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INTRODUCTION

There is so much more to vegetables than a few bland boiled offerings served on the side. In Italy, no one serves plain boiled veg – it is always flavoured or made into something more substantial. Even vegetables which form part of bollito (boiled beef or chicken) are served with a drizzle of olive oil and perhaps some wine vinegar to lift the flavour.

Italy is blessed with an incredible diversity of landscape and climate and the breadth of contrast between the cooler northern alpine regions and the warm Mediterranean shores of the south has ensured ideal growing conditions for a wealth of vegetables. Years of foreign invasions and the influence of bordering countries have also introduced an array of wonderful produce. All these have shaped Italy’s rich cucina povera tradition, where the little that was available was transformed into incredible dishes.

Vegetables were, of course, essential to cucina povera as they were often homegrown or easily and cheaply obtainable and consumed in place of expensive meat. In fact, Neapolitans, in the 1900s, were often referred to as mangia foglie, which translates as ‘leaf eaters’, for the quantity of vegetables they consumed. However, wonderful vegetable dishes were born out of this necessity and are still enjoyed today.

When I was growing up in Italy, meat was usually only served on Sunday and we had fresh fish on Friday, so vegetables played a very big role in our diet. And this is still more or less true today. When I see a head of broccoli or an aubergine in the fridge, I see meal possibilities. It’s amazing what you can create with such humble ingredients; a broccoli head can easily be turned into a baked pasta dish for four or blended into a soup; aubergines can be stuffed or made into the classic Parmigiana. You really don’t need much to create tasty vegetable dishes and, as long as you have a few basic ingredients in your storecupboard and fridge, effortless and nutritious meals can be rustled up in no time.

Although most vegetables are available all year round, I am a great believer in buying produce when it is in season. It will be fresher, cheaper and more sustainable, and it will taste better. In my childhood, the seasons dictated what we ate, and I looked forward to each season for the different produce that it would bring. In autumn, we enjoyed earthy wild mushrooms, squashes and beetroot. Spring brought all the wonderful herbs, young salad leaves, spinach and asparagus. Summer was a colourful feast for the senses with aubergines, peppers and tomatoes and even winter brought joy with broccoli, cauliflower and root vegetables, alongside all the produce we had so lovingly preserved during the summer.

Although this book is all about vegetables, it is not solely a vegetarian book as, following in the cucina povera tradition, I do add a little meat, for example pancetta, Parmesan or maybe anchovies to quite a few dishes. However, most of these can be omitted, if you prefer, and I include suggestions for each recipe so they can be adapted and made 100 per cent vegetarian.

If you are ever in Italy, do pay a visit to the markets where local, seasonal produce is always plentiful. It provides a spectacular sight of wonderful colours, where you can almost taste the season. Cooking with all this fresh produce helps to maintain a healthy, nutrient-rich diet, and I hope that the ideas and recipes in this book will give you lots of inspiration for how to make good use of vegetables and turn them into the superhero of your meals.

Enjoy and Buon Appetito xx
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ARTICHOKES

CARCIOFI

Although commonly thought of as a vegetable, an artichoke is, in fact, a variety of thistle – it is the young bud of the flower, harvested early, which is consumed. If left to fully develop, the bud turns into a large purple flower, which is no longer edible but rather beautiful to look at.

Artichokes are said to be one of the oldest vegetables around. Historians believe they were first cultivated in North Africa around AD 800 and brought to mainland Italy via Sicily by the Saracens. There is evidence that they were popular amongst the ancient Greeks and Romans so quickly spread across Europe, and now they are integral to Mediterranean cooking. Italians adore artichokes and are masters at preparing them in a variety of ways. In the 1970s and 80s, an artichoke-based apéritif called Cynar was very popular in Italy, and I believe it is having a comeback today. There is, of course, a Cynar Negroni!

Artichokes thrive in a hot, dry climate and the largest areas of production in Italy are Lazio, Campania, Puglia and Sicily. Artichoke season starts around the end of October and lasts until the end of spring. There are two main varieties: The Romanesco variety is the large purple globe artichoke, while Violetto Toscano is also purple but slightly smaller and more pointed in shape. Regional varieties are also produced in smaller quantities all over the country, especially in Veneto and Sardinia.

