


[image: Love, Vito by Vito Coppola, featuring a smiling portrait of the author against a blue background.; Love, Vito by Vito Coppola. Gold lettering appears above a smiling portrait of the author in a white polo shirt, leaning forward with folded arms against a blue gradient background. The title is written in large white handwritten-style script across the lower half.]





[image: Love, Vito: My Story of Food, Family and Finding Home]



Copyright

Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978-1-4087-3771-2

Copyright © Vito Coppola 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.




	Sphere

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

	The authorised representative

in the EEA is

Hachette Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland

(email: info@hbgi.ie)






www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




To Mum, Rosa, and Dad, Gennaro, for gifting me this beautiful life and for guiding me with so much love, through dance and food.

To the man of my life, my wise little brother Jonathan, for always being the first to support me and for being my best friend and midnight snack buddy.

To my grandparents for raising me with unconditional love, for being my best example and for teaching me that food is life.

And to my big, crazy family, for showing me that love is always the best ingredient.

I would give my own life for you all … but not my food.




Notes on the Recipes

Oven temperatures are given for fan ovens or static ovens – whichever is more appropriate for the recipe. If the recipe indicates a fan oven and you are using a conventional oven, you may want to increase the oven temperature by 20°C, or vice versa.




Introduction

I’ve never understood when people say to me that food is ‘just food’ – something you prepare, something you eat – nothing more than that. Having grown up in southern Italy, surrounded by my family and their recipes, my relationship with food feels completely different. For me, food has never been ‘just food’. Food is life. More than that, food is the love of my life.

This may sound a little crazy, but the way I see it, food is like a person. It’s my best friend: someone who’s been by my side ever since I was a kid. From watching my mum slide a freshly baked cake from the oven to seeing my nonna (our Italian word for grandmother) wait patiently while her homemade ravioli rises to the surface of simmering water, food has been my constant companion. It’s taken me into the homes and hearts of friends, to restaurants and patisseries I adore. It’s welcomed me wherever I am in the world. It just can’t leave me alone.

Whenever I’m happy, food taps me on the shoulder and smiles: ‘Hey Vito, let’s cook!’ At times when I feel a bit deflated, it whispers in my ear: ‘You want to feel better, Vito? Let’s eat something tasty!’ When I’m away from home and missing my family, it gives me a warm hug and reminds me: ‘Let’s bring out that dish that’s filled with so many memories. Then you will feel closer to them, Vito.’ And when I want to celebrate, it deafens me with its shout: ‘Come on, Vito! Let’s dance!’

At times food has saved me. It has also given me the opportunity to develop and grow. In 2024 I took part in the British TV series Celebrity Masterchef and five weeks later I was crowned champion. I entered because I wanted to test myself, but I also wanted to share with an audience the dishes that are so special to me – dishes at the heart of my country’s cuisine but prepared with our very own family twist. Like a proper Italian, I also wanted to make my family proud of everything they’d taught me. I was thrilled to win but also a little overwhelmed. To think that the judges also loved the best friend I’d introduced them to made me so happy. It proved to me that when people act with love, then love always wins. It’s why I’ve called this book Love, Vito.

Today, food has taken over my life as much as dancing. In fact, I see them as interchangeable passions. On the dance floor, I share my passion with a partner. In the kitchen, the ingredients are my partner. It’s about knowing the steps, getting the timing and the balance right, adding a little seasoning here and there – maybe a little spice – then blending everything together seamlessly before serving up that fun, enjoyment and love to the world. I hope that after reading this memoir, you’ll understand why this passion runs so deep inside of me, and why food is never ‘just food’ – why it has always been, and continues to be, my life.

Love, Vito x

August 2026
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I am standing in the kitchen of my parents’ first home watching as my mum fills a saucepan with water and places it on the gas hob. It’s early evening and the light is fading, but during the day the sun streams into that simple room from the balcony window.

‘Do you want an egg?’ she asks, opening the fridge.

I nod enthusiastically. I am three years old and egg the way Mum cooks it is the food I look forward to the most.

‘Soft in the centre …’ she reminds me, turning to smile. My face beams back. The golden yolk is the best part of the egg, but it’s the ritual of preparing it that I also love. My brother has not long arrived in the world and he is asleep on the sofa among a nest of cushions. I know that this time between me and Mum, before he wakes up, is precious.

‘Are you ready?’ she asks.

‘Yes!’ I jump up and down excitedly. I am always jumping around in my little shirt and dungarees.

First, we need to wait for the water to heat. To keep me occupied, Mum and I sing songs together to make the time go faster.


Una mattina mi son svegliato

O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao ciao ciao



My favourite song is our unofficial Italian anthem, sung every 25 April to celebrate Liberation Day. In the grown-up world it marks the end of Nazi occupation during World War II and the fall of Mussolini, but in my child’s mind, it’s just a song with the word ‘ciao’ in it. Mum jokes that I shout ‘ciao’ everywhere I go. Even in the street, I say hello and goodbye to everyone and everything: to friends, to strangers, to stray dogs and cats, to passing cars. Nothing is left out.


