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about the book

In this book Anna Del Conte has collected together the best of her delicious recipes along with tips, anecdotes and reminiscences about her life in Italy and London. Packed with inspiring information from the best way to make a tomato sauce and a tiramisu to more unusual dishes such as nettle risotto and chestnut mousse, each chapter is devoted to a different ingredient.

As well as explaining the basics and introducing more surprising recipes, Anna includes special additional chapters describing traditional regional and historical menus. So whether you want to eat tagliatelle with ham and peas or rabbit with rosemary and tomato, a Roman Late Supper or a Renaissance Dinner, you will find what you need here.


about the author

Anna Del Conte was born in Milan and lived there until 1943, when she and her family evacuated to Emilia Romagna. She read History and Philosophy at Milan University but left in 1949 to learn English in London, where she also met her husband.

In 1975 her first book, Portrait of Pasta, was published. After the acclaim the book received she became the first cookery writer in England to specialise in Italian food. Her books have won many prizes: Gastronomy of Italy received the Duchessa Maria Luigia di Parma award, Entertaining All’Italiana was shortlisted for the Andre Simon Award, The Classic Food of Northern Italy won awards from the Guild of Food Writers and from the Accademia Italiana della Cucina.

In 1994 Anna Del Conte was awarded the Verdicchio d’Oro prize for ‘having contributed to the diffusion of the right and documented knowledge of Italian food and cooking’. She contributes regularly to Sainsbury’s Magazine and received the Glenfiddich award for her articles in 1999.

Anna Del Conte lives in Dorset with her husband, close to her daughter and her beloved grandchildren.
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introduction

Each chapter in this book is dedicated to an ingredient or a group of related ingredients. The ingredients I have chosen are those which feature most prominently in Italian cooking, ingredients that Italians use with particular success. In each chapter you will find recipes in which the ingredient in question is either the main ingredient, or is the one that gives the dish its particular character.

There are two reasons why the book is arranged in this way. Firstly it enables me to pay due respect to the fundamental importance of the ingredients in Italian cooking – of which more later. Secondly this arrangement resolves the problem that arises when you say, ‘Let’s use what’s in the larder’ (or the fridge, or the garden) or indeed ‘Let’s use what looks good in the shops’. If you have bought too many lemons, or peaches are in season, if your tomatoes have all ripened at once or a particular fish or vegetable is in season, then you can turn to the right chapter and find a choice of recipes using that ingredient.

In the index at the back of the book recipes are listed by name as well as by principal ingredient, in the usual way, so that you can easily locate a recipe without knowing in which chapter it appears.

To allay my suspicions that the real secret of Italian cooking is to buy your ingredients in Italy, I must make it clear that in testing the recipes in this book I have always used ingredients that I have bought in the UK.

Some of the recipes are ones that I have created, some come from my family’s or my friends’ recipe books and others are derived from the inexhaustible store of Italian local cooking. A few come from restaurants, although most are dishes that I connect with homes. Restaurant dishes may dazzle in their theatrical presentation and puzzle by their complexity; home cooking should never do that, except on special occasions: otherwise it becomes pretentious.

What I hope to have achieved in this book is to have brought into focus the basic characteristics of Italian cooking. After that, I hope my recipes will inspire you to improve them, following your own creativity, inspiration and palate.

Some of my earliest memories are of watching our cook Maria at work in the kitchen. As she worked Maria sang the Communist songs that were forbidden during the Fascist years, while I watched, fascinated by the speed with which she filled the ravioli or by her dexterity in flicking potato gnocchi down the prongs of a fork. It was listening to her discussing with my mother what to do with the mountain of porcini on the kitchen table, or pointing out how the beautiful slices of prosciutto di Parma had just the right amount of fat around them that laid the foundations of my knowledge of cooking.

So when, years later, I had to cook for my family in London, I knew by instinct – or so it seemed – when to stop adding flour to the pasta dough, what a battuto should be like, or when and how you add the stock to the rice in making a risotto. The sad part of this story is that when I arrived in London, in the early fifties, the culinary scene was so bleak that I had little chance to practise my skills. The only vegetables in the shops were root vegetables, limp lettuce and cabbage and cabbage and cabbage.

In my resolve to make the best of the situation, the basic instincts and the thriftiness of an Italian asserted themselves. I bought horsemeat from the butcher in the Fulham Road, and with this I made polpette or polpettoni which I finished off in a tomato sauce or in an egg and lemon sauce like a fricassee. My friends, little knowing, roundly declared that they would never touch horsemeat or offal, and then tucked into my meat balls flavoured with dried porcini with great enthusiasm.

