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Both metric and imperial measurements have been given in all recipes. Use one set of measurements only, and not a mixture of both.

Standard level spoon measurements are used in all recipes.

1 tablespoon = one 15 ml spoon

1 teaspoon = one 5 ml spoon

Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature – if using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting the time and the temperature.

Fresh herbs should be used unless otherwise stated.

Medium eggs should be used unless otherwise stated.

The Department of Health advises that eggs should not be consumed raw. This book contains some dishes made with raw or lightly cooked eggs. It is prudent for vulnerable people such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and young children to avoid uncooked or lightly cooked dishes made with eggs. Once prepared, these dishes should be kept refrigerated and used promptly.

This book includes dishes made with nuts and nut derivatives. It is advisable for those with known allergic reactions to nuts and nut derivatives and those who may be potentially vulnerable to these allergies such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and children, to avoid dishes made with nuts and nut oils. It is also prudent to check the labels of pre-prepared ingredients for the possible inclusion of nut derivatives.
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      introduction

      
      Italian food is now so popular that classics such as lasagne or tiramisu have become household favourites in all corners of
         the world. Fuss-free homely food, fresh ingredients and simple techniques all make for a cuisine that has instant appeal to
         the modern cook. Anybody can cook Italian, and whether you are throwing together a quick pasta dish or letting a stew slowly
         simmer on the hob, the beauty of Italian cooking is that most dishes don’t demand a lot of preparation time. For this reason,
         having a good repertoire of dishes to hand can be a lifesaver for busy weekday family meals and for entertaining alike.
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      eating the Italian way

      
      Italians love their food so much that the dining table is the hub of the family. Breakfast generally consists of a cappuccino
         or espresso with biscuits or a brioche, which in Italy is more like a croissant. Lunch and dinner are not dissimilar in their structure. Traditionally, they are
         split into four courses: antipasto, primo piatto, secondo piatto and the dolce. The antipasto (starter) can be either one dish or a combination of several small dishes, served tapas-style and referred to in the plural
         as antipasti. Then comes the primo piatto (first course), which may be pasta, soup, risotto or polenta, depending on personal and regional preferences. The secondo piatto (second course) is a meat or fish dish accompanied by vegetables or salad. Finally comes the dolce (dessert), which is hardly ever skipped but often only consists of a simple fruit salad or a bowl of fruit taken to the table
         for everyone to tuck into. Bread and wine are a constant at the Italian table and most people complete their meal with a shot
         of espresso.
      

      
      
      Nowadays, not all Italian meals consist of so many courses. Frequently, just a pasta and a meat dish are served, followed
         by a fruit, or a bowl of pasta, then a vegetable side dish. A heavy lunch could be followed by just a wholesome soup, such
         as minestrone, for dinner. Whatever the meal, however, it is unlikely that an Italian will ever leave the table having eaten
         only a huge bowl of pasta or a large steak – that just wouldn’t constitute a properly balanced meal and they have too healthy
         a relationship with food for that.
      

      
      regional favourites

      
      Italians often argue that there is no such thing as Italian food but rather lots of regional culinary traditions. Fresh pasta,
         for instance, is a northern dish and is hardly ever eaten in southern Italy. In the south, cooks exclusively use olive oil,
         while in the first half of the 20th century butter was the cooking medium of choice in the north. The divisions used to be
         distinct: pizza, tomatoes, mozzarella cheese and chilli belonged to the south, while risotto, cream and black pepper were
         essentially northern. Today, the borders are blurred and favourite regional ingredients and dishes have become popular throughout
         the country and beyond. The recipes in this book represent family favourites from all over the country. Most are traditional,
         while some are inspired by contemporary flavour combinations.
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      the Italian larder

      
      The Italian cook depends on a well-stocked larder. Most of these ingredients are available in supermarkets, with only the
         more unusual ones requiring a trip to an Italian deli.
      

      
      anchovies

      
      Most commonly used in southern cooking, anchovies can be bought fresh or preserved in salt or oil. Salted anchovies taste
         fresher than those preserved in oil, but will need thorough rinsing to remove the salt. The flavour and saltiness of preserved
         anchovies can be mellowed by soaking them in milk. The recipes here use the preserved fish.
      

