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Introduction

The Italian Deli Cookbook is a book I have been wanting to write for years. I find myself looking in my cupboards for inspiration regularly, and there is always something that pops out; it could be a tin of anchovies or a jar of olives that gets me thinking… This kind of instinctive cooking is something I have always known. Growing up, our kitchen cupboards were full of goodies that had been picked up on summer holidays: we’d drive to France and Italy and, on the return trip, the back of the car and trailer would be laden with olive oil, wine and ingredients that were impossible to find in 1970s London. My mother, Rosemary, was an artist by trade but a natural cook. She taught me that cooking is instinctive and must be seasonal. I can picture her coming home, not from the supermarket but from the open market in Kingston upon Thames, arms laden with bags full of fruit, vegetables, fish, offal, you name it. Our cellar was brimming with wines and jars of homemade preserves and jams. On country walks, she would pick sloes to make gin; in autumn she would pickle the walnuts from the big tree in the garden. I was always the odd kid at school bringing homemade bread and gorgonzola sandwiches for my packed lunch.

We had apple, pear and plum trees in the garden, and grew vegetables of all kinds, so there were always lots of jars filled with gluts of garden offerings, lurking in the shadows of the deep cupboards, some very much out of date. We also had a very large elderflower tree at the bottom of the garden and when it flowered my mother would make (what we playfully called) elderflower champagne. This was always served on special occasions for me and my sisters, Claudia and Justine. The truth was, unbeknown to my parents, the elderflower champagne had something in common with its superior cousin from France: it was actually alcoholic. The recipe included a substantial amount of sugar so, when it was bottled and stored in the cellar, the sugar would turn into alcohol. My parents never understood why we fell asleep so quickly after dinner…

I wrote this book during the first 2020 lockdown in the UK when we were all at home wondering what to cook with limited availability of supplies. This made testing recipes difficult, but it did make me realize how important it is to be well stocked with those little extras that make all the difference to a dish. For instance, I always find myself going to particular delis that sell certain brands of dried pasta, olive oil, passata or olives, because I never want to be without those particularly trusted items, those store-cupboard ingredients that will transform a plate of food. They don’t have to be very expensive, just the ones you trust. Whenever I walk past an interesting food shop, I will go in and buy something totally random and use that item as inspiration to cook something. This is, I think, a really rewarding way to cook.

This book is intended as a tribute to the Italian deli. First arriving on foreign shores along with Italian émigré communities, these delicatessens were a lifeline for Italians missing the food of their homeland. Bizarrely, as recently as the 1970s, olive oil in Britain was only available in chemists, where it was sold to treat ear complaints. My first recollection of an Italian deli was when my mother brought home a piece of fresh Parmesan and grated it over a bowl of pasta for me. The flavour was so different to anything I’d had before. It made me realize that authentic, fresh ingredients were crucial in the final flavour of a dish. And this ethos is what Italian cooking is built on: simple food made using exceptional ingredients.

For me, the charm and success of the Italian deli comes down to their authenticity, dependability and transformative ingredients – forever staying true to the cooking and eating philosophies of Italy. We should never underestimate their value and should continue to support them whenever possible. So, explore the magic of your local Italian deli, pick up a treat or two and bring a little bit of Italy into your home.
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Ciabatta ‘French’ toasts

Serves 4

4 organic eggs

100ml (3½fl oz) whole milk

1 tsp vanilla extract

1 tsp ground cinnamon

2 medium ciabatta loaves, or 1 large

50g (1¾oz) unsalted butter

60g (2¼oz) caster (superfine) sugar

My mum used make this dish for us when we were children – always when we were on holiday when I guess the freshness of a ciabatta or baguette lasted only a day, so her frugal Scottish nature meant she had to reinvent any leftovers. It’s now one of Max and Lola’s favourites, making its way through the generations.

[image: image]

In a bowl, beat together the eggs, milk, vanilla extract and cinnamon until well combined.

Cut the ciabatta into 4cm (1½in) slices.

Dip the pieces of ciabatta into the egg mixture and leave to soak for 1–2 minutes.

Heat a large, non-stick frying pan over a medium heat. Melt the butter, then when it starts to foam, take the ciabatta slices out of the egg mixture and place them straight into the pan. Cook for 3 minutes, then turn over and cook for a further 3 minutes, until golden. (Do this in batches, if necessary.)

