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INTRODUCTION

On this latest journey to my wonderful homeland to film Gino’s Italian Coastal Escape I travelled up Italy’s west coast visiting the Aeolian Islands, Calabria, Campania, Capri, Lazio, Tuscany (Toscana) and Elba. It was an amazing trip in so many ways, and I was reminded once again of the beauty of the Italian coastline, the incredible quality of the ingredients, and how passionate the locals are about their food, especially their regional specialities.

THE AEOLIAN ISLANDS

I was particularly excited about visiting the Aeolian islands, as I’d heard so much about them yet had never been there before. Situated in the Tyrrhenian Sea, 25km northeast of Sicily (the jumping-off point for the ferry), the archipelago consists of seven tiny volcanic islands – Salina and Panarea (both of which we visited), Lipari, Vulcano, Stromboli, Filicudi and Alicudi. All are protected by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site.

Salina is remarkably green and lush because of its natural freshwater springs. As its name (which means ‘salt mill’ in Italian) implies, salt is a major part of this island’s economy, but it is also famous for its delicious capers and exquisite sweet Malvasia wine. Panarea – the smallest and chicest of the islands – has a rocky, dramatic landscape and is inhabited on just one side. Cars aren’t allowed, so residents drive around in three-wheel trucks, golf buggies and scooters. Since just about everything has to be shipped in, the ferry arrivals are a riotous affair as lorry loads of goods are stacked precariously onto these tiny, basic vehicles. The surrounding waters are full of fish, crustaceans and squid. I was lucky enough to go fishing off the island and was thrilled to catch one of the local specialities – totano, the red squid.

CALABRIA

We then travelled to the mainland, to the region of Calabria. If Sicily is considered the football of Italy, Calabria is the toe of the boot that’s kicking it – and because there is only a thin sliver of water separating the two regions, their history is very similar. Calabria has one of the oldest records of human habitation in Italy, dating back to around 700,000 BCE. For some reason relatively few tourists visit Calabria (although numbers are increasing every year), but I really don’t understand why – it’s a natural paradise, with 485 miles of coastline and spectacular mountains, and it’s still remarkably unspoilt.

Food traditions are very important in Calabria. Vegetables and fruit are widely cultivated, with highlights including Tropea onions, aubergines, figs, liquorice and bergamot, which is not grown anywhere else in Italy (see here). One thing locals really know about is the art of preserving food – through salting, smoking, oiling and curing – to counteract spoilage that would otherwise occur rapidly in the humid climate. I love the fact that many local festivals (sagre) are held each year to honour the regional ingredients. I think Calabria is a very special place that still sees beauty in the simple things in life.

CAMPANIA & CAPRI

Moving up the boot I then travelled to Campania, which is where I grew up and my family still lives (and that includes 62 crazy cousins!). This wonderful region encompasses hills, mountains, fertile lowland plains and breathtakingly beautiful coastal areas, which give rise to a wonderfully varied cuisine that draws inspiration from both land and sea (see here).

Campania is known as one of the poorer regions of Italy, and that may well be the case when it comes to the economy, but to me it’s one of the richest in so many ways. The pace of life is slow, the food is outstanding and the people are warm and full of character. I know I’m biased because it’s my home, but it really has so much to offer. You can sunbathe on a Sorrento beach, stroll down the cobbled streets of the picturesque cliffside village of Positano, wonder at the beauty and tragic destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum almost two thousand years ago, feel the brooding presence of Mount Vesuvius – the only active volcano on mainland Europe – and experience the hustle and bustle of the vibrant city of Naples. Everything you could ever want from a holiday is to be found right there. I try not to be too gushing about this region, but I just love everything about it! And of course there is also the gorgeous neighbouring island of Capri, which is pure opulence with its designer shops and elite restaurants. The must-see site on Capri is the Blue Grotto, a dark cavern where the sea glows electric blue. It is truly magical.

If you ever visit Campania – which you really should if you can – you simply must try the buffalo mozzarella; what many of you know as mozzarella is just not the real thing. And the Neapolitan pizzas – wow … and the freshly caught seafood … and the ice cream … ahhhhhhhhh … OK, I’m getting carried away. Maybe I’d better move on to the next region …

LAZIO

My travels then took me to Lazio, in central Italy, home of the capital city of Rome. Of course, everyone loves to visit Rome – its history and architecture are phenomenal and there is so much to do there, but if you visit the city do try to build in more time so you can venture outside to experience the great pleasures that await you in the rest of this fascinating region. Of Lazio’s 5.8 million inhabitants 4 million live in Rome, so you can see that once you leave the city you can certainly find plenty of peace and quiet in the surrounding areas. There are spectacular nature reserves, stunning lakes and wonderful old stone-built villages. The ancient coastal city of Gaeta, just over 100km south of Rome, is also a must. There you’ll find the distinctive Gaeta olives and tiella, a delicious snack food, as well as many other local specialities (see here).