      
      
      capers

      
      These small flower buds are preserved in salt or brine. Rinse thoroughly in cold water to remove the saltiness or sharpness
         from the vinegar before using. Small capers are generally more flavoursome than larger buds.
      

      
      cheeses

      
      Mozzarella This can be made from cows’ milk or water buffaloes’ milk (mozzarella di bufala). Cows’ milk mozzarella is more than adequate to use in cooking when it is going to be melted, but if you are planning to
         eat your mozzarella fresh, for instance in a tomato and mozzarella salad, it is worth splashing out on buffalo mozzarella,
         which tastes creamier. Only buy mozzarella kept in water. Parmesan Parmigiano Reggiano is a cows’ milk cheese made in the Emilia-Romagna region of northern Italy. It is used extensively, grated on to pasta, stirred
         into risottos or shaved on to salads. It is also delicious broken into small pieces and eaten as a nibble with a glass of
         red wine. Grana Padano is similar to Parmesan and makes a more economical choice for use in cooking.
      

      
      Pecorino This sheep’s milk cheese is made in central and southern Italy. There are different varieties, which can be aged until they
         are ready for the table or matured further until dry and crumbly, to be used grated in cooking.
      

      
      Ricotta This is a naturally low-fat soft cheese made from the whey left over from cheese making. The whey is reheated, then strained
         into baskets to drain, hence the name ricotta, which literally means ‘recooked’. The most commonly found ricotta outside Italy is made from cows’ milk and it is the one
         recommended for the recipes in this book.

Fontina This is a mild cheese from Piedmont, which melts evenly and smoothly, making it perfect for cooking. You can find it in good
         supermarkets and delis.
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      Gorgonzola and dolcelatte Both these blue cheeses are often used in pasta sauces. Gorgonzola is the strongest, comparable to Stilton or Roquefort.
         Dolcelatte is much creamier, with a milder, more delicate flavour.

Mascarpone A full-fat, very thick cream cheese with a rich, smooth texture and mild flavour, which is famously used in the classic dessert,
         tiramisu.
      

      
      hams

      
      Prosciutto is the generic Italian word for ham. Prosciutto crudo (literally meaning ‘raw ham’) is the most commonly known Italian ham, of which the most famous variety is Prosciutto di Parma (Parma ham). It is a raw ham cured in salt, then hung to dry and age. What makes Parma ham so special is that it is made
         with the hind legs of pigs fed on the whey left over from producing Parmesan cheese, making it sweeter than other prosciutti crudi. Prosciutto cotto is cooked ham. Speck, a smoke-cured ham from the northern borders of Italy, is also used in some of the recipes. It has a
         robust, smoky flavour and can be found in most delis and supermarkets. Black Forest ham can be used as an alternative.
      

      
      olive oil

      
      There are different grades of olive oil. Extra virgin olive oil is made from the first cold pressing of olives and its rich
         flavour can vary from peppery to nutty or grassy. For best results, it is essential to use extra virgin in recipes where the
         oil is not cooked or where it features as one of the main ingredients. Regular, commercially produced and less expensive olive
         oil can be used in recipes where the oil is used for frying or sautéing vegetables at the beginning of cooking.
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      pasta

      
      Pasta is eaten throughout Italy, with different regions favouring different shapes and sauces. It can be made with or without
         egg, using durum wheat and/or soft wheat flour and eaten fresh or dried. Italians have strong opinions regarding which pasta
         to use with which sauce, and there are many exceptions to the general rule. Your best guide to making the appropriate choice
         is tradition, so go with what recipes suggest and what you see being used in restaurants in Italy. Buy the best you can afford
         and choose authentic Italian brands.
      

      
      People often hold the misconception that fresh pasta is superior or somehow more sophisticated than dried pasta. This couldn’t
         be further from the truth. Fresh pasta is reserved for specific shapes and sauces and is most frequently eaten in central
         and northern Italy. In certain regions of southern Italy, such as the island of Sicily, people who eat pasta every day might
         never even have tasted it fresh!
      

      
      polenta

      
      This coarsely ground corn flour is cooked in water to the consistency of mashed potatoes and served with meat or squid in
         a sauce. Once cold, soft polenta sets into a rigid block that can be topped with other ingredients and grilled. It takes about
         40 minutes to cook polenta, but you can get very good results with the instant polenta most Italians use in everyday cooking.
         It takes just five minutes to cook instant polenta, and therefore is the favoured variety for the recipes in this book.
      