Sprinkle over the sugar while the toasts are still in the hot pan, until it starts to melt, then serve with a cafetière of strong coffee.
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’Nduja baked eggs with red peppers and onions

Serves 2–4

3 red (bell) peppers, halved and deseeded

3 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

2 garlic cloves, finely sliced

2 red onions, sliced

2 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

100g (3½oz) ’nduja

4 organic eggs

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 large ciabatta loaf, sliced and toasted, to serve

Slow-cooked peppers are really tasty – add ’nduja and they become amazing. Peppers vary a lot – the large, knobbly Italian and Spanish ones available in the spring and summer are by far the best. (The perfectly formed rounded ones are okay, but can be a bit watery.) Cook them slowly so that they caramelize, softening the skins and increasing the intensity of their flavour. This is a very simple lunch or brunch or supper dish. Just a little cooking and some good bread are all you need.
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Place the peppers cut sides downwards on a chopping board. Using a sharp knife, slice them across into 5mm (¼in) slices.

Heat the olive oil in a frying pan on a medium heat. Add the sliced peppers, garlic and red onions and season with salt. Put a lid on the pan and cook for 15 minutes, stirring occasionally. Remove the lid and continue to cook for a further 5 minutes, until the peppers are sticky and softened. Add the chopped parsley and ’nduja and cook for 5 minutes.

Make 4 small indents in the mixture, spacing them evenly around the pan, then, one by one, break the eggs into the indents. Place the lid on the pan and cook on a gentle heat for 5 minutes, or until the whites of the eggs have set, but the yolks are still runny. Season the eggs with black pepper and a little more salt.

Serve with toasted ciabatta, drizzled with olive oil.
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Cheddar, spinach and potato frittata

Serves 4

300g (10½oz) Desirée potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes

3 tbsp olive oil

1 red onion, finely sliced

500g (1lb 2oz) fresh spinach, with stems

6 organic eggs

75ml (2½fl oz) whole milk

150g (5½oz) mature cheddar, grated

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

green salad, to serve

This recipe is a product of the first 2020 lockdown. I started to make a frittata, then realized I had no Parmesan and little else in the fridge. My friend Rushton Scranage, who sells me vegetables for the restaurant, kindly dropped off some supplies and I found myself with a large box of spinach, stems intact. (I always say keep the stems on spinach because they are sweet and have more flavour than the leaf.) I cooked the spinach, chopped it up and made the frittata with some leftover potatoes and grated cheddar. It was delicious – so good, in fact, it had to be in the book.
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Preheat the grill (broiler) to medium. Bring the potatoes to the boil in a pan of water. Once boiling, cook for 2 minutes, then drain and leave to steam for a minute until they look dry.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in a large, non-stick frying pan on a medium heat. When hot, add the onion and cook for a couple of minutes, then add the potatoes. Stir occasionally and cook for about 10 minutes, until the potatoes are lightly golden and the onions are soft. Set aside.

Bring pan of salted water to the boil. Boil the spinach for 2 minutes, until the stalks are tender. Drain in a colander and push out any residual liquid with the back of a spoon. When the spinach has cooled, squeeze it with your hands until just damp. Roughly chop, then season with salt and pepper.

In a large bowl, beat together the eggs and milk. Add the spinach and potato and onion mixture, then the cheddar. Season and mix well. Wipe the frying pan clean with a piece of kitchen paper and add the remaining olive oil. Place on a medium heat, add the egg mixture and cook for 2 minutes, then give the pan a shake. When the edge of the frittata starts to set, shake again and place under the grill for 5 minutes, until set. Give the pan another shake and slide the frittata out on to a large board or plate. Eat hot or cold with a crisp, green salad alongside.
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Slow-cooked courgette, tomato and ricotta frittata

Serves 4–6

150g (5½oz) Datterini (baby plum) tomatoes, halved

4 tbsp olive oil

1 garlic clove, sliced

500g (1lb 2oz ) courgettes (zucchini), halved lengthways and sliced into half moons

8 organic eggs

75ml (2½fl oz) whole milk

4 basil leaves, torn

75g (2½oz) Parmesan, finely grated

150g (5½oz) ricotta

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

green salad, to serve

Slow-cooked courgettes have such a lovely flavour. A while back, we went to a wonderful 18th-birthday party in Sorrento on the Amalfi coast. Among the plates of divine food was Pasta alla Nerano. Traditionally made with spaghetti, it came this time with mezzi rigatoni – small, ridged tubes of pasta. There were tons of slow-cooked courgettes, fresh basil and, very importantly, grated provolone del Monaco. I think I had three portions, and I would happily have had more!
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In a bowl, combine the tomato halves with 1 tablespoon of the olive oil and season with salt and pepper. Lay the tomatoes in a roasting tin lined with baking parchment. Place under the grill for 5 minutes until soft.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in a saucepan that has a tight-fitting lid, then add the garlic and courgettes and season well with salt. Cook, covered, on a medium heat for 15 minutes, until the courgettes have softened and released their water. Then, remove the lid and cook for a further 5 minutes to reduce the liquid. Set aside. Preheat the grill (broiler) to medium.