O bella ciao, bella ciao, bella ciao ciao ciao


Every time Mum sings the chorus, she lowers herself to my height so the hem of her floral dress kisses the terrazzo floor. We giggle together as her hands open and close like quick starbursts. I copy her as the song dances between us.


O bella ciao ciao ciao


As the water starts to hiss and bubble, Mum lifts me up onto her hip so I can see the egg tumbling around in the pan. Now it’s time for the counting game. I learned to count way before I went to primary school – not because I was super-clever, but because sixty was the number mum taught me to reach to be sure the egg is ready – not too soft and not too hard.


Uno … due … tre … quattro …


Mum and I keep a steady rhythm until we reach that magic number. Then she scoops out the egg and drops it into one of her pretty, patterned egg cups that sit on the table.

‘You can tap now,’ she instructs me.

I tap the egg lightly with the back of a teaspoon, just enough so I can peel a small hole in the top of the shell. The goal is to leave as much of the eggshell whole because, after I’ve finished eating it, it will enjoy a second life. I discard a spoonful of watery egg white, then sprinkle a pinch of salt onto the yolk. I can’t wait for that first creamy mouthful to slide down my throat. After that, I take another tiny pinch of salt, sprinkle again and repeat until I work my way down the egg and the pool of orange has disappeared. Finally, I gently ease out the egg white and gulp that down before I reach across the tablecloth for my felt-tip pens.

The shell is now transformed into a toy. I love to decorate it. I draw eyes and a nose and a mouth. In the past I’ve got into trouble because, in preparation for this moment, I’ve crept into Mum’s bedroom with a pair of scissors and cut the fringe off one of her dresses to use as hair hanging down from the hole in the eggshell. Or I’ve secretly sliced off the bristles from her brush and inserted those. Mum never stays angry for long, though. And if she does, I snip off a few fuchsia-coloured flowers from the bougainvillea trailing from the balcony, knowing they are Mum’s favourite, and place those in the shell, handing it to her as a gift.

For such an active boy like me, food is fuel, but it’s also to be played with. It has to be chopped and juiced, kneaded and baked, stirred and tasted. It’s like one big game. In fact, life is a game. Both me and my brother, Jonathan, have the good fortune of being born into a family at the heart of which is warmth and safety, and where every meal – even the simplest soft-boiled egg – is a lesson in singing, counting, preparing and devouring. Most of all, every meal is a lesson in love.
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I grew up in Eboli in southern Italy, a small town around twenty minutes’ drive from the city of Salerno on the Amalfi Coast and nestled in the folds of the Picentini mountains. When I was born, my mother was in her early twenties and my father had just turned thirty. Both were just starting out, so the small two-roomed apartment we lived in was rented from my dad’s uncle, Gennaro, who lived in the mountains above Eboli. My mum, Rosa, was (and still is) a beautician, but when my parents met she had also been a gymnast. My dad, Gennaro, worked on the land like his father before him, but he also specialised in acrobatic rock ’n’ roll dance. If you think of the high-flying tosses and flips of cheerleading combined with the quick-footed jumps and kicks of jive, danced to songs like Elvis Presley’s ‘Jailhouse Rock’, then this is acrobatic rock ’n’ roll. When he wasn’t working on his father’s farm, he ran the only dance school in Eboli (he still runs it, but several more have sprung up since then). And because he is a dancer, my dad has a natural confidence and charm.

My mother is very stylish. As a young woman strolling through Eboli’s streets with her friends, she was never without full make-up and perfect hair. It was on one of those nights out that Gennaro and Rosa’s eyes met. Not long after, they began dancing together, moving into Latin and ballroom dance and being coached by a mentor, Rolando, who was well known in the area and who guided them in every step – on the dance floor and also in life. Around eighteen months after my parents married in May 1990, they were celebrating New Year together when Rolando made a speech.

‘Tonight,’ he told them, ‘You’re going to make love and have a beautiful first son. He’s going to be a dance champion and make you so proud.’

Something worked because nine months later, in September 1992, I was born – although being any kind of champion was a long way off. My brother Jonathan (who we call Jo) arrived three years later and I loved him. ‘My heart’ I call him now.

Whenever I think of my mother, she was always present throughout my childhood. I can still picture her in her loose-fitting flowery dresses and cork-wedged sandals fashioning rose-wheels of tagliatelle at the kitchen table. I also see her sitting on the mezzanine floor of the beauty salon she ran with her sisters, Antonella and Laura, shaping eyebrows and painting nails. Then, I see a third woman – my mum, the teacher at my father’s dance school. Once they were both qualified in teaching Latin dance, she would leave work and arrive at the school at around 7.30pm to help Dad lead the evening group classes. So although in my mind she was always there – always present – Mum could not have divided herself endlessly all the time, so Jo and I were also raised by a small army of extended family.