In Italian markets, artichokes can often be seen piled high in bunches, as well as ready-prepared for the kitchen. In fact, it is not uncommon to see stallholders artfully removing thorny leaves and hairy chokes in a matter of seconds – before dropping them into buckets of acidulated water.

There are numerous ways of cooking artichokes, for example, braising, barbecuing, blitzing into soups, and all are delicious. My favourite way to cook them is to stuff them with the flavours of the Mediterranean, or whatever I find in the kitchen. And I also like to preserve or fill the delicate hearts (see here) and use the smaller, more tender artichokes for eating raw in salads. Simply dressed with extra virgin olive oil, lemon and perhaps some Parmesan shavings, they also make a wonderful topping on carpaccio.

In Rome, Carciofi alla Giudia (deep-fried and crispy artichokes) is a traditional Jewish recipe and a speciality of the restaurants in Rome’s Jewish quarter, where the dish is served every spring. Carciofi alla Romana (braised stuffed artichokes with a mixture of garlic, parsley and mint) is another very popular and typical dish of Roman cuisine.

How to use artichokes:

Buying and storing

Look for firmness and tightly packed leaves. Avoid any with brown tips as it means the artichoke is no longer fresh. If possible, buy them still attached to their stems as these will keep fresher for longer, plus you can peel and cook the stems, too. Try to use artichokes as soon as you have bought them. Alternatively, once home, place the artichoke stems in a vase of water as you would flowers. If the artichokes don’t have stems, store them in the fridge for up to 2 days.

These days, you can often buy ready-prepared artichoke hearts – either frozen or in cans with brine, as well as the preserved ones in jars that are so delicious in an antipasto. The frozen and canned varieties are a revelation as you can skip the laborious task of cleaning them and use them immediately in your dishes.

Preparing

Fill a bowl or pan with cold water and squeeze in the juice of a whole lemon, plus the squeezed halves.

With a small, sharp knife, cut off the artichoke stalk and remove the tougher outer leaves at the base.

With your fingers, gently open it up until you can see the hairy choke. This is the bit that would have bloomed into a flower. Remove it with a small scoop or teaspoon and discard.

If you want to use just the hearts, remove all the leaves and extract the hairy choke as above. Whilst preparing the artichokes, place the clean ones in the bowl of lemon water to prevent discoloration.

Cooking

Boil whole artichokes in salted water or, for extra flavour, in vegetable stock. Depending on their size, they will take about 40 minutes. To check they are ready, remove a leaf near the middle and if it pulls away easily, it is done.

Braise – Cut the artichokes into quarters. Sweat extra virgin olive oil and garlic, then stir in the artichokes, cover with salted water or vegetable stock and cook with a lid on for about 30 minutes.

Roast – Preheat the oven to 200 degrees centigrade. Cut the artichokes into halves or quarters, place in a roasting tin, drizzle with extra virgin olive oil, sprinkle with salt, add squashed garlic cloves and roast for about 30 minutes.

Eating

The best way to eat them is to tear off a leaf with your fingers and pull off the fleshy base between your teeth. Discard the hard chewed leaves and continue eating in this way. The soothing broth which the artichokes are cooked in is delicious served hot, or you could save it for another time and use it to cook pastina (small pasta shapes), which deliciously absorb the flavour.








FONDO DI CARCIOFI AL TONNO

Tuna-filled artichoke hearts

These delicious filled artichoke hearts take a little time to prepare, especially if you are using small artichokes, but they are so worth it. Remember to place the artichokes in acidulated water as you are working (or they will turn black) and reserve the leaves. Here, the leaves are stir-fried and served with the hearts, so nothing is wasted.

SERVES 4

16 small artichokes or 8 globe artichokes

juice of 1 lemon

40g (1½oz) butter, plus extra for greasing and dotting

40g (1½oz) plain flour

400ml (14fl oz) milk

100g (3½oz) canned tuna, drained

4 tsp capers

4 tsp finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

dried breadcrumbs, for sprinkling

3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

2 garlic cloves, left whole and squashed

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Clean the artichokes by removing the stems and all leaves until you get to the centre. Remove the hairy choke and discard. As you are working, place the artichoke hearts and leaves in a bowl of acidulated water from the juice of 1 lemon, or they will turn black.