Slowly through the years the gastronomic scene has improved, so that nowadays you can find everything in most British towns and it is quite easy to produce un buon pranzo all’Italiana.
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the characteristics of italian cooking

Italian cooking at its best is made up of traditional dishes to which a cook has given his or her own imprint. It is a cuisine of few surprises but of deep satisfaction, of few innovations but of innumerable variations. It is basically home cooking of great simplicity, where the only important elements are good ingredients and love.

The best Italian cooking consists of dishes that enhance the flavour of the ingredients from which they are made, never swamping them with flamboyant side effects such as sauces and garnish. People sometimes comment on the lack of sauces in an Italian meal, but in fact food is usually served in the juice in which it has cooked, this being its ‘sauce’. Separate sauces are used to dress plain foods such as pasta or polenta which, in their turn, become an instrinsic part of the sauce. Sauces are sometimes added to give the main ingredient a different dimension, but the respect for each ingredient is always there, a respect due to the ingredients because of their excellence. Fish, for instance, is usually grilled or boiled; no need to disguise its flavour in a pool of some cream sauce. A few drops of the best olive oil are all that is needed.

Fish, vegetables and cereals are the mainstays of this healthy cooking. Meat, traditionally, comes second in most regions; pork, a poor man’s meat, being the most popular. The Italians have mastered the best ways of getting the most out of it by making prosciutti, sausages and salami of all kinds.

the importance of the seasons

Some years ago I visited the Renaissance cities of northern Italy in order to plan a gastronomic tour. On the last day I was in Mantua, possibly my favourite provincial city, and before leaving I went to the market in the Piazza delle Erbe to buy my favourite vegetables, so that I could cook them that evening when I got back to my mother’s house in Milan. It was a perfect September morning, sunny and warm, yet cool enough to enjoy strolling among the vegetable stalls.

My first stop was to buy some free-range eggs from a man who was very insistent that I should also buy an anitra muta, a barbary duck. We discussed its merits at length, and it seemed that the chief point in its favour was that it was just the right time of year for buying such a duck. In various cages there were small chicks, bigger chicks, chicken, guinea-fowl, ducks and geese, plus a lonely young white rabbit trapped in a tiny cage for which even I, the unsentimental Latin, felt very sorry. I was reminded of the writer Colin Thubron who, when in a food market in Canton, was able to assuage his sorrow at the fate of the animals there by buying an owl – regarded as a delicacy and therefore commanding a high price – with the sole object of setting the poor creature free. But a tame rabbit would hardly have found its freedom in the middle of Mantua, nor could I arrive in Milan with a white rabbit for my mother. So on I went to the fruit and vegetable stalls.

There were still some pesche da vigna – vine peaches, small and scented, with their beautiful greenish-pink bloom, as well as some prugne a fiaschetto – flask-shaped plums. The grapes were perfect and kept me happy during the journey back to Milan. The season’s first pumpkins were on display, but a group of local women judged they were not yet ready. They decided to postpone the making of the famous tortelli di zucca for which, partly because of the excellence of the local pumpkins, Mantua is famous. I next bought a kilo of tomatoes and a kilo of large meaty yellow peppers, both being in full season, to make a peperonata. Then, giving way to the acquisitive passion that grips me in such a market, and without really thinking, I asked a stall-holder if she had some fennel. ‘Finocchi?!? Ma, signora, finocchi in settembre!’ and she shook her head, looking at me with a mixture of surprise and pity. For a moment I had forgotten where I was: in Italy they still have seasons!

Fruit and vegetables, fish and farm cheeses are sold when they are at their best, especially in provincial towns. I remember the Easters spent at our flat in Venice, when I would go to the market at Rialto to buy the first small artichokes, pale green and so young that we ate them raw, dipped in oil. There were tender small peas from Torcello for the risi e bisi – rice with peas – and an incredible variety of local salads, both cultivated and wild. Even in Milan there is the joy of witnessing the first appearance of the various fruits: the small fragoline di bosco – wild strawberries – the cherries, the Japanese medlars, followed by the apricots and the peaches, the real glories of full summer. I still make a wish when I eat the first fruit of the year, an old superstition. And I still use up the past year’s dried beans, lentils and chick-peas in warming and comforting soups to make way for the new crop, which reaches the shops at the beginning of autumn.

The use of seasonal foods, such an important element in the cooking of Italy, can – to a lesser extent – be observed in Britain. When November comes, for instance, buy the last grapes, the first chestnuts and the juicy pears. Fennel can replace the tired courgettes, and the local celeriac will be the perfect accompaniment to all the game that begins to be plentiful in the shops. Steer clear, when you can, of the produce that is imported out of season from quite different climates, so that your dishes can relate to the time and place where they are cooked.