This is where things get a little confusing. Just like in most Southern Italian households, the first-born boy is named after his paternal grandfather, so in my family there is a steady stream of Gennaros, Brunos and Vitos – six, the last time I counted. Even today, whenever someone calls out ‘Vito’, I will look up and say, ‘Vito me?’ pointing at myself just to check. ‘Vito Me’ is now the nickname I’ve been given backstage on Strictly Come Dancing. Those words just tumble from my mouth out of habit. At home, though, we have a back-up system. There’s:


	Nonno Vito Coppola (my paternal grandfather who is no longer with us)

	Nonno Vito Manna (Mum’s dad, my grandfather)

	Vito Grande (my cousin on my mother’s side)

	Vito Ciao (the husband of one of my mum’s aunts, also now deceased)

	Vito Coppola Junior (my second cousin on my father’s side)

	And I am Vito Piccolo, meaning ‘Little Vito’ because, currently, I am the last in the line.



Added to this, is the confusion of houses. Again, like most Italian families, we have a town dwelling that’s lived in mainly during the winter, and nearby farms, where we grow crops or rear animals. During the long summer months, we head to the farm to escape the heat. In my family, my Nonna Lina and Nonno Vito (my mum’s parents) live close to my parent’s home in Eboli, but their countryside farm is further towards the coastline, south of Salerno. Dad’s parents, Nonna Rosaria and Nonno Vito, also keep a home in Eboli, but their farm is situated north, in the mountains. Our young lives were a constant rotation between all these places, not to mention the homes of aunties, uncles and cousins. We were all, and still are, one large dynamic family.

As far as I know, my father’s family, the Coppolas, came from Eboli and its surrounding area. How my mother’s family, the Barbagallos, ended up in Eboli is another story but one I love to hear, not least because when they arrived from North Africa via Sicily, they brought with them a style of cooking that stood out in our already unique region of Campania. Nonna Lina’s eyes get a faraway look whenever she recalls helping her mother, Vincenza, chop the vegetables for the minestrone – the Italian version of vegetable soup – in their tiny kitchen in Benghazi on Libya’s northeast coast. Nonna must have been around five years old. Back then, the soup would have been thick in consistency, like a stew, and perhaps flavoured with North African spices, such as harissa, chilli pepper and dried mint, but its ingredients altered as my family moved north.

How Mum’s family came to live in Benghazi is unknown, but in the early part of the twentieth century the city was invaded by Italians and by the 1930s around a third of its population were Italian. Vincenza had relatives in Eboli and her husband, my great-grandfather, Orazio, had his family origins in Sicily (amazingly, Orazio was the twenty-first child of twenty-three, all born to the same mother). Both spoke Italian, although not with any noticeable dialect, and also Arabic (the latter more so when they argued, according to Nonna). Orazio was doing a lively trade importing wine from Sicily to Benghazi.

Sadly, all that came to an end during World War II, when Benghazi moved between Axis and Allied forces several times. When the destruction became too much, the Barbagallos dreamed of a better life in Sicily, and Vincenza and Orazio moved with Lina and her siblings to the port town of Giarre-Riposto, at the foot of the slopes of Mount Etna.

‘We were called mille lire,’ Nonna Lina says of her family back then. Not millionaires by any means but comparatively well off – mille being the most common denomination of Italian banknote before the Euro was introduced. They rode in a horse and carriage, rather than travelling on foot. And Orazio – a proud man with slicked-back hair, a side parting and a handlebar moustache – owned a beautiful villa in Taormina overlooking the Ionian sea.

When the Barbagallos finally headed north to Eboli, it happened mainly by chance. Although, like most things in our family, love played its part. Vincenza had taken my now-teenage Nonna to visit relatives when Nonno Vito Manna caught sight of Lina. These were the days before Eboli had running water and she was dressed in a simple sarong dress and balancing a copper pot on her head filled with water from the well.

‘Your grandmother moved so gracefully, curves in all the right places. How beautiful she was,’ Nonno Vito tells us now.

Yet by the time he went to find her, she had disappeared. Days later, he saw her again, this time walking alongside her grandmother.

‘Would you like to take a walk with me?’ he asked. At first mistrustful, Nonna Lina lied and told him she had a boyfriend. As if this was going to put off my stubborn Nonno! In the weeks that followed, he made it his business to discover more about Lina’s family, learning that her father was a wine merchant. Suddenly, Vito had a newfound passion for Sicilian wine! After Nonna Lina finally agreed to a walk, Vito began his charm offensive against Lina’s father Orazio, who had remained in Sicily.

‘I have a friend who I would like to gift some wine to. Would your father send a couple of bottles?’ he asked. Orazio sent the wine and Nonno Vito’s friend loved it so much he asked for more, thereby opening up a small trading route for Orazio between Giarre-Riposto and Campania.