      
      pulses

      
      Borlotti beans, cannellini beans, chickpeas and lentils are very popular in Italian soups, stews and salads. Beans and chickpeas
         are eaten fresh when in season, but when cooking them from dry, they will need soaking overnight in cold water. Canned pulses,
         rinsed, can be used if time is short. You will need twice the quantity of canned beans to dried, so if a recipe calls for
         100 g (3½ oz) dried borlotti beans, for example, use 200 g (7 oz) rinsed canned borlotti beans. Italians often save time by
         cooking with canned beans and as a result their brands are generally of an outstanding quality, so are well worth searching
         out.
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      risotto rice

      
      This is now readily available in supermarkets and delis, so there is no need to attempt making risotto with any other rice.
         Avoid generically labelled risotto rice and opt instead for one of three specific varieties grown in the Po Valley: arborio,
         carnaroli and vialone nano. Stirring risotto as it cooks helps the grains release their starch and it is this stirring that
         makes the final result so creamy.
      

      
      tomatoes

      
      There is an abundance of tomatoes of every different kind available in Italy in summer, from juicy plum tomatoes to sweet
         cherry tomatoes and green salad tomatoes. Each variety has its own use, and San Marzano plum tomatoes are prized for making
         sauces. These are the tomatoes most commonly used peeled in cans, chopped or whole. Good-quality canned tomatoes should not
         be frowned upon and Italians happily use them in winter to make their sauces. In fact, you are better off using canned tomatoes
         than unripened acidic greenhouse tomatoes any day! Passata is smooth, raw puréed tomatoes sold bottled or in cartons to use in cooking.

      
      mushrooms

      
      The most widely available wild mushrooms in Italy are porcini, chanterelles and girolles. During their short season in late
         summer and autumn, they are eaten raw in salads, pan-fried with garlic and stirred into pasta, eaten on bruschette or polenta, used in risottos or served with sliced steak. Any other time of the year, Italians rely on dried mushrooms that
         need soaking in hot water before cooking. Of these, porcini are the most popular, stirred into stews, soups and risottos,
         and delicious pan-fried with the most mundane field mushrooms. Make sure you use the soaking water from mushrooms, as it is
         packed with flavour.
      

      
      vinegar

      
      Red wine vinegar is the most commonly used vinegar for both dressing salads and cooking. Balsamic vinegar, made in Modena,
         is also popular but it is only really worth buying good-quality aged balsamic that should be rich, sweet and syrupy. The real
         thing can be very pricey, but a little goes a long way with balsamic vinegar and just a few drops are enough to enliven a
         salad, sauce or even a bowl of fresh strawberries.
      

      
      recommended equipment

      
      All the recipes in this book are technically quite straightforward, so don’t call for very specialized equipment. A well-stocked
         kitchen with chopping boards, sharp knives and a range of different sized pans and baking tins is all you’ll need, while the
         list below suggests a few useful extras.
      

      
      large saucepan

      
      You cannot cook pasta properly in a small saucepan. You will need a pan large enough so that the pasta has plenty of space
         to move around in the boiling water while cooking, to avoid it sticking to the base of the pan.
      

      
      
      colander

      
      Once your pasta has been cooked until tender but still firm to the bite, or al dente, you need to drain it very quickly. For this purpose, a large colander that you can sit in your sink is much more efficient
         than a sieve.
      

      
      tongs

      
      These useful utensils make it easy to serve long pasta such as spaghetti or linguine or to toss it into a sauce. They are
         also great for turning over meats or vegetables when frying or griddling.
      

      
      nonstick frying pan

      
      This is not strictly essential but can be extremely helpful when trying to cut down on the quantity of oil or butter used
         in cooking. The best frying pans have a heavy base and a solid, ovenproof handle.
      

      
      ridged griddle pan

      
      Griddling is a great way of cooking steaks, chops, chicken breasts, chunky fish steaks and vegetables without the need for
         oil. The pan needs to be heated until smoking hot to sear the ingredients quickly and achieve the desired charred flavour
         and griddle marks.
      