The food in Lazio can be sophisticated or simple and down to earth. Generally, it is richer and more robustly flavoured than the cuisine of neighbouring regions. Braised meat and slow-cooked stews are popular, and appetising dishes are made out of traditional ‘poor man’s’ ingredients such as offal. Some of the best-known pasta sauces originate in this region (including carbonara and arrabbiata), and the pasta itself tends to be thick and chunky. Other staples include polenta and gnocchi. Pulses and seafood are popular in the region, and fresh vegetables feature prominently in Lazio cuisine, as the fertile volcanic soil around Rome is ideal for their cultivation.

TUSCANY & ELBA

My final stop was Tuscany. This region, especially Florence, is regarded as the birthplace of the Renaissance, and art and fashion are still as important as ever. However, it also has a more rustic side, which I experienced when I spent an amazing day herding cattle with the famous Tuscan cowboys (butteri). The Tuscan style of cooking is generally fairly rustic too, and I love it. Locals seek out only the freshest seasonal produce, so incredible meals are created from whatever is at its best in the market that day. Although the cuisine can be regarded as basic, because it generally doesn’t include lots of sauces or spices, the amazing quality of the raw ingredients (see here) means that dishes are always full of flavour. White truffles are a special treat that appear in October and November in San Miniato, and the beef from the Chiana Valley is outstanding, so perfect for the popular local speciality bistecca alla fiorentina (Florentine steak). As well as tasting delicious, Tuscan food is hearty and filling, probably because bread (often unsalted) is served in or with most dishes. Tuscan wine is also excellent.

I must reserve a special mention for Elba – a stunning, quaint island 10km off the coast of Tuscany. It holds particularly fond memories for me, as it was where I spent my first-ever family holiday. As you may know, this is where Napoleon was exiled for nine months. Quite honestly, I don’t know why he didn’t just stay and enjoy the rest of his life here – it’s hard to think of a better place to retire or be banished to! You’re constantly reminded of Napoleon’s presence on Elba, but funnily enough when I think of the island what comes to mind first is tasting a pizza made with chickpea flour. At first I was sceptical, but after tasting the pizza I was well and truly converted!

In this brief introduction I have tried to describe some of the wonderful places I was lucky enough to visit and have only touched on the exciting regional ingredients and specialities I discovered there, but you’ll find plenty more information on these elsewhere in the book. I know that some of you may never visit Italy, but hopefully with these simple and delicious recipes, which were inspired by my recent trip, I can bring a little bit of Italy to you.

Buon appetito!

Gino xxx

 

Whenever I travel around Italy I can’t resist trying out a wide range of new and different antipasti – for me, they’re frequently the highlight of the meal. For this book I’ve chosen recipes that have a real ‘wow’ factor. They look and taste amazing, yet the ingredients are mostly easy to find and the dishes simple to prepare – I firmly believe ’special’ doesn’t have to mean complicated. If you’re on the Italian coast you’ll always find antipasti di pesce (seafood antipasti), so I’ve included a good selection of seafood recipes here, including tuna carpaccio (raw tuna), two fish salads, fritto misto (mixed fried seafood), a seafood gratin and a traditional fish soup. The other dishes feature meat, vegetables, cheese and even fruit. Generally, hot antipasti are served only before a light meal in Italy.
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AMALFI-STYLE FISH SOUP


 

SALT COD & POTATO SALAD WITH RED ONION & CAPERS

INSALATONA DI BACCALÀ CON PATATE, CIPOLLE ROSSE E CAPPERI

Baccalà is cod that has been preserved in salt and then air-dried. In the days before refrigeration and good transport links it was preserved out of necessity, so those living inland could enjoy fish all year round. Today there is still a great demand for salt cod, even in coastal areas where fresh fish is abundant – in Calabria, which is surrounded by the sea, it is one of the most popular forms of seafood. It is less widely available in Britain, but you can usually find it in large supermarkets, Italian delis or online. Before cooking, always soak the fish in cold water for 48 hours to rehydrate it and remove excess salt.

Serves 6


450g salt cod, cut into 6 equal-sized pieces

500g Charlotte potatoes, scrubbed

1 large red onion, peeled and finely sliced

30g capers, drained

3 tablespoons chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley



For the dressing


60ml freshly squeezed lemon juice

2 garlic cloves, peeled and crushed

100ml extra virgin olive oil

Pinch of salt



1] To prepare the salt cod, rinse thoroughly under cold running water. Place in a large bowl and pour over cold water then cover with cling film and refrigerate. Leave to soak for 48 hours, changing the water often. Drain and rinse.

2] Place the fish in a medium saucepan with 2 litres of cold unsalted water. Bring to the boil then reduce the heat and simmer for 10 minutes. To test if the cod is done, pull back a small piece of flesh with a fork – it should flake easily. Drain and set aside to cool.

3] Put the potatoes in a medium saucepan and cover with cold unsalted water. Bring to the boil. Reduce the heat and simmer for 20 minutes or until the potatoes feel tender when pierced with a knife. Drain and set aside to cool.