In the end, Orazio was lured north by the peace and simple life in Eboli, so much so that he moved his family who, at the time, were ten kids and a dog, and swapped their Taormina villa for a one-room house with a single toilet. It took him a little longer to give Vito and Lina’s courtship his blessing. Apparently, Vito was so scared of Orazio (Nonna says he once chased Vito with a gun!) that it took nine months of ‘walking’ before he even dared to kiss Lina, and longer still for Orazio to agree to the marriage. After Lina and Vito eventually wed, Nonna gave birth to her first son at the same time as her mother, Vincenza, gave birth to her eleventh and last child. Mother and daughter breastfed each other’s babies. In Italy, even feeding newborns is a family affair. Meanwhile, Orazio saw out his retirement gambling on Neapolitan cards and tucking into Vincenza’s special blend of food – warm, rich and flavoursome Sicilian sauces.

After all these years, the recipe for Nonna Lina’s minestrone, passed down to her by her mother Vincenza, is still a closely guarded secret. Some version of it is kept, handwritten, alongside all her other recipes within the pages of a battered old brown leather notebook. No one knows where Nonna Lina keeps this book in her house, and I’m sure it changes location every so often to stop anyone finding it. I believe there are two reasons for this. Nonna Lina knows that everyone loves her minestrone, and Nonna Lina loves making minestrone for everyone. For me, the roughly chopped vegetables, red kidney beans and white cannellini beans (Nonna never uses pasta, which is unusual in Italy), and that subtle fusion of tastes represents the smells and flavours of autumn. I’ve been eating that dish at Nonna’s table ever since I was a little boy. The way she makes it can bring tears of pure pleasure. And although I’m now a grown man, she still insists on tucking a cloth napkin into my shirt before she serves it.

‘Mangia che è carne che cresce!’ she shouts and slaps my back. This translates directly as, ‘The meat still grows!’ meaning I am still a growing boy. If I ever correct her (‘No, Nonna, actually the meat is now dying!’) she tuts and tells me I’m just skin and bones (trust me, I carry enough meat). She’s afraid if she gave away that recipe freely, the family would not come together to sit at her table to enjoy it (of course, this would never happen!). The second reason is that whenever I’ve asked Nonna Lina precisely how she makes this dish she cannot tell me any specifics. In fact, the recipe changes every time.

Our conversation will go something like this:

‘Nonna, how do you make the minestrone?’

‘I don’t know, I just make it.’

‘What vegetables do you put in it?’

‘Oh, you know, this and that.’

The joy of Nonna’s minestrone is that no one vegetable overpowers the stew so it is often difficult to identify any particular taste.

‘Okay … so what spices are you using? And how much of each?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, just whatever I feel,’ she shrugs.

Whenever I watch Nonna she hovers over the pot like an expectant hen, sliding her spoon in now and again, blowing on the juice before it touches her lips, then working her magic with a pinch of something here and there.

‘Okay … but I need some measurements, Nonna.’

‘I don’t know … just use whatever you feel in your heart.’

‘But I don’t know how many grams are in my heart!’

‘Vito, just go with your emotions!’ Nonna says, becoming increasingly exasperated.

‘But the taste is so good, Nonna. What is your secret ingredient?’

‘Love, Vito. Love is the best ingredient.’

Nonna repeats the expression ‘a sentimento’ a lot. This translates as ‘by instinct’. Whenever I’ve asked other family members exactly how Nonna makes her minestrone, everyone agrees it’s a mystery. They call it ‘Nonna’s magic minestrone’. No one knows what vegetables she uses because it’s created from whatever is in season and also from leftovers: a slightly wilted cabbage; two potatoes abandoned in a basket; stale bread that she doesn’t want to waste. Everything finds a place in her pot, and so the minestrone is not about perfection but reinvention. It’s why a minestrone made in one home can be so different in consistency and taste to a minestrone made in another. I hope you can appreciate that prising this recipe from Nonna Lina for this book has come about through a combination of begging, cajoling, shrugging and guessing. Here’s the version Nonna Lina has given me today, but, of course, it could change at any time …

Nonna Lina’s Minestrone

[image: ]
Serves 4–6

Ingredients


	100g dry beans (cannellini or kidney beans, or a mixture of both, work well)

	water as needed (about 1.5–2 litres)

	1 onion, roughly chopped

	3–4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to serve

	1 celery stalk, roughly chopped

	1 carrot, roughly chopped

	2 medium potatoes, roughly chopped

	2 courgettes, roughly chopped

	150g green beans, roughly chopped

	¼ Savoy cabbage (or similar), roughly chopped

	a bunch of Swiss chard or other leafy greens, roughly chopped

	100g green peas

	2 ripe tomatoes or 200ml tomato passata

	salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste

	a little grated Parmesan, to serve

	any kind or bread (fresh, stale bread – if you have any to use up – or crunchy croûtons), to serve



[image: ]
Soak the beans in cold water overnight.