Bring a large pot of salted water to the boil and cook the hearts and leaves for 10 minutes or until tender. Drain well, placing on a tea towel to dry out.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/gas mark 6.

Melt the butter in a pan, then remove from the heat and whisk in the flour until you have a smooth paste. Gradually whisk in the milk, then place back on the heat and continue whisking until you obtain a smooth, creamy consistency. Remove from the heat and, when cool, stir in the tuna, capers and parsley, and a little salt and pepper to taste.

Lightly grease a large enough ovenproof dish with butter.

Fill the artichoke hearts with the tuna mixture, place in the prepared dish, sprinkle with breadcrumbs, dot with butter and bake in the oven for 20 minutes until golden.

In the meantime, heat the olive oil in a frying pan, sweat the garlic, add the artichoke leaves and stir-fry over a high heat for about 3 minutes until golden. Remove from the heat and serve immediately with the filled artichoke hearts.

TIP

If you can’t find fresh artichokes or don’t have the time to clean them, you can use frozen artichoke hearts.
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CARCIOFI RIPIENI AL FORNO

Baked filled artichokes

Stuffed with leftover bread and a few storecupboard ingredients, these filled artichokes, served with potatoes, make a deliciously different kind of meal when artichokes are in season.

SERVES 4

4 medium-sized artichokes

juice of 1 lemon

100g (3½oz) stale rustic bread, finely chopped

2 small garlic cloves, finely chopped

2 tsp finely chopped flat-leaf parsley

2 eggs

40g (1½oz) grated Parmesan

breadcrumbs

2 medium-sized potatoes, cut into chunks

140ml (4¾fl oz) warm water

approx. 2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Preheat the oven to 200°C fan/220°C/gas mark 7.

Clean the artichokes, remove the stems and tough outer leaves at the base, then gently open up the leaves until you get to the centre and remove the hairy choke. As you are working, place the clean artichokes in a bowl of acidulated water using the juice of 1 lemon, or they will turn black.

Bring a large pot of salted water to the boil and cook the hearts and leaves for about 10 minutes until tender. Drain well, placing on a clean tea towel to dry out.

In a large bowl, combine the bread, garlic, parsley, eggs, Parmesan and some salt and pepper to taste, then fill the artichokes with this mixture.

Lightly grease a deep ovenproof dish (a loaf tin is ideal) and lightly sprinkle with breadcrumbs. Place the filled artichokes in the dish and arrange the potato chunks around the artichokes – these will help to keep the artichokes upright during cooking. Lightly sprinkle breadcrumbs on top of the artichokes. Carefully pour the water into the dish (about two fingers’ depth), drizzle all over with olive oil and cover with foil, then bake in the oven for 1 hour. Serve immediately.






CREMA DI CARCIOFI

Artichoke pâté

It’s amazing how far a couple of artichokes will go when you purée them. This delicious and simple pâté, suitable for vegans, is sufficient to top four good slices of rustic toasted bread or to coat 320g (11½oz, uncooked weight) pasta. You can make it in advance, store in the fridge for up to 3 days and use when required.

SERVES 4

250g (9oz) artichokes (about 2 medium-sized)

juice of ½ lemon, plus a few extra drops of lemon juice

2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

1 tsp capers

½ handful of flat-leaf parsley, roughly chopped

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Clean the artichokes, remove the stems and outer leaves, then cut into quarters and remove and discard the hairy choke. As you are working, place the hearts and leaves in a bowl of acidulated water using the juice of half a lemon, or they will turn black.

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the artichokes for 20–25 minutes, until cooked through.

Drain well, then transfer the artichokes to a blender with the olive oil, capers, parsley, a few drops of lemon juice and a little salt and pepper to taste. Blend to a smooth purée.

Spread the pâté on crostini or toss through freshly cooked pasta, such as manfreddine (curly tagliatelle), linguine, spaghetti or penne.
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ASPARAGUS

What we call asparagus is the young, tender shoot of a plant (Asparagus officinalis) that, if allowed to grow to maturity, would turn woody at the base and the spears blossom into pretty, fern-like foliage. It is an ancient vegetable and its name derives from the Greek aspharagos, and Latin asparagus, meaning to ‘shoot, or spring up’. It was very popular during Roman times, when it was used for culinary and medicinal purposes and seen as an aphrodisiac.