      
      mouli or ricer

      
      One or other of these items is essential for achieving the light, fluffy, lump-free mash needed for gnocchi. Even if you don’t
         make gnocchi very often, these cheap tools can be used for any recipe where ingredients need to be mashed.
      

      
      techniques

      
      Most of the techniques used are explained clearly in the relevant recipes in the book. However, to avoid unnecessary repetition
         in the many recipes for shellfish and seafood, here are some basic instructions on how to prepare them for cooking:
      

      
      cleaning mussels

      
      Scrub mussels under cold running water. Pull away the ‘beards’ and discard any open shells that are broken or any that remain
         open when tapped. Soak in plenty of cold water for 30 minutes, then drain and rinse again in cold running water. Put in a
         bowl, cover with a wet tea towel and keep refrigerated until needed.
      

      
      cleaning clams

      
      Wash the clams under cold running water, discarding any that are broken or that remain open when tapped. Soak in plenty of
         cold water for 30 minutes, then drain and rinse them again in cold running water. Place in a bowl, cover with a wet tea towel
         and keep refrigerated until needed.
      

      
      cleaning squid

      
      Wash the squid under cold running water. Pull the tentacles away from the body. The squid’s entrails will come out easily.
         Remove the clear piece of cartilage inside the body cavity and discard. Wash the body thoroughly, pulling away the pinkish
         membrane. Cut between the tentacles and head, discarding the head and entrails. Most fishmongers will be happy to take care
         of this messy job for you.
      

      
      
      
      basic pizza dough

      
      Makes 4

      
      Preparation time 15 minutes, plus rising
      

      
      7 g (¼ oz) fresh yeast or 1 teaspoon fast-action dried yeast

      
      pinch of caster sugar

      
      500 g (1 lb) plain flour, plus extra for dusting
      

      
      350 ml (12 fl oz) lukewarm water

      
      1½ teaspoons salt

      
      Dissolve the yeast in a bowl with the sugar, 2 tablespoons of the flour and 50 ml (2 fl oz) of the measurement water. Leave to stand
         for 5 minutes until the mixture starts to form bubbles, then add the remaining water. Add the salt and half the remaining
         flour and stir with one hand until you have a paste-like mixture. Gradually add all the remaining flour, working the mixture
         until you have a moist dough.
      

      
      Shape the dough into a ball, cover with a moist cloth and leave to rest in a warm place for 5 minutes.
      

      
      Lightly dust a work surface with flour and knead the dough for 10 minutes until smooth and elastic. Shape into 4 equal-sized balls
         and place, spaced apart, on a lightly oiled tray. Cover with a moist cloth and leave to rise in a warm place for 1 hour. Use
         according to the particular recipe.
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      watermelon & orange sorbet 230

      
      
      orecchiette with broccoli 54

      
      oxtail in red wine with tomatoes 170

      
      pancetta: asparagus & pancetta risotto 116
      

      
      aubergines with pancetta & sage 190

      
      cannellini with pancetta & rosemary 184

      
      pancetta, potato & fregola soup 98

      
      
      roasted tomato & pancetta pasta 64

      
      roasted tomato, pancetta & spinach salad 64

      
      
      panettone 224

      
      chocolate & nut 224

      
      
      panna cotta: caramel panna cotta & apricots 214

      
      citrus peel panna cotta 214

      
      coffee-cream liqueur panna cotta 204

      
      lemon panna cotta & raspberries 204

      
      
      Parma ham 11

      
      balsamic figs with 28

      
      minted melon with 28

      
      spiced Parma ham & mozzarella in carrozza 38

      
      veal escalopes with 158

      
      
      Parmesan & cannellini bean bruschetta 24

      
      Parmesan crisps 96

      
      Parmesan, porcini & radicchio bruschetta 20

      
      pasta 11—12

      
      pasta salad with mozzarella & asparagus 74

      
      roasted tomato & pancetta pasta 64

      
      
      see also cannelloni, spaghetti etc

      
      pastry ribbons 228

      
      honey & cinnamon 228

      
      
      pâté, salt cod 34

      
      peaches: frozen Bellini 232

      
      pear & almond cake 212

      
      peas: courgette, pea & cheese frittata 196

      
      spinach & pea frittata 196

      
      tortellini with lemon, pea & basil sauce 68

      
      
      penne: with creamy cauliflower 54
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