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Introduction

Purists will say that an Italian cuisine does not exist and that dishes should always be classified as Piemontese, Veneziana, Romana, Napoletana, Sarda and so on, because all 20 of Italy’s regions have such a distinct culture of their own. In fact, the country only became unified in 1861 and, until then, was made up of separate city-states and regions, each defined by their own rich histories and traditions, and especially by their food culture. There is an Italian term that expresses this exactly – campanilismo – which refers to the campanile (bell tower) that is central to every town and village and symbolically represents the identity of the locale. Even today, Italians take a lot of pride in defending their local identity, especially on the islands and in smaller villages, and this is very much reflected in the continuity of individual traditions. When it comes to food, not only is a regional speciality particular to each town, but often the recipe is particular to each family. Everyone has their own version, which they claim is the only correct one!


Food in Italy remained very regional up until the Second World War, after which people began to travel more. Southern Italians headed north to find work opportunities and the affluent travelled to different regions on holiday. With this movement of people, ingredients also began to travel. The northern staple risotto, for example, became embraced in the South, where they combined it with local produce to create new recipes. And of course nowadays, with TV, books and social media, recipes are shared globally and food that is distinct and unique to a region is almost a thing of the past. However, in Italy there are still many products that are produced and consumed almost exclusively within a certain territory and that’s what makes Italy’s food culture so unique.

In my lifetime, food trends have undergone huge changes in Italy as everyone adapts to the fast pace of modern life. In larger cities, time constraints don’t permit long three-course lunches, and certain dishes, which I remember well from my childhood, are rarely eaten, if at all. When I was young, I would dip day-old bread into milky coffee for breakfast, but this tradition has long disappeared in favour of patisserie-style brioche and croissants. I also remember a quick morning pick-me-up made with egg yolks, beaten with sugar and coffee, which my mother would insist I have for extra energy throughout the day – but this has also fallen out of fashion as I think people are now afraid of consuming raw eggs. The typical kids’ teatime snack of pane, burro e marmelata (bread, butter and jam) is no longer a popular choice among youngsters. And my childhood treat of pig’s blood with chocolate or carob is not something kids would eat these days, unless perhaps in rural communities. And light evening meals like Riso e Latte or Polenta e Latte (rice or polenta with milk) are no longer served, except perhaps for the older generation.


For me, Italy is an emotion – the wonderful historic cities, quaint villages lost in time, landscapes, traditions, the people and of course the food. When I visit, I like to go off the beaten track, explore the lesser-known towns and villages, seek out the family-run trattorie, the ones without written menus. And, if I’m lucky, I’ll find a sagra (festival) where food products are celebrated and traditions kept alive. Because despite the inevitable changes modern life brings with it, food culture is so ingrained in the Italian psyche that regional identity always shines through. You can introduce a thousand new cuisines in Italy but, at the end of the day, the dishes of our grandmothers and mothers are the ones we yearn for and they are just as important today as they have always been.


It has taken me almost a lifetime of travelling throughout different parts of Italy to discover the amazing diversity my country has to offer. I love the contrast between the cooler north, with its rich buttery dishes, and the sun-baked south, where tomatoes and olive oil take centre stage. Influences can be traced to our French, Germanic and Slavic neighbours in the north, as well as to past Arab invasions of the islands in the South, and all have had a profound effect on Italian cuisine and further added to its diversity.

In this book, I am taking you on a culinary journey of discovery across Italy’s diverse landscape of plains, mountains, rivers and lakes and to the shores of the Mediterranean and Adriatic seas, to find many wonderful recipes that have been lost in time or simply gone out of fashion, many of which can be traced to a particular town or village. I hope you will enjoy recreating these lesser-known recipes and, by doing so, you too will keep the culinary traditions of Italy alive.
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Central Italy

The regions of Tuscany, Umbria, Le Marche, Lazio and Abruzzo make up the heart of Italy. However, before the country was unified in 1861, the only two regions of central Italy were the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and the Papal State of Rome, which included the areas of Lazio, Le Marche and Umbria. Ask anyone from Tuscany and they will say that the real Italian is spoken in Florence. Ask a Roman and they will tell you that Rome is the cradle of Mediterranean cuisine.