Asparagus can be wild or cultivated. The spears of the wild variety tend to be much thinner, and I remember as a child in Italy picking them during springtime walks in the countryside. In fact, wild asparagus grows all over Italy in rural areas and foraging for it is quite a popular pastime as the days become warmer. The season is relatively short (from about March until June) but it is always a treat, and the best time to eat asparagus is when it is fresh, local and in abundance.

In Italy, three types of asparagus are cultivated – green, white and a pretty purple-tipped variety. White asparagus is specially grown underground without sunlight and is white because it lacks chlorophyll. Mainly cultivated in the northern Po Valley, asparagus connoisseurs rate this white variety very highly for its flavour, and especially the most sought-after Bianco di Bassano variety, which is grown in the Veneto region. The story goes that it was discovered by accident in the sixteenth century. A violent hailstorm almost ruined every asparagus farmer’s crop, until they discovered that the white part in the ground actually tasted really good. Since then, white asparagus has been a delicacy and the Veneto region prides itself on the various sagre (food festivals) that celebrate this highly prized vegetable.

The pretty, purple-tipped asparagus is grown in Albenga near the Ligurian coast. The unusual colour comes from its genetic heritage and not cultivation techniques. Known as Violetto d’Albenga, it tends to be sweeter in taste and more tender than other asparagus varieties and is ideal eaten raw in salads. Sadly, it is not cultivated in large quantities, but the Slow Food Society is trying to encourage its revival. The popular green variety is mainly grown in northern Italy, especially in Emilia Romagna, but it is a very popular vegetable throughout the country and Italy is one of the biggest producers in Europe.

From starters to main course dishes, Italians love to use asparagus as much as they can during the season. The simplest way to prepare it is to boil or steam it, then dress it with some extra virgin olive oil and a squeeze of lemon juice. I love to serve the small, thin asparagus tips raw in a salad, and adding a poached egg on top with shavings of Parmesan makes a popular Milanese main course. In fact, asparagus goes perfectly with eggs, Parmesan, pancetta, Parma ham, melted butter and balsamic vinegar, to name a few ingredients. It is especially good with a classic Carbonara, and I frequently chop it finely and add to pasta, risotto, frittata and savoury tarts (see here).

As well as being incredibly delicious, asparagus also contains very few calories, is packed with vitamins and minerals, and is said to help with digestion as well as lower blood pressure. Therefore, when in season, I urge you to enjoy it in as many ways as possible. The recipes that follow all use the easily obtainable green variety of asparagus.

How to use asparagus:

Buying and storing

Look for straight, bright green stalks with smooth skin and tightly closed tips that are firm to the touch. Avoid any that look dry or wrinkled. Once home, they are best cooked on the day, but can be kept in the fridge for a couple of days. If you want to preserve their freshness, trim the hard stems, place in a jar with a little water and keep in the fridge.

Preparing

First remove the hard stem at the bottom of the spears, which tends to be tough and fibrous. If necessary, use a potato peeler to remove the slightly rough outer skin from just under the spear tip to the base. However, if the outer skin does not feel tough, don’t bother. Thin spears, especially the ones you buy pre-packaged in supermarkets, tend to be ready and don’t need to be trimmed or pared.

Tie the asparagus in a bundle with cooking string, then stand upright in a pan of salted boiling water with the tips sticking out and cook for 3–5 minutes, depending on size, until tender.

Asparagus spears are delicious grilled, too. Simply brush with a little olive oil and place under a hot grill for about 5 minutes, turning them over frequently to char evenly. Sprinkle with salt and pepper, drizzle with extra virgin olive oil and either lemon juice or balsamic vinegar before serving.






ASPARAGI ALLA VALDOSTANA

Baked cheesy asparagus

This dish comes from the Italian alpine region and makes the most of its local fontina cheese, which has perfect melting properties. It’s a simple and nutritious meal for any time but especially in the spring, when asparagus is plentiful. You should be able to find fontina in good Italian delis. However, if not available, a good strong Cheddar makes a great substitute.

