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INTRODUCTION

When I returned from my travels around Sardinia and Sicily, where we’d been filming Islands in the Sun, I was so inspired by all the diverse and wonderful dishes I’d tasted I couldn’t wait to put this recipe collection together. It was fascinating comparing and contrasting the two islands – particularly as an Italian – and while they do share some common characteristics with the mainland and each another, both Sardinia and Sicily have their own extremely strong identities and distinct culinary traditions.

My journey began in Sardinia. I’m very fortunate in having a villa near Olbia, in the northeast of the island, and I thought it would be great to start the series right there – in my home. We organised a festa for that first night and invited a large group of my local friends. I cooked the Sardinian speciality porcheddu (spit-roasted suckling pig) and the guests brought antipasti, traditional bread soup and copious bottles of the local mirto liqueur. They were more than happy to suggest all sorts of places that I should visit; even though I spend a lot of time on the island, there was still so much I hadn’t seen and had yet to discover.

Exploring Sardinia

We set off for the northwest of the island along winding mountain roads, passing prehistoric stone carvings and amazing natural rock formations. Alghero – a beautiful medieval town that looks across the sea to the northeastern coast of Spain – was our first destination. Sometimes known as Barceloneta (‘Little Barcelona’), the town is famous for its strong links with Spanish and Catalan culture, evident in the architecture, local dialect and – most interesting for me – the food. I tried a number of popular local dishes, including sea-urchin linguine and menjar blanc (a Spanish-style blancmange), but one of my favourite dishes of the region was undoubtedly Catalan-style lobster, which I have included in this book.

After exploring the ancient stalactite caves at the Grotta Di Nettuno (Neptune’s Grotto), we travelled into the mountains, which according to locals is where you will find the true heart of Sardinia. In times past, it was unsafe to live on the coast because of the ever-present threat of invasion, so the population retreated into the island’s interior, where they farmed and raised livestock – a way of life that continues to this day. It was in the mountains where I sampled the local specialities of pecorino cheese, cold meats, ricotta with honey and pane carasau (flatbread) – all washed down with the heavenly heavy-bodied red Cannonau wine and Filu e Ferru, the local grappa. But perhaps a highlight of the day for me was cooking the traditional Sardinian pasta dish gnocchetti sardi alla campidanese (sometimes known as malloreddus alla campidanese), which consists of home-made pasta shells served with a chunky sauce made from highly seasoned sausage meat. It is simple, rustic and full of strong, punchy flavours.

While the mountains were stunning, after months of being land-locked in London I was itching to get back to the sea, so we headed to the glorious beaches of the south coast. I was able to experience the art of Sardinian fishing and also got to visit the incredible archaeological site of Nora and snorkel in the bay. It was a day I’ll never forget and I cooked right there, on the beach – probably the most beautiful location in which I’ve ever cooked. On the menu was fresh fish, of course – tuna, straight from the sea.

Then we were off to Cagliari, the island’s capital in the south of the island, from where we were to travel to Sicily. Although I love Sardinia and am always sad to leave, I couldn’t wait to visit Sicily – believe it or not, I’d never visited the island so it was an entirely new adventure for me and I was really excited.

Discovering Sicily

After an overnight ferry journey we arrived in a very hot Sicily – first impressions were it was definitely busier and considerably louder than Sardinia! Palermo, the island’s capital, is famous for its street food, which we simply couldn’t wait to try, so that was top of our ‘to do’ list. There was a place in the city that I’d heard about (La Vucciria market) where many of the establishments are illegal – meaning they don’t have a proper food licence – and once we arrived in the town I organised a visit with the film crew. The piazza where it all happens was very charming – loud and bustling – and the food was excellent. You can find anything from grilled octopus to coconut slices dipped in chocolate sauce, so for a passionate foodie like me it was heaven. But then all hell broke loose … as we were filming, the local police raided the place and I found myself in the middle of the piazza with all the shops closed and people running and screaming all over the place. It was scary, I must admit, but also rather exciting to witness at first hand the lawlessness for which the island is so well known.