In a large bowl, beat together the eggs and milk. Add the torn basil, cooked courgettes, half the Parmesan and all the ricotta and mix well, seasoning with salt and pepper.

Heat a large non-stick frying pan on a medium heat. Swirl the pan with the remaining olive oil to coat. Add the egg mixture and cook for 2 minutes, then give the pan a shake. When the edge of the frittata starts to set, dot over the tomatoes and sprinkle over the remaining grated Parmesan. Place the frying pan under the grill and cook for a further 5 minutes, until the eggs are set. Slide out the frittata on to a large board or plate. Eat hot or cold with a crisp, green salad alongside.



Poached egg, mushroom and pancetta bruschette

Serves 2

100g (3½oz) pancetta slices

6 sage leaves

1 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

300g (10½oz) portobello mushrooms, cut into 1cm (½in) slices

1 garlic clove, finely sliced

1 tsp white wine vinegar

4 organic eggs

2 large slices of pagnotta bread or sourdough, toasted

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

I love poached eggs, and as a family we eat a lot of them. There are so many good-quality eggs on the market these days, but avoid extra-large eggs, which can have a lot of white that will separate from the rest of the egg as it poaches – for more consistent results, use medium-sized. The fresher the eggs, the better the results.
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Heat a large, dry, non-stick frying pan on a medium heat. Carefully add the pancetta slices and cook until the fat renders and the pancetta is really crispy. Turn over and add the sage leaves to the pan. Cook for 2 minutes, then carefully remove the pancetta and sage and set aside to drain on kitchen paper.

Keep the excess fat in the pan and add the 1 tablespoon of olive oil, the mushrooms and garlic and cook on a medium heat for 15 minutes, until the mushrooms become syrupy and dark. Keep warm in the frying pan.

The best way to poach an egg is to make sure you have the freshest eggs, then to place each egg in a tea strainer and drain off the outer, watery white. Bring a pan of salted water to a simmer and add the vinegar. Using a whisk, create a vortex in the centre of the water, add each egg in turn and reduce the heat so that they lightly poach for 2 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, remove the eggs and leave to one side in a warm place.

Place a slice of toasted bread on each of 2 warmed plates. Drizzle over a little olive oil and divide the mushrooms equally on top of each slice. Top each serving with 2 poached eggs and the crispy pancetta and sage leaves. Finish with a grinding of black pepper.



Torta caprese

Serves 8

350g (12oz) whole peeled almonds

280g (10oz) caster (superfine) sugar

225g (8oz) 70% dark (bittersweet) chocolate, broken into pieces

225g (8oz) unsalted butter, roughly chopped

6 organic eggs, separated

icing (confectioner’s) sugar, for dusting

good-quality crème fraîche, to serve

In my opinion, this is the best chocolate cake ever. I once hosted a dinner for the Campanian tourist board. For dessert, we served up their own torta caprese, which they had brought from the famous Pasticceria Ferrara, with a generous drizzle of strega, a Campanian liqueur, that they’d also brought with them. Bottles of strega were dotted around the restaurant and, when dinner was over, I asked the organizer if we could keep them, and she was happy to oblige. My right-hand man, Theodore Hill, took a huge bottle to share with his girlfriend, precariously cycling one-handed to get it home. The next morning he was fairly glum – it turned out that the bottle was not full of liqueur, but of yellow food colouring! You don’t need strega to finish off this torta, but it makes a good addition if you can find it.
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Place a baking sheet in the oven and preheat to 160°C/140°C fan/315°F/Gas Mark 2–3. Line a 26cm (10in) springform cake tin.

Grind the almonds and 90g (3oz) of the caster sugar in a food processor until very fine. Set aside.

Melt together the chocolate and butter in a heatproof bowl set over a pan of gently simmering water (don’t let the base of the bowl touch the water).