4] To make the dressing, put the lemon juice and garlic in a small bowl and gradually whisk in the olive oil. Add the salt.

5] Place the onion, capers and parsley in a large bowl. Using a fork or your fingers, flake the cooled fish into the bowl, discarding any skin and bones.

6] Slice the cooled potatoes into rounds about 1cm thick and add to the bowl with the fish. Pour over the dressing and gently stir to combine. Transfer to a serving platter.
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TUNA CARPACCIO WITH ROCKET, CAPERS & BALSAMIC

CARPACCIO DI TONNO CON RUCOLA, CAPPERI E BALSAMICO

This dish looks amazing and requires no cooking whatsoever, so it’s perfect for when you’re entertaining. To make life even easier, you can assemble it up to an hour ahead while you enjoy an aperitivo with your guests. The sweetness of the balsamic glaze and the saltiness of the capers is a combination made in heaven. It’s vital to use very fresh, good-quality tuna for this dish. Serve with toasted ciabatta and a bottle of chilled sparkling wine such as Franciacorta.

Serves 4


300g tuna loin fillet

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

60g rocket leaves

3 tablespoons nonpareille capers, drained

4 tablespoons balsamic glaze

Sea salt flakes

Freshly ground black pepper



1] Wrap the tuna tightly in cling film to create a cylindrical shape. Place in the freezer for about 3 hours until firm but not frozen hard. Put 4 flat serving plates in the fridge.

2] Remove the tuna from the freezer and discard the cling film. Place the fish on a board. Using a very sharp, long-bladed knife, cut across into very thin slices, about the same thickness as smoked salmon.

3] Arrange the tuna slices on the chilled plates. Drizzle over the oil and sprinkle over a few sea salt flakes and a little pepper.

4] Arrange the rocket along the top of the tuna and scatter over the capers. Drizzle over the balsamic glaze.
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SEARED SALMON SALAD

INSALATA CON SALMONE SCOTTATO

Salmon is not native to southern Italy, but it often features on the menus of trendy establishments. The chefs like to get creative, combining the rich, oily fish with classic Italian flavours like olives, orange, lemon, fennel, tomatoes and extra virgin olive oil. In this recipe you can use rocket instead of spinach if you prefer, and feel free to add olives or capers for added depth of flavour. Serve with warm, crusty bread.

Serves 6


500g skinned salmon fillet

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

350g frozen podded broad beans

350g baby spinach leaves

1 large fennel bulb, cored

Salt and freshly ground black pepper



For the dressing


Grated zest and juice of ½ unwaxed orange

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil



1] Brush the salmon with the oil and season both sides with salt. Place a large frying pan over a medium to high heat. When hot, add the salmon and fry for 6 minutes, then turn and fry for a further 3 minutes. Set aside to cool.

2] Put the broad beans in a small pan and cover with water. Bring to the boil, cover and simmer for 3 minutes. Drain and rinse under cold running water then slip the beans out of their skins. Put in a medium bowl and add the spinach.

3] Slice the fennel very finely lengthways, either on a mandolin or using a sharp knife. Put in the bowl with the beans and spinach.

4] To make the dressing, combine the orange zest and juice and mustard in a small bowl. Gradually add the oil, whisking vigorously as you go, then season with salt and pepper.

5] Pour half the dressing over the vegetables and gently toss together. Transfer to a large serving platter.

6] Using a fork or your fingers, flake the cooled fish into large chunks and scatter them over the salad. Drizzle over the remaining dressing and season with salt and pepper.
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BEEF CARPACCIO WITH HORSERADISH & PARMESAN CREAM SAUCE

CARPACCIO DI MANZO CON CREMINA AL PARMIGIANO E RAFANO

Beef carpaccio is one of those dishes that you tend to order in a restaurant, thinking you could never make it at home. It looks so impressive, yet it’s actually incredibly simple. The slicing is the hardest part, but if you freeze the beef for 30 minutes first it will be a lot easier. The horseradish and Parmesan cream sauce in this recipe perfectly complement the raw beef. Serve with toasted ciabatta.

Serves 4


300g beef fillet (ideally the centre cut)

35g frisée lettuce

20g Parmesan cheese shavings



For the sauce


100ml double cream

1 teaspoon hot horseradish sauce

1 teaspoon white wine vinegar

1½ tablespoons freshly grated Parmesan cheese

Freshly ground black pepper



1] To make the sauce, put the cream, horseradish sauce, vinegar and Parmesan in a small bowl. Season with pepper and stir to combine. Cover with cling film and chill until ready to serve.

2] Using a sharp knife, slice the beef very thinly. Place a slice between two layers of cling film. Using a meat mallet or heavy-based pan, pound the meat as thinly as possible without tearing it. Repeat for all the slices. Arrange the beef on a large serving platter.

3] Pile the frisée lettuce on top of the beef, drizzle over the Parmesan and horseradish cream and scatter over
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