After exploring the extraordinary catacombs in Monreale, where the skeletons of Palermitano dignitaries from centuries ago have been preserved – some still dressed in their original clothes – we headed to Marsala, where they make the famous Italian sweet wine. I’d been looking forward to trying it and visited a vineyard where I cooked a fantastic chicken dish using Marsala, oranges and raisins. You really should try this recipe – although I say so myself, it’s absolutely delicious!

Another ‘must-visit’ for me was a citrus farm, as oranges and lemons are among Sicily’s largest exports and the islanders use them in so many dishes as well as in jams and the local limoncello liqueur. There I cooked a creamy lemon risotto using lemons plucked straight from the tree. Using such fresh lemons was a real thrill, but I’ve made the same risotto back home in England and can assure you it tastes wonderful here too.

While all the food in Sicily is amazing, desserts are a particular speciality and we did not hold back – magnificent ice cream, artisan chocolate and traditional desserts such as cannoli and cassata – we tried them all. I was privileged to meet master pastry chefs and chocolatiers who were so passionate and knowledgeable about their craft, using traditional methods that have been passed down through the generations to create unsurpassed culinary masterpieces.

No visit to Sicily is complete without a walk around the crater at Mount Etna – the largest active volcano in Europe. It is tremendously majestic, the view from the top is incredible and finally the crew and I could enjoy a bit of fresh air – it can get really stifling when you’re doing a lot of filming under hot lights! And I personally couldn’t possibly leave Sicily without fulfilling a lifelong dream – to visit the town of Savoca, where my absolute favourite movie of all time – The Godfather – was filmed. What can I tell you? It was magical. To be able to sit in Bar Vitelli on the same chair that Al Pacino used when he was filming and in the same spot where the director, Francis Ford Coppola, is said to have consumed 16 granitas daily … for me it was a dream come true.

I thoroughly enjoyed my trip around Sardinia and Sicily – they are both extremely beautiful, the people are very welcoming and passionate about their food, and the ingredients are second to none. I hope to have whetted your appetite to try some of the wonderful recipes that we discovered on our journey and which capture the flavours of the islands. I have chosen the ones that stood out most for me and, as always with my recipes, they are easy to create at home. I hope very much that you enjoy them as much as I do.

Buon appetito and Ciao!

Gino xxx
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ABOUT SARDINIA

With the French island of Corsica as its closest neighbour and lying closer to North Africa than the Italian coast, Sardinia really has a very different feel from both mainland Italy and Sicily. In fact, it has been described as being to Italy what Hawaii is to the United States. Like Sicily, the landscape is mountainous and hilly, but Sardinia is much greener, more rural with wilder countryside and generally quieter. Today, the stunning coastlines attract huge numbers of tourists – particularly the Costa Smeralda, Alghero and the island’s capital city Cagliari. However, the heart still belongs to the native Sardinians, who hold on to their ancient customs, traditional cuisine and unique language (Sardo) – a form of classical Latin that is spoken by over 1 million people and very distinct from modern Italian. I spend half my time in Sardinia and I never stop marvelling at the islanders’ remarkable individuality and strong cultural identity.

Sardinia is in the ‘Blue Zone’, which means its inhabitants are among the longest-lived people in the world – a fact that is attributed in large part to their diet, which includes plenty of home-grown vegetables and fruit, pulses, wholegrain breads, pecorino cheese (which is high in omega-3 fatty acids) and meat. Fresh fish has become part of the diet relatively recently – a surprising fact given that Sardinia is completely surrounded by water. I’ve been told that the reason for this is because Sardinia’s coast has been invaded so many times throughout its history – by the Phoenicians, Romans, Vandals, Goths, Byzantines, Arabs and Spanish – that the inhabitants found refuge in the mountains, sourcing their food and developing their dishes from the land rather than the sea. Today there are still more shepherds than fishermen in Sardinia and the shepherds lead a traditional life that has changed little for hundreds of years – they take great pride in their work and walk many miles each day – another reason perhaps for their longevity.

Sardinian cuisine varies from region to region and reflects the island’s chequered history. You will notice strong Spanish, Catalan, French and Arabic influences in the food, as well as Italian, all coming together to form a dazzling array of regional styles and dishes. It was the Spanish who exerted a major influence on the wines of Sardinia, with the full-bodied red Cannonau and the white Vermentino di Gallura being the most popular today. Mirto – the liqueur made from red myrtle – is the most common digestivo and is sometimes used in cooking.