Central Italy has a rich, farming tradition. Beans and ancient grains such as farro (spelt) are a common crop, lentils grow profusely and each region has its own speciality, like the highly prized Castelluccio variety from Umbria or Lenticchie di Santo Stefano di Sessanio from the Gran Sasso National Park in Abruzzo. All these ingredients feature in the hearty soups and pasta dishes that the region is famous for and, in general, the local food traditions are simple but hearty and robust, designed primarily to feed hardworking labourers in the fields.

Summers are hot in Central Italy and so tomato-based dishes and olive oil are used more than in the North. However, inland, the winters are cold, making it possible to grow leafy vegetables like cavolo nero. On the hilly and mountainous hinterland terrain, chestnut trees abound and, in the past, the nuts were often ground and made into flour for all sorts of sweet and savoury dishes. These days, chestnut flour is not so commonly used, except for local specialities like the sweet Tuscan Castagnaccio cake, and chestnuts are roasted and eaten or added to dishes whole.

The quality of Tuscan food is renowned worldwide, especially its olive oil and wine, as well as the large white Chianina cattle used to make the classic Italian steak dish Bistecca alla Fiorentina. The Etruscans, who predated the Ancient Romans, occupied the territory known today as Tuscany. Food was a very important part of Etruscan culture and they found the land ideal for growing produce like olives, grains, beans and pulses, foraging for truffles and hunting wild boar. Their traditions lay the foundation for much of Tuscany’s great and varied cuisine.

Umbria, the only landlocked region of Central Italy, is home to wonderful forests and is often known as il cuore verde d’Italia (the green heart of Italy). Wild porcini mushrooms and truffles can be found in the woods and these ingredients flavour many local dishes. The food of the region is rich with meat and game, and shavings of truffle piled high over pasta are the norm in local restaurants. Cured meats are a speciality, particularly in Norcia where wild boar hunting provides plentiful sausages, hams and salami, which are all on display in the mouth-watering delis of every town.

While beef rules in Tuscany, lamb is king in Lazio and Abruzzo, where abbacchio (baby milk-fed lamb) is a speciality at Eastertime in Rome and Agnello Cacio e Ova (lamb in an egg and cheese sauce) in Abruzzo. Not forgetting barbecued Scotaditto and Arrosticini for a finger-licking treat.

In comparison to Tuscany and Lazio, the regions of Le Marche and Abruzzo were historically poor regions. As in the North, polenta is a staple of the diet, along with simple pastas made with flour and water. However, fish from the coast, shepherd dishes from the mountains and vegetables from the hills also feature in the cuisine of both regions, and cured pork products and local cheeses are plentiful too. Abruzzo prides itself on the cultivation of saffron near the region’s capital of L’Aquila, as well as a unique garlic from Sulmona with small bulbs and deliciously sweet cloves.

The region of Lazio centres itself on the cuisine of Rome. Everything about Rome is la dolce vita, where food is plentiful and life is laid-back and to be enjoyed, and these traditions contain echoes of ancient times, when banquets were a gastronomic feast, also featuring the favoured Roman produce of cheese, lamb, olives and fresh vegetables. And these days, Roman food is also identified with many iconic pasta dishes – Carbonara, Amatriciana, Cacio e Pepe and Pasta alla Gricia with its strong flavours of guanciale (cured pork cheek) and Pecorino cheese.



Although offal may be on the decline, Rome still has a strong tradition of using the lesser cuts and innards, known as the quinto quarto, meaning fifth quarter. This term dates back centuries to when, in the slaughterhouses of the Testaccio neighbourhood in Rome, the best quarter of the butchered animal was reserved for the nobles, the second quarter for the clergy, the third for the bourgeois, the fourth for the army, and the fifth (organ meat) went to the poor. The brains, heart, lungs, feet and intestines went into the cooking pot and, in classic cucina povera-style, created some of Rome’s most famous dishes, like Coda alla Vaccinara (oxtail stew) or Coratella d’Agnello (pluck of lamb) or Pajata (intestines of a baby calf or lamb). These dishes may not be made at home these days, but they are still on the menu in many of the city’s restaurants and eateries.

Wonderful fresh artichokes are also a speciality of Rome and in season can be found in the city’s markets, sitting in buckets of acidulated water, ready-prepared to take home and cook. The local Jewish-inspired dish of Carciofi alla Giudea, in which they are served crispy and fried, is very popular and can be found in the many restaurants of the city’s Jewish Quarter.