Just as there were seasonal vegetables, so there were seasonal dishes. In Italy there still are. In April, brasati and umidi – braised meats – are forgotten in favour of roasts and sautéed meat. Polenta slowly gives way to the more frequent appearance of pasta, and by the summer it has disappeared from the table, as have the risotti and pasta dishes with heavy meaty sauces. I remember the joy of seeing, again in April, the first peas of the season, and at Easter the soncino – lamb’s lettuce. These were followed by all the glories of the summer fruit and vegetables.

As much as the food itself, the expectation of the primizie – new season’s produce – was a keen pleasure. But although there is little of that left, we can still prepare a dinner suitable for the season.
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pasta

It is, I am sure, not necessary to introduce pasta as if it were some novel foodstuff, yet its relative novelty has allowed one or two popular misconceptions to go unchallenged. One concerns the difference between fresh pasta and dried pasta, and has arisen partly from the use of those words ‘fresh’ and ‘dried’. For, by implication, that which is not fresh is stale, or is second-best in some way, so that the phrase ‘fresh pasta’ implies that the other kind is not all that it might be. This is simply not so. There is no doubt in my mind that good brands of dried pasta are better than most of the fresh pasta sold in shops in Britain. Fresh pasta has become something of a fad here and in the United States, and yet in Italy – undeniably the home of pasta – most people eat dried pasta most of the time. My advice is that you should either make your own, a quick and easy job with the cheap hand-cranked machine, or buy dried egg pasta of a good Italian brand.

Another misconception is that pasta should be well drained. It is a great mistake to drain pasta too much; as soon as it is al dente you should tip it all into a large colander, give the colander a couple of shakes and – while the pasta is still wet and slippery – quickly turn it into a heated dish or into the frying pan with the sauce. In Naples, in fact, long pasta is lifted from the water with a long wooden fork instead of being drained through a colander, and a long-handled wicker strainer is used for draining short pasta. They say ‘gli spaghetti devono avere la goccia’, meaning that the spaghetti should still be thoroughly wet when it goes into the dish. When serving some types of pasta dressed in a thick and creamy sauce, the Neapolitans fill an earthenware jug with the water in which the pasta has cooked, to be poured on the pasta at the table if required.

Another rule is summed up in the saying ‘gli spaghetti amano la compagnia’ – spaghetti and all pasta loves company. You will need to stay around while it is cooking, unless, that is, you prefer to use the method I learnt from the late Vincenzo Agnesi, the Ligurian pasta manufacturer, a method suitable only for dried pasta. When I went to see him in 1974 for my first book, Portrait of Pasta, he was the fittest octogenarian I have come across, ‘due’, he said, ‘to eating 100 grams [3 1/2 ounces] of pasta every day of my life’. He told me how he cooks his pasta, the advantage being that the goodness is not boiled out of it. This is the Agnesi method: bring a large saucepan of water to the boil, add salt to taste and then add the pasta and stir vigorously. When the water has come back to the boil cook for 2 minutes, stirring frequently. Turn off the heat, put a turkish towel cloth over the pan and close with a tight-fitting lid. Leave for the same length of time that the pasta would take to cook by the normal method, i.e. if it were still boiling. When the time is up, drain the pasta. The water will be much clearer than usual, and you will have a dish of pasta that has retained the characteristic flavour of semolina. The other advantage is that it does not become overcooked if you leave it one minute too long in the pot.

All pasta needs to be cooked in a large pot in plenty of water – Italians calculate 1 litre (1 3/4 pints) per 100 grams (3 1/2 ounces) of pasta. The salt must be added before the pasta in the ratio of 5ml (1 teaspoon) per litre of water. Add the pasta all at once when the water boils rapidly and stir with a wooden spoon.

The cooking time for pasta is, to a certain extent, a matter of taste. A dish of pasta in Naples would seem undercooked to a traditional English palate. I was amused to see this piece of advice in a 1900 edition of Baedeker: ‘the Maccaroni [sic] of Naples is much esteemed, but is generally hard, and should therefore be ordered ben cotti.’