If you have the opportunity to travel to Sardinia, you can sample how the ‘real’ Sardinians make their meals by visiting an agriturismo. Basically, they are homely restaurants and farm-stays – and I do mean homely, as they can literally be in somebody’s home (I well remember, on one occasion, the shock of finding toothbrushes by the sink!). You’ll discover the best ones through word of mouth and they are often tucked away in very bizarre places; I’ve eaten in one that was located at the back of a graveyard and another that was practically hanging over a mountain edge – and they were both wonderful. Generally there is no menu; you are served six or seven dishes and the food just keeps coming – produce that your hosts have grown in their gardens, cheeses and salami made from scratch, home-made wine and meat reared on their land, usually goat, lamb or pork. The agriturismo truly is an incredible experience with an authenticity that’s hard to find in many tourist restaurants.

Finally, I’d like to share these ‘Sardinian Lessons for Life’ with you. These are taught to children as rules to live by and although most are familiar to me, as mainland Italy has a similar ethos, I think they’re well worth setting down here as a reminder of the important things in life:

1. Put family first – If you have strong family values and each person feels cared for, things aren’t so hard during the bad times.

2. Celebrate your elders – Grandparents not only provide love, childcare and financial help, but carry a wealth of wisdom.

3. Laugh with friends – Visit any village in Sardinia and I guarantee you will see people sitting in their doorways chatting and enjoying life.

4. Take a walk – You will keep fit without putting stress on your joints.

5. Drink a glass of red wine daily – Red wine is considered good for the heart and Cannonau contains more antioxidants than any other wine in the world.

6. Drink goat’s milk – One glass a day is thought to protect against inflammatory diseases associated with ageing, such as heart disease or Alzheimer’s.

7. Always use fresh ingredients wherever possible – No GM food or preservatives for the locals!

8. Whatever the weather, go out and enjoy It whenever you can – Fresh air is vital for health and well being.

These rules may seem simple, but given the remarkably long lifespan of the Sardinians they seem to work!
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ANTIPASTI & SOUPS

Traditionally, Sardinian meals usually start with soup or a salad rather than the wide range of antipasti options we’ve come to expect on Italian menus. However, mainland Italy can certainly claim to have had a major influence in this area; today you’ll find a mouth-watering selection of fresh meats, salamis, olives, cheese and bread wherever you go in Sardinia.

A common hot antipasti option, often served sliced, is salsiccia sarda – a type of sausage usually made from air-dried wild boar seasoned with fennel. Prosciutto crudo (cured ham) features too and seems to be more popular than bresaola and other cured meats. You will certainly always find cheese as part of a sharing platter, and Sardinia is a major exporter of both caciocavallo and pecorino cheeses – make sure you try pecorino sardo, the famous local sheep’s cheese: it’s one of my absolute favourites. The best way to appreciate Sardinian cheeses is with a glass of deep-red Cannonau (the local wine) and pane carasau (wafer-thin flatbread) or tarallini sardi (crisp baked dough rings).

Home-grown fresh vegetables are also widespread as antipasti – roasted, grilled, marinated in oil and vinegar and deep-fried. Naturally, along the coast you’ll find a lot of seafood antipasti, including carpaccio di pesce (raw fish) and octopus salad.

The soups are fabulous in Sardinia, but if ordering one as a first course be aware that they are usually very hearty and filling as they tend to contain pulses such as lentils or chickpeas.

I have
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NO-COOK FENNEL & ASPARAGUS SALAD WITH PECORINO & THYME
















[image: img]

ROASTED VEGETABLES WITH HONEY, FRESH MINT & GARLIC





















SCALLOP CARPACCIO WITH SARDINIAN FLATBREAD
















COURGETTE FRITTERS WITH PECORINO
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WARM BEEF SALAD WITH ARTICHOKES, CHILLI & WALNUTS
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CRISP BAKED DOUGH RINGS
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STACKED SARDINIAN FLATBREAD TOPPED WITH A POACHED EGG
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SPICY CHICKPEA & CLAM SOUP
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