Beat together the egg yolks and 140g (5oz) of the caster sugar until light yellow, then add the melted chocolate and butter mixture. Stir together, add the ground almond mixture and combine well.

Whisk the egg whites with the remaining caster sugar until they hold stiff peaks. Half at a time, fold the whites into the chocolate mixture until no streaks remain, then pour into the lined cake tin.

Bake on the hot baking sheet for 60 minutes, or until a cocktail stick inserted into the middle comes out clean. Leave to cool in the tin, then transfer to a cake plate and dust with icing sugar. Serve in slices with a spoonful of good-quality crème fraîche.
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Bresaola with artichoke and gorgonzola

Serves 2

2 violet globe artichokes

juice of ½ unwaxed lemon

2 tbsp good olive oil

10 thin slices of bresaola

30g (1oz) shelled walnuts

50g (1¾oz) gorgonzola naturale

50g (1¾oz) wild rocket (arugula)

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

I’ve always loved cured beef and bresaola is my favourite. The texture of the finely sliced meat makes a lovely combination with the softness of the cooked artichokes. Salty gorgonzola brings richness to the dish, so be careful not to use too much, even if you love the flavour, as it can overpower the cured meat. Walnuts add crunch and their slightly oily flavour makes for a very satisfying mouthful.
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Place the whole artichokes in a large saucepan. Add a good pinch of sea salt and fill with water. Hold the artichokes under the water using a lid smaller than the diameter of the saucepan and place the pan on a medium heat. Bring the liquid to the boil and simmer the artichokes for 10 minutes, until a sharp knife inserted into the bases and stems enters without resistance (cook a little longer, if necessary).

Drain the artichokes and leave to cool. Peel off the outer leaves until you reach the tender, inner leaves, then cut the artichoke in half and scoop out the thistly centre with a teaspoon, leaving the tender choke. (If you use young violet artichokes there will be very little if no thistly centre.) Peel the tough green outer stem with a peeler to reveal the tender stem. Cut in quarters lengthways and leave to one side.

In a bowl, mix the lemon juice and olive oil together and season with some salt and pepper. Add the artichoke quarters, stir to combine, and set aside.

Place the sliced bresaola on to large plates. Spread the dressed artichokes evenly over the bresaola, then roughly break up the walnuts and scatter them on top. Break up the gorgonzola into small pieces and scatter this over too. Finish off with the rocket leaves scattered on top.
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Burrata with asparagus, pangrattato and sage

Serves 2 as a starter

200g (7oz) asparagus, tough ends trimmed

1 tbsp good olive oil

50g (1¾oz) unsalted butter

6 sage leaves

2 x 125g (4½oz) burrata

50g (1¾oz) pangrattato (see Fried duck egg with Parmesan and asparagus)

50g (1¾oz) Parmesan, finely grated

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

This is one of those dishes you have to taste to appreciate. It sounds odd combining the burnt butter with burrata, but it works beautifully. Thicker-stem asparagus tends to work better than thinner versions, but the important thing to remember is to cook the asparagus slowly in the oil. Fried sage and pangrattato and a fine grating of Parmesan finish this dish beautifully.
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Bring a pan of salted water to the boil. Add the asparagus and boil until tender (about 3 minutes). Remove the asparagus from the water and pat dry with kitchen paper.

Place the asparagus in a bowl with the olive oil and season with sea salt and black pepper.

Place a frying pan on a medium heat and, when hot, add the coated asparagus. Reduce the heat to low and cook slowly, turning regularly, until the asparagus start to go slightly golden. Remove and leave to one side.

In the same frying pan, melt the butter and add the sage leaves. Cook until the sage goes crispy (about 2 minutes). Remove the sage from the pan and drain on kitchen paper, but keep cooking the butter on a medium heat for about 3 minutes, until it goes a nutty brown. Pour it into a small bowl.