Drain the beans, then return them to a large pan with 1.5–2 litres of unsalted water. Bring to the boil, then cover and simmer gently for about 1–1½ hours until tender. Drain, reserving the cooking liquid, and set aside.

In a large pan, gently sauté the chopped onion in a few tablespoons of extra virgin olive oil until soft and fragrant. Add the celery and carrot first, then the potatoes and all the other firmer vegetables. Let them absorb the oil and begin to soften. This will take around 15 minutes, depending on your ingredients.

Add the tomatoes or tomato passata and allow it to cook for a few minutes, stirring, so it blends with the oil and the vegetables. This deepens the flavour and removes the raw taste of the tomato.

Meanwhile, warm the reserved cooking liquid.

Add enough of the warm bean cooking water to generously cover the vegetables. Let everything simmer slowly. As it cooks, add more hot water when needed, little by little. The minestrone should remain thick and hearty, never watery (it’s a stew more than a soup), and the vegetables must soften gently and release their starch into the broth.

Taste it regularly. Adjust with salt and pepper. Towards the end, add the cooked beans and let them simmer for about 20 minutes.

When ready, the minestrone should be dense but still with a bit of dripping sauce.

Turn off the heat and let it rest for about 5 minutes. This resting time is essential because it allows the flavours to settle and deepen.

The minestrone is served hot, ladled directly into the plate, then generously sprinkled with freshly grated Parmigiano cheese and finished with a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil. It can be enjoyed on its own or accompanied by slices of rustic bread and/or crunchy croûtons, perfect for dipping and soaking up every last spoonful.

This dish is even better served the next day. Reheated gently, it becomes thicker, richer and even more flavoursome.

[image: ]
As well as her minestrone, there were other tastes we experienced at Nonna Lina’s home that were different from being with any other family. For instance, across Italy most people drink coffee, which is so different to the UK where tea is king. For sure, you can buy tea in Italian supermarkets, but no one ever really drinks it unless they are sick. At home, if you pour a cup people will look concerned and ask, ‘Are you okay? Do you have a belly ache?’ And if you order tea from a barista, they will often give you a searching look, as if to say, ‘Are you infectious?’ At Nonna Lina’s house, though, ‘Come for a tea!’ isn’t just a polite invitation. Tea is a serious business. It’s either her way of remembering the past – Benghazi, Sicily and her early years in Eboli – or it’s secret code that something juicy, something scandalous, is about to be shared between friends or neighbours. Maybe someone is having an affair; a husband has vanished; so-and-so’s fortune has gone up in smoke. In other words, it means: ‘Come, sit down and I’ll tell you everything. Nothing will be left out.’

So Nonna Lina serves tea only on these special occasions. When she does, she brings out her finest wedding china from the dining room cabinet that also houses her crystal glasses. The cabinet and its contents are off limits to anyone but her. She waits for the sun to set, then pours the tea into large gold-rimmed coffee cups, decorated in the traditional blue and white flowers of Amalfi.

‘This is tea the way my mother made it,’ she reminds us. In Benghazi, her mother used Ceylon or Assam tea. When the family moved to Sicily, Vincenza began flavouring the tea with bergamot peel – probably closest to how Earl Grey tea tastes in the UK – and sweetened with a little sugar. When she reached Eboli, the recipe changed again and lemon peel took centre stage, giving it a brighter, more vibrant taste, but still faithful to its origins.

But the best part is on the side: peanuts, which we break open from their shells, remove their red skins, and place in the tea.* These are not just a snack. The nuts soften in the boiling water and slowly release their flavour. And the tea is always served without milk. (In fact, it wasn’t until I came to London that I knew tea could be served with milk. When I called my family to tell them, they were horrified by this news!)

Most likely back in Benghazi, Vincenza would have used fresh tea leaves, but Nonna Lina uses tea bags – black tea, to be exact. There were so many times when I was a boy that I’d sit quietly and gently sip from my cup, every so often dipping my spoon in to take a peanut to crunch on, while Nonna Lina told stories. Being the eldest of eleven children, she described becoming a second mother to her brothers and sisters. In the family’s first house in Eboli there were so many kids that they slept in several beds attached to the walls that folded down at night. She remembers how she used to mash the vegetables to feed them all, and mill the wheat by hand for the bread and the pasta. And, of course, she recounted the story of meeting Nonno Vito, marrying and starting her own family.

Here’s Nonna Lina’s recipe for North African tea. For an authentic experience, serve it as the sun is setting. Let the citrus peel perfume the air, the tea warm your hands. And while you slowly chew on a peanut, quietly absorb the story, or the gossip, being told.

North African Tea

[image: ]
Serves 2

Ingredients


	500ml water

	citrus peels (bergamot for the Sicilian version, lemon for the Amalfi version)

	2 black tea bags (or 2 tsp fresh tea leaves, if you prefer)

	sugar (or other sweeteners), to taste

	2 tbsp shelled peanuts
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Bring the water to a boil in a pan, adding the citrus peels while it heats. Let them release their aroma for a few minutes.

