccoli con la Mollica

BROCCOLI AND BREADCRUMB SALAD

Brown breadcrumbs are better than white for this tasty dish from southern Italy. I make my soft crumbs in a food processor, a very quick job. You can use cauliflower instead of broccoli.


Serves 4

450g broccoli

6 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

125g fresh breadcrumbs

6 canned anchovy fillets, drained, or 3 salted anchovies, boned and rinsed

1 or 2 dried chillies, according to taste, seeded

2 garlic cloves, peeled

1½ tbsp capers, rinsed and dried

12 black olives, stoned and cut into strips

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper



1 Divide the broccoli into small florets. Peel the outer layer from the stalks and cut them into small pieces. Blanch the florets and pieces of stalk in boiling salted water until just tender, about 5 minutes. Drain and dry with kitchen paper. Transfer to a bowl and add 2 tbsp of the oil. Toss gently using 2 forks, rather than spoons, as they are less likely to break the florets.

2 Heat the rest of the oil in a frying pan and add the breadcrumbs. Cook for 3 minutes, stirring to coat them with the oil.

3 Chop all the other ingredients, except the olives, and add them to the bread mixture. Add the olives and cook for another minute or so, stirring well. Taste and add salt and pepper as necessary.

4 Toss half the breadcrumb mixture into the broccoli and spoon the rest over the top. Serve warm.
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Peperoni Arrostiti

GRILLED PEPPERS

When peppers are grilled and skinned their taste is totally different from that of raw or sautéed peppers. To my mind they are much nicer, and they are certainly more digestible. You can prepare a few kilos of peppers when they are in season, and reasonably cheap, and keep them in the fridge in jars, well covered with olive oil, for 2 or 3 months.


Serves 4

4 beautiful red or yellow peppers

6 canned anchovy fillets, drained, or 3 salted anchovies, boned and rinsed

3 garlic cloves

2 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

1 small dried chilli, seeded

4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil



1 Hold the peppers over the flame of a burner or put them under the grill and grill them all over. When the side in contact with the heat is charred, turn the pepper, until all the surface, including the top and bottom, is charred. As soon as all the skin is charred, take the pepper from the heat, otherwise the flesh will begin to burn and you will be left with paper-thin peppers.

2 Let the peppers cool and then remove the skin; it will come off very easily as long as the peppers have been well charred. Cut the peppers in half, remove the stalk and seeds and then cut them lengthways into strips. Put them on a dish.

3 Pound the anchovies with the garlic, parsley and chilli in a mortar, or chop very finely.

4 Put the oil and the anchovy mixture in a very heavy pan and heat very slowly for about 2 minutes, stirring and pounding the whole time until the mixture is mashed. Spoon over the peppers and leave to marinate for at least 4 hours. The longer you leave them – up to a week – the better they get. Serve plenty of bread with them.
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