SERVES 4

500g (1lb 2oz) asparagus

knobs of butter, plus extra for greasing

120g (4¼oz) fontina, grated

4 slices of cooked ham (approx. 120g/4¼oz)

4 eggs

30g (1oz) grated Parmesan

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Preheat the oven to 160°C fan/180°C/gas mark 4.

Bring a pot of salted water to the boil. Remove any hard stems from the asparagus, then add to the pan and cook for about 5 minutes until tender but not mushy. Carefully transfer to a tea towel to drain and pat-dry to remove any excess water.

Lightly grease an ovenproof dish with butter and lay the asparagus spears on top. Dot with a little butter, sprinkle over half of the grated fontina, followed by the slices of ham and then the remaining fontina.

Lightly beat the eggs with some salt and pepper, then pour this over and sprinkle with Parmesan. Bake in the oven for 15 minutes, until the egg has cooked and the top is golden.
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TORTA SALATA DI ASPARAGI

Savoury asparagus tart

This delicious savoury tart is made for the spring, when asparagus is plentiful and at its best. If you don’t have Parma ham, use cooked ham or, if you don’t eat meat, omit altogether. Serve with a potato salad.

SERVES 4

375g (13oz) ready-made shortcrust pastry

200g (7oz) asparagus

150g (5½oz) ricotta

4 eggs

30g (1oz) grated Parmesan

100g (3½oz) Parma ham, roughly torn

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

crunchy mixed salad, to serve

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/gas mark 6. Grease and line a 22cm (8½in.) round tart or quiche tin and line it with baking paper.

Roll out the pastry and use it to line the bottom of the prepared tin. Cover the pastry with baking paper, top with baking beans and bake blind for about 15 minutes, until the sides of the pastry have cooked through and are golden.

Using a large spoon, remove the beans and then the baking paper from the pastry case and return the pastry to the oven for a further 5–10 minutes, until the base is a pale golden colour. Remove from the oven and prepare the filling.

Reduce the oven temperature to 130°C fan/150°C/gas mark 2.

Finely chop most of the asparagus, reserving 7 or 8 spears, then bring a pot of salted water to the boil and cook the asparagus for about 3 minutes until just tender, then drain well and leave to cool.

In a bowl, combine the ricotta, eggs, Parmesan, Parma ham, a little salt and pepper and the chopped asparagus. Fill the pastry case with this mixture, then arrange the whole asparagus spears over the top. Bake in the lower third of the oven for about 40 minutes, until the filling has set.

Remove from the oven and leave to rest for 5 minutes before serving with a crunchy mixed salad.
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CARBONARA DI ASPARAGI

Pasta with asparagus carbonara

A classic Carbonara is loved the world over and the addition of asparagus brings a lovely fresh flavour. I even use the hard stems to flavour the pasta water. Vegetarians can simply omit the pancetta and use a vegetarian pecorino-style cheese. And don’t throw out the egg whites; store them in the fridge and use the next day to make a lovely light omelette.

SERVES 4

320g (11½oz) asparagus

320g (11½oz) linguine pasta

3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

60g (2¼oz) pancetta, finely chopped

6 egg yolks

80g (3oz) grated pecorino cheese, plus extra for sprinkling

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Remove any hard stems from the asparagus, then finely chop the remaining stems and keep the asparagus tips intact. Set aside.

Bring a pot of salted water to the boil and add the woody asparagus stems. When the water begins to boil, discard the asparagus, add the linguine pasta and cook until al dente.

Meanwhile, heat the olive oil in a large frying pan over a medium heat, add the pancetta and sweat for 2–3 minutes until it begins to colour. Stir in the finely chopped asparagus stems and tips and stir-fry for about 3 minutes until the asparagus is cooked.

In a bowl, lightly beat the egg yolks, then stir through a little black pepper and the pecorino.

Drain the cooked linguine and add to the frying pan with the asparagus. Mix well together, adding a little of the hot pasta water to bind. Remove from the heat and quickly stir in the egg-yolk mixture, until everything is well combined and silky.

Serve immediately with a sprinkling of black pepper and extra grated pecorino, if desired.
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