Add the tea and let it steep to your preferred strength.

Pour into cups, sweeten to taste and stir well.

Add a handful (about 1 tbsp) of roasted peanuts directly into each cup.

Let them sit for about a minute. The peanuts will soften slightly and release some of their flavour.

[image: ]



3

From my family’s mountainside farm where my dad’s dad, Nonno Vito Coppola, once lived you can see beyond the town of Eboli and out across the Tyrrhenian Sea. On a sunny day, when the water sparkles ultramarine blue, the familiar limestone stacks – the Faraglioni – that rise off the eastern coast of Capri are almost visible through the summer haze. One legend has it that sailing through the natural arch of one stack – the Faraglione di Mezzo – brings a family prosperity and fertility. But the truth is that wherever you go in Campania, it is unbelievably blessed.

Now, whenever my plane descends over the Bay of Naples, the other landmark I search for is Vesuvius. It’s our volcano – that perfect conical shape that rises majestically above the skyline between Naples and the gateway to the Amalfi coast. When we say that Vesuvius is ‘ours’, I really mean it. We feel a such a strong bond. Whenever I catch my first glimpse of it, I get emotional. I put my headphones on, press play on some traditional Neapolitan music – ‘Napule è’ by Pino Daniele – and breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that I’m home. In that moment, I’m also reminded of what Vesuvius brings us.

When you grow up in the shadow of one of Europe’s active volcanoes, you live with some drama and danger, but you also have in your heart so much admiration and respect for the natural world. We don’t exactly run around shouting: ‘We’re all gonna die!’ But to know that one day Vesuvius could erupt and we could be gone in a heartbeat pushes us to live every day to the full. It also makes us different. We are known as Parthenopean people, with our origins dating back to the early Greek settlement of Parthenope in the eighth century BC – the area that later became Naples. It means we’re passionate, fiery. Most of all, we’re not afraid. We understand that while Vesuvius could seal our fate, it also acts as our mighty protector. We love Vesuvius. We appreciate what it gives to us because in my region the geography is different, the atmosphere is different, our nutrient-rich soil is different and the food on our table is different.

Campania is known throughout the world as being one of the richest when it comes to cuisine. We say that when you come to Campania you cry twice: once when you arrive and once when you leave. Even though I grew up there, I feel this way too. While my town of Eboli is small, the actual land of Eboli runs from the mountain tops all the way down through the Sele Plain to the sea – an eight-kilometre stretch of coastline we call Eboli beach. Our soil is a powerhouse of clay and volcanic rock – rich in minerals like magnesium, potassium and calcium – that create the perfect conditions for growing. Layers of volcanic ash also act as a natural fertiliser. And because the soil is lighter and more porous, it absorbs moisture from the rain and dew, creating its own natural irrigation system. Then there’s the sea, which brings us fish and seafood to die for.

However, it has not always been the case that we’ve reaped what the natural world has gifted us. Eboli was made famous through the semi-autobiographical novel by the doctor, painter and writer Carlo Levi, Christ Stopped at Eboli. During the mid-1930s, he was exiled by Mussolini’s government for his anti-fascist beliefs and sent to villages in the Basilicata region that borders Campania (Nonna Lina’s Eboli home overlooks a square at the centre of which is a statue of Carlo Levi). Whenever I tell people about his book, those unfamiliar with its story will look surprised and ask, ‘Huh? Christ actually visited Eboli?’

‘No,’ I have to explain. ‘It means that Italy, south of Eboli, was where civilisation stopped. It literally means Christianity stopped at Eboli.’

What Levi found were peasants forgotten by society, untouched by humanity. They lived on bread, oil and tomatoes; there were no shops; no proper healthcare and they followed magic and superstition as much as any official Catholic religion. Meanwhile, the industrial north of Italy was flourishing. The reasons for the South’s poverty are long and complex, rooted in a feudal land system where labourers worked the land for wealthy owners. Even now, deeply embedded in Italian culture is this division between north and south. Southerners like me are known as Terroni – people who work the land, who are stereotypically seen as backward and unsophisticated. Likewise, we have our own term for northerners – the Polentoni, meaning ‘Polenta eaters’. It makes a joke of the Italian North as being more snooty and cosmopolitan. Both are derogatory terms – never said with much kindness – though it wasn’t until I moved north when I was a teenager that I really began to feel this division.

My dad’s side of the family were certainly more rustic and less well off than my mum’s, and I always remember Nonno Vito Coppola’s hands as large as plates of meat – rough and calloused from working the land. He and Nonna Rosaria, who is always immaculately turned out, separated when my dad was younger (they never divorced). After that, Nonna Rosaria could always be found in her apartment in Eboli while Nonno Vito remained in his mountain cottage until he died in 2018. It is essentially one room: a modest living room divided by two curtains – one red curtain behind which is a bed, and a beaded curtain that leads through to a small kitchen. There is still only one outside toilet which, when we were kids, we never wanted to go to because whenever the door creaked open, you could hear the scurry of lizards sprinting across the floor and up its whitewashed walls.