Historically, Jews have lived in Tuscany and Rome for millennia, many fleeing from Spain towards the end of the 1400s and welcomed in the Papal state until banished to the ghetto in the mid-1500s. Hailing from the Iberian Peninsula, Sephardic Jewish cuisine integrated well with Mediterranean ingredients and diet. Baccalà (salt cod), for example, gradually became popular in Rome and when, in 1661, the Papal government banned ghetto residents from eating 'luxury' foods, such as large fish, the Jews began to create broths and pasta dishes using anchovies and sardines. Cheesecakes made with Italian ricotta were made in Jewish bakeries, as well as a variety of desserts with nuts and honey. These specialities are still being made in traditional delis and restaurants in the Jewish Quarter in Rome.

From thick Chianina beef steaks, served with some of the world’s best red wines, to rustic cucina povera dishes of beans and pulses, the dishes of the central regions of Italy really are a wonderful eclectic mix and I hope this chapter will be full of fresh discoveries for you.
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anellini alla pecorara Fresh ring pasta with vegetables and ricotta

This traditional Abruzzese recipe comes from the rural area of Elice, where sheep dominated the land. Shepherds’ wives would make this laborious but wonderful fresh pasta with a sauce of vegetables and sheep’s cheese and, while it is still made in the area today, it is usually reserved for special occasions. If you can, use sheep’s ricotta for maximum flavour and, if you don’t have time to make fresh anellini, simply use a short pasta shape like farfalle or conchiglie to go with the delicious creamy sauce.

SERVES 4

For the dough

150 g/5½ oz 00 flour

150 g/5½ oz durum wheat semolina flour (semola rimacinata), plus extra for dusting

3 eggs, lightly beaten

75 ml/2½ fl oz extra virgin olive oil

approx. 1 tbsp water

For the sauce

4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

½ small onion, finely chopped

¼ celery stalk, finely chopped

½ small carrot, finely chopped

350 g/12 oz baby plum tomatoes, cut in half

2 garlic cloves, crushed and left whole

½ small red pepper, deseeded and diced

½ small yellow pepper, deseeded and diced

½ large aubergine, diced

½ small courgette, diced

150 g/5½ oz ricotta, well-drained

30 g/1 oz grated Pecorino cheese, plus extra to serve

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


	First make the pasta dough. In a bowl or stand mixer, combine the flours, then gradually add the beaten eggs and olive oil with about 1 tablespoon of water to make a smooth dough. Roll into a ball, cover with clingfilm or a cloth, and set aside to rest while you prepare the sauce.

	In a pan, heat 2 tablespoons of olive oil and sweat the onion, celery and carrot over a medium heat for about 2 minutes. Add the tomatoes with a little salt, cover with a lid, and cook over a medium heat for about 20 minutes, until the tomatoes have softened.

	In another pan, heat the remaining olive oil and sweat the garlic cloves over a medium heat for a minute or so to infuse the oil. Discard the garlic cloves, then stir-fry the peppers for 5–6 minutes until softened but not mushy. Remove and set aside.

	In the same pan, stir-fry the aubergine for about 4 minutes until cooked, then remove and set aside. Stir-fry the courgette in the pan for about 3 minutes, until softened but not mushy, then remove and set aside.

	In a bowl, combine the ricotta and Pecorino with a little black pepper. Add the tomato mixture and all the stir-fried vegetables and gently mix together. Set aside.

	Take small pieces of the dough (approx. 50g/1¾ oz) and roll into very long snake-like shapes, as thin as you can. Wrap around your index finger, then cut and pinch the ends together to form a ring shape. Place the rings on a lightly floured board and cover with clingfilm or a cloth to avoid the pasta drying out while you make the rest.

	Bring a large pot of salted water to the boil and cook the anellini for 12–15 minutes. Meanwhile, place the vegetable and ricotta mixture into a large frying pan and gently heat through.

	When the pasta is cooked, use a spider utensil or slotted spoon to transfer it to the pan with the sauce. Mix well together and cook over a medium heat for about a minute.

	Serve immediately with an extra sprinkling of grated Pecorino and black pepper.
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