My last piece of advice – or should I say commandment? – is to dress the pasta immediately after you drain it. If, by an error in timing, the sauce is not ready, toss the pasta with some butter or oil; never leave any kind of pasta sitting undressed in a colander or a bowl.
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Pasta with Fennel and Cream (Pasta Coi Finocchi)

Pasta with Butter Bean Purée (Gnocchetti Alla Puré Di Fagioli Bianchi)

Pasta with a Garlicky Béchamel (Gli Ziti Con La Besciamella All’aglio)

Fusilli and Green Beans with Tomatoes (Fusilli e Fagiolini Al Pomodoro)

Thin Spaghetti with Garlic, Oil and Chilli (Spaghettini Aglio, Olio e Peperoncino)

Spaghetti with Tuna and Tomato Sauce (Spaghetti Al Tonno)

Radicchio Leaves Filled with Thin Spaghetti (Conchiglie Rosse Ripiene Di Spaghettini in Insalata)

Baked Pasta and Grilled Peppers (Pasta e Peperoni Al Forno)

Chick-Pea and Pasta Soup (Minestra Di Pasta e Ceci)

Home-Made Egg Pasta

Tagliatelle with Artichokes (Tagliatelle Coi Carciofi)

Tagliatelle with Pumpkin Sauce (Tagliatelle Al Sugo Di Zucca)

Tagliatelle with Mozzarella, Anchovy Fillets and Parsley (Tagliatelle Di Guido)

Tagliolini Ring in a Creamy Courgette Sauce (Anello Di Tagliolini in Salsa Di Zucchine)

Tonnarelli in a Crab, Tomato and Cream Sauce (Tonnarelli Alla Polpa Di Granchio)

Fish Ravioli (Ravioli Di Pesce)

Pappardelle

Pasta Ribbons with Broad Beans (Pappardelle Con Le Fave)

Spinach and Pasta Roll with Melted Butter and Parmesan (Rotolo Di Spinaci Al Burro e Formaggio)

One Egg Ravioli in Clear Broth (Il Gran Raviolo)

Cappelletti Stuffed with Herbs and Ricotta (Cappelletti Alle Erbe)




pasta with fennel and cream

pasta coi finocchi

Fennel has a distinct, positive flavour that combines well with the simple uncomplicated flavour of pasta. The shape of pasta I like to use for this dish is shells or farfalle, but other short shapes are good too. I wouldn’t use long pasta such as spaghetti, although tagliatelle are very suitable.


Serves 8

4 large fennel bulbs, total weight about 1 kg (2 lb)

90 g (3 oz) unsalted butter

300 ml (1/2 pint) full-fat milk

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

300 ml (1/2 pint) double cream

90 g (3 oz) freshly grated Parmesan

700 g (1 1/2 lb) shells or other medium-sized tubular pasta



Cut off and discard the tops and any wilted or bruised parts of the fennel. Reserve the green feathery leaves and wash and chop them coarsely. Cut the fennel bulbs into quarters and then into wedges about 5 mm (1/4 in) thick. Wash thoroughly in cold water and dry with kitchen paper.

Heat half the butter in a large, heavy sauté pan until it begins to foam. Add the fennel and sauté for 5 minutes. Add the milk and sprinkle with salt. Reduce the heat to very low, cover the pan, and cook until the fennel is tender, about 30 minutes, stirring from time to time. Add a little hot milk or water if the fennel gets too dry.

When the fennel is very tender, break it up with a fork to make a coarse purée. Stir in the cream and season with plenty of pepper. Cook over a very gentle heat for 2 minutes, stirring very often, then blend in half the Parmesan. Cover the pan and set aside.

Meanwhile cook the pasta in plenty of boiling salted water until done. Drain, then immediately return it to the pan in which it was cooked. Toss with the remaining butter and with the sauce. Turn the pasta into a heated serving dish and sprinkle with the reserved fennel leaves. Serve at once, with the rest of the Parmesan separately in a bowl.


pasta with butter bean purée

gnocchetti alla puré di fagioli bianchi

Pasta and pulses are a staple in southern Italy and Sicily. What is new is to purée the pulses, and what is mine is to do it with butter beans instead of broad beans or lentils.

My husband being something of a pulse addict, all sorts of beans appear regularly at our table. One day I had run out of my usual stock of chick-peas, lentils and borlotti, but it so happened that I had some butter beans in the larder. Having soaked and cooked them, I began to taste them and immediately, in my mind, I could taste them with pasta. I removed the tough skin, as I always do with chick-peas and broad beans, and then puréed them. The final result was quite delicious, creamy, delicate and buttery, even though the dish contained no butter. A perfect dressing for the pasta.

Gnocchetti sardi are a good shape of pasta to go with this sauce. They are available at Italian shops, but if you cannot find them, use shells, ditali or any medium-sized shape. The grated cheese ideally should be a mature pecorino because it has a stronger flavour than Parmesan.


Serves 8

250 g (9 oz) dried butter beans

1 celery stick, preferably with its leaves

1 medium onion

8 garlic cloves

2 bay leaves

2 rosemary sprigs

sea salt and pepper

120 ml (4 fl oz) extra virgin olive oil

large bunch of flat-leaf parsley, chopped

700 g (1 1/2 lb) gnocchetti, conchiglie or other medium-sized pasta

freshly grated pecorino or Parmesan for serving



Rinse the beans, cover them with water and leave to soak for 6–8 hours or overnight. Alternatively, cover them with boiling water and soak for 1 hour.

Drain the beans and put them in a pot with the celery, onion, garlic, bay and rosemary. Cover with water to come about 2.5 cm (1 inch) above the beans. Bring to the boil, add 1 teaspoon of salt, lower the heat and simmer gently until the beans are tender. Drain, reserving the liquid.

Now you can either peel the beans by hand and purée them with the flavouring vegetables in a food processor, or you can purée the beans and the vegetables though a food mill, in which case you do not need to peel the beans. Return the purée to the saucepan and add enough of the reserved cooking liquid to make a thin purée. Bring back to the simmer and pour in half the oil in a thin stream, while beating vigorously to incorporate it. Draw off the heat, add half the parsley, a generous amount of pepper and salt if necessary. Cover the pan and keep warm.

Cook the pasta in the usual way or use the Agnesi method described here. I find this much easier when I have friends to supper, as you can leave the kitchen, quite confident that the pasta will cook beautifully without needing to be watched. When it is ready, drain, reserving a cupful of the pasta water.

Transfer the pasta into a large heated bowl. Toss immediately with the remaining oil and dress with the bean purée. Add enough reserved pasta water to give the dish the right fluidity and bring the rest of the water to the table in a jug. This sauce dries out pretty quickly and it may be necessary to add a drop or two of the water later on. Mix very thoroughly, sprinkle with the remaining parsley and serve at once. Hand round a bowl of grated pecorino or Parmesan.

preparation

The bean purée can be prepared up to 2 days in advance and refrigerated. It also freezes well. Add the oil when you reheat it.


pasta with a garlicky béchamel

gli ziti con la besciamella all’aglio

I discovered this recipe when I was doing the research for my Gastronomy of Italy; it is in a book by the Duke Alberto Denti di Pirajno, called Il gastronomo educato, which has since become one of my favourites. The flavour of garlic is just enough to give an edge to the béchamel. Denti di Pirajno was a Sicilian, and ziti are one of the shapes of pasta much favoured in Sicily. They are ideal for this dish. It is best to make this dish in the spring, when the new, sweet garlic is in the shops.


Serves 3–4

2 heads of garlic

a thin béchamel sauce made with 30 g (1 oz) unsalted butter, 20 g (3/4 oz) flour and 50 ml (3/4 pint) full-fat milk

350 g (12 oz) ziti, penne or other large tubular pasta

30 g (1 oz) unsalted butter

20 g (3/4 oz) plain flour

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

45 g (1 1/2 oz) freshly grated Parmesan, plus extra grated Parmesan for serving



Roughly peel the garlic cloves and put them in a small saucepan. Add about 250 ml (9 fl oz) of water and bring to the boil. Cover the pan with a tight-fitting lid, turn the heat down to minimum (I use a flame disperser) and simmer for 1 1/2 hours. Check every now and then that the water has not evaporated and add more boiling water if necessary. By the end of the cooking time you should have about 150 ml (1/4 pint) of liquid still in the pan. Put the contents of the pan in a food processor and whiz to a purée, then spoon it back into the pan.

Make a very thin béchamel (see here).

If you are using ziti, break them into 6 cm (2 1/2 inch) lengths. Cook the pasta in the usual way in plenty of boiling salted water.

Return the garlic purée pan to the heat.

Blend the butter and flour together with a fork and add, a little at a time, to the garlic purée, while beating with a small metal whisk. Cook for a minute or two and then add to the béchamel. Season with salt and pepper if desired.

Drain the pasta (but do not overdrain it) and transfer immediately to a heated bowl. Toss well with the sauce and with the Parmesan and serve immediately, with more Parmesan handed round separately.


fusilli and green beans with tomatoes

fusilli e fagiolini al pomodoro

A pasta dish for the summer when green beans and tomatoes are at their best.


Serves 6

600 g (1 1/4 lb) green beans

salt

1 onion, finely chopped

8 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

8 medium-sized ripe tomatoes, blanched and skinned

pepper

600 g (1 1/4 lb) fusilli

a dozen basil leaves

freshly grated Parmesan for serving



Top and tail the beans and wash well. Cook in plenty of boiling salted water for 5 minutes. Drain and refresh under cold water. Do remember that green beans need to cook in water that is quite salty, more so than any other vegetable. Cut