Just next to the open fireplace in the living room was Nonno Vito’s wooden rocking chair. After dinner he would rock back and forth in it, always chewing on a toothpick, which hung from the side of his mouth, and resting his hands on his big belly that was as hard and round as a watermelon. That was the time when we would all drag our chairs from the dining table and gather round to listen. Nonno Vito had stories filled with adventure but also some sadness.

‘When I was a little boy,’ he used to tell us, ‘My family had so little food to eat I used to run barefoot between the mountains to other people’s farms and steal the stale bread that I found left in the pig’s troughs as feed.’

That is why Nonno knew every twist and turn of the Picentini mountains. He never needed a map. He had a completely natural sense of direction that only comes from living on the land.

On one occasion he even found himself captured by outlaws, staring down the barrel of a shotgun. They’d been waiting on a roadside ready to rob anyone who passed, but Nonno had spotted them and run back to warn anyone approaching that area. When the outlaws eventually found out and captured him, they planned to kill him, but he was saved by one man. It was a member of the group who, by chance, had been found collapsed and starving near Nonno Vito’s parent’s home only a few days before. They didn’t know who he was, but they fed him a couple of their precious eggs. That simple gesture saved Nonno Vito’s life.

There’s a saying in Italy that we use to describe men like Nonno Vito: ‘Uomo tutto d’un pezzo’, which translates as, ‘A man made of one piece’. It means that while he was generous and loving, he was tough down to his very bones. He was honest, reliable, steadfast, never swayed by what other people said or did. True to his values, you might say. (Incidentally, this not a term we reserve only for men. We also use this phrase to describe Nonna Lina, who has always lived her life with her own clear idea of right and wrong and what she will and will not do.) It’s the southern way, but I think more so for my grandparents’ generation. You needed to be strong to survive because southern life was so hard.

Whenever we visited either of our grandparents’ farms, which usually happened during the summer months, it felt like being in another world – a playground with so many things to see and do. Behind Nonno Vito’s mountain farm, his younger brother, Gennaro, owned a more sizeable stretch of land even higher up on an adjacent mountain called San Donato. It was home to livestock like horses, cows, pigs, lambs and sheep. He still lives there and also runs a large restaurant where, over the years, our family has celebrated everything from births to first communions, confirmations to weddings.

I can picture that place now, with its large pizza oven and the intoxicating aroma of fresh bread. As a boy I could regularly be found, having sneaked into that kitchen, sniffing around the rising dough – damp, fleshy and alive. It would be stacked up in crates covered with heavy towels that contained both the dough for the larger loaves – to be baked then sliced to make bruschetta – and dough for smaller buns to be placed in baskets at the centre of each diner’s table.

‘LEAVE THE DOUGH ALONE, VITO!’ Oh my god, I heard this cry so many times, but I just couldn’t help myself. I’d lift the towels just a little and brush my fingers over the soft dough, noticing the cross shape that Uncle Gennaro had pressed into the top of each loaf – like a little blessing. He explained that it helped the bread rise, but it’s also a quiet symbol of protection. Then, I’d lean in and breathe in that warm but pungent smell.

It was always mind-blowing to me that so few ingredients could make my senses dance just by breathing in the smell of the dough. When baked, this delicious bread has a slightly tangy taste which, when combined with the sweetness of Campanian tomatoes to make the bruschetta, always whispered to me: ‘Benvenuto’ – ‘Welcome’.

In Italy, bruschetta – a simple plate of bread topped with tomatoes – is the most common dish that arrives first at any table, but I’ve always felt it never needs to scream and shout. The moment you see it, you just know it’s time to sit down with family and friends to enjoy your meal. Here’s Uncle Gennaro’s recipe for bread and bruschetta.

Uncle Gennaro’s Country Bread
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Makes 2 large rustic loaves

Ingredients


	10g dried yeast

	a pinch of sugar

	700ml water at room temperature (adjust as needed)

	500g fine durum wheat flour (semola di grano duro rimacinata), plus extra for dusting

	500g strong bread flour (recommended for structure)

	20g salt
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Dissolve the yeast and sugar in about 100ml of the total water.

Let it rest for 5–10 minutes until slightly foamy on top.

In a large bowl, combine the flours, then add the dissolved yeast.

Gradually begin to add the room-temperature water, mixing with your hand. It is important not to pour in all the water at once, because you may not need it all; add it little by little so the flour absorbs it slowly.

When the dough starts to come together, add the salt and continue mixing. The water must be adjusted carefully: the dough should be soft, elastic, slightly sticky to the touch but not heavily sticking to your hands.

Transfer the dough to a lightly floured wooden board and knead for about 10 minutes until smooth and elastic. If the dough feels too wet, add a little extra strong bread flour, a tablespoon at a time, but avoid making the dough too firm.

Shape the dough into a ball and make a cross on the top using a knife. This is a traditional step in rustic bread which helps the dough expand during rising. Cover the dough and let it rise for about 2 hours until doubled in size.

Divide the dough into two loaves, gently reshape each piece without pressing out too much air. Form rustic loaves and place them on a floured baking tray. Make light horizontal cuts on top, cover and leave to rise again for another 1½–2 hours.

Preheat the oven to 200°C. If possible, place a small tray of water in the oven to create steam (this helps form a better crust).

Place the loaves in the oven and immediately lower the temperature to 180°C.

Bake for 35–40 minutes.

Check the bread constantly during baking and adjust the temperature and time according to your oven until the bread is golden brown with a thick, crispy crust.

Allow to cool completely on a wire rack before slicing.
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Bruschetta
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Serves 4

Ingredients


	4 ripe plum tomatoes or 15–20 cherry tomatoes

	3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	6–10 basil leaves, torn

	4 large 1–2cm thick slices of homemade Uncle Gennaro’s Country Bread (page 24)

	1–2 garlic cloves, peeled but left whole

	sea salt, to taste
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Prepare the tomato topping by chopping the tomatoes into small cubes. Place in a bowl and drizzle over 2 tablespoons of olive oil.

Add the torn basil leaves and a pinch of sea salt.

Toast the slices of cut bread on a grill pan, open flame, or in the oven at 200°C for 5–7 minutes until golden and slightly charred but still chewy (or to the consistency you prefer).

While still hot, rub each slice with a peeled garlic clove for aroma or chop into very small pieces and add to the bowl.

Assemble the bruschetta by spooning the tomato mixture generously onto the toasted bread slices and drizzling a little more olive oil on top. Serve warm or at room temperature.

Variations


	With a cheese topping: Add thin slices of fresh mozzarella or burrata.

	With roasted vegetables: Top with roasted peppers, courgettes or aubergines.

	With anchovy or capers: Add anchovy fillets or capers for a salty punch.
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As kids, we were never told that some animals from Nonno Vito Coppola’s mountain farm or Nonno Vito Manna’s countryside farm would, at some point, end up on our plates. At Nonno Vito Manna’s farm, fifteen or twenty rabbits would appear at the beginning of the summer.

‘It’s mine!’ my cousin Vito Grande (I did warn you there are a few Vitos!) would shout, pointing to the bunny with the white eyes or the black spot.

‘That one’s for me!’ I’d say, always giving my bunny a name. (I give every living creature a name. Only recently, I rescued a rain-soaked bumble bee from the windowsill and nursed it back to flight by warming it by a lamp. For the few days it was with me, I called it Christina.)

Anyway, we loved those bunnies, and over the summer months we watched them grow. We got very attached to them, always bringing them out of their hutches to play whenever we visited. Yet at the end of August, we’d arrive to find they’d mysteriously disappeared. Until we were old enough to understand, Nonno Vito just shrugged his shoulders and looked a little downhearted whenever we asked him where they had gone.

‘Nonno, where did the rabbits go?’

‘I’m sorry, they escaped,’ he told us.

We could never work out why when a new set of bunnies arrived the next year, they also disappeared in exactly the same way at exactly the same time. I also grew up thinking that chickens could fly (newsflash: they can’t fly that far). We nursed them from chicks, but when they also were suddenly gone, Nonno would again pull the same sad face:

‘Oh, I’m sorry Vito, but they flew away.’ It turns out, the only place those chickens flew to was straight to our plates.

When the truth was finally revealed, it actually felt very traumatic for me. By nature, I’m an animal lover. I seem to have a special, almost telepathic relationship with animals. Throughout my childhood, I always kept pets: dogs, cats, squirrels, hamsters, a snake called Cira and a parrot I named Pippo. And if anyone asks me now what I would have become had I not pursued a career in dance, I always say a vet. I do eat meat. (I did try to be vegetarian, then vegan for a while, but dancing at competition level needs power, and I found I couldn’t match the same energy that meat provides. I’m also anaemic so iron is important in my diet.) But unlike other men I knew, I didn’t have any appetite for killing animals.

My father’s family were the real hunters – a skill passed down through generations of Coppolas borne out of sheer survival. Though when I was growing up, it felt less about survival and more about tradition. On the walls of Nonno Vito’s cottage there are still photographs
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	2 medium aubergines (around 500g)

	4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	1 garlic clove

	1 tsp dried oregano

	1kg cherry tomatoes, halved (peel if you prefer)

	400g tomato passata

	400g rigatoni pasta

	100–120 g ricotta salata (hard ricotta), grated

	6–10 basil leaves

	fine salt, to taste
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