To serve, divide the cooked asparagus between plates. Top each with a burrata, then sprinkle over the sage and pangrattato. Drizzle over the burnt butter then finish with the grated Parmesan and a good grinding of black pepper.
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Fried duck egg with Parmesan and asparagus

Serves 2

400g (14oz) asparagus, tough ends trimmed

1 tsp thyme leaves (not lemon thyme)

1 tbsp olive oil

25g (1oz) unsalted butter

2 duck eggs

75g (2½oz) Parmesan, finely grated

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

For the pangrattato

50ml (1¾fl oz) sunflower oil

1 garlic clove, quartered

50g (1¾oz) fresh or dried breadcrumbs

This is the first thing I cook when the new season’s asparagus comes in. When I was little my mum used to always serve asparagus straight from the steamer, with butter, salt and pepper on the table. I remember chasing the butter around the plate with the hot tender spears and chewing the ends to get every last drop of flavour. A fried duck egg is very underrated – salty Parmesan goes perfectly with them.
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To make the pangrattato, place the sunflower oil in a small saucepan on a medium heat. When hot, add the garlic quarters and cook until lightly golden, then add the breadcrumbs and cook for 2 minutes, stirring all the time, until the breadcrumbs are a light golden colour. Drain into a fine metal sieve, season with salt and leave to cool.

Heat a non-stick frying pan on a medium heat. Add the asparagus and season with a pinch of sea salt, the thyme and olive oil. Place a lid on the pan and cook for 5 minutes, until the asparagus is tender. Cook for longer if the asparagus seems very thick. Leave to one side to keep warm.

Wipe the pan clean with a piece of kitchen paper and add the butter. Place on a medium heat and when the butter has melted crack in the duck eggs. Cook very gently for 4 minutes, then season with salt and pepper.

Divide the asparagus between warmed plates and top each portion with an egg. Cover with plenty of Parmesan, then sprinkle the pangrattato all over.
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Buffalo mozzarella, black fig and herb salad

Serves 2

50g (1¾oz) wild rocket (arugula)

6 basil leaves

6 mint leaves

2 tbsp good olive oil

juice of ½ unwaxed lemon

4 ripe black or green figs, quartered

2 x 125g (4½oz) buffalo mozzarella balls, quartered

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Figs – whether black or green – are one of those fruits that have to be perfectly ripe to bring their best to a dish. This simple salad is all about really fresh ingredients, and the sweetness of the figs is key. Buffalo mozzarella is available in most Italian delis and has a creamier taste than fior di latte (cow’s milk mozzarella). The mint is a crucial complement for the sweet fig, and the basil and rocket are perfect for the mozzarella. I am dreaming of summer holidays as I write…
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Mix the rocket, basil and mint with the olive oil and lemon juice. Add the figs, stir to combine and season with salt and pepper.

Build the salad on a platter, adding a piece of mozzarella, a piece of fig, and a few of the herbs and rocket, until everything is well-distributed.
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Goat’s cheese, mascarpone and red pepper torte

Serves 8 as a starter

For the pastry

250g (9oz) plain (all-purpose) flour, plus extra for dusting

½ tsp sea salt

125g (4½oz) unsalted butter, cubed and chilled

1 organic egg yolk, plus another (beaten) to glaze

30ml (1fl oz) ice-cold water

For the filling

2 tbsp olive oil

2 red onions, finely sliced

1 garlic clove, finely sliced

3 red (bell) peppers, halved and deseeded, then finely sliced

300ml (10½fl oz) tomato passata

3 organic eggs

150ml (5fl oz) mascarpone

200g (7oz) soft goat’s cheese

6 basil leaves, torn into small pieces

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

dressed green salad, to serve

When Lola was little she used to call slow-cooked peppers ‘red stuff’ and, at home, the name has stuck. This recipe using ‘red stuff’ came about as a result of leftover peppers from a dinner the night before. Normally I would use them up in a frittata, but this time I wanted a tart that I could serve hot or cold with a salad. I always use fresh, soft goat’s cheese, but you can use a goat’s cheese log – just make sure you take off the hard outer skin first, as it can be overpowering. This dish is perfect to have ready-made to feed a hoard of hungry people.
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To make the pastry, place the flour, salt and butter in a food processor and pulse until the mixture looks like breadcrumbs. Whisk the egg yolk with the cold water, pour into the food processor and pulse for 30 seconds. The pastry should come together and look smooth. Shape the pastry while it is soft into a round disc, then wrap it in cling film (plastic wrap). Chill for 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 170°C/150°C fan/325°F/Gas Mark 3. Butter and flour a 25cm (10in) loose-bottomed, fluted tart tin.

Remove the pastry from the fridge and leave it at room temperature for 2–3 minutes. Dust your work surface with a tablespoon of flour, then roll out the pastry to a round 5mm (¼in) thick (it needs to be large enough to cover the base and sides of the tart tin with a small overhang). Cut 2 circles of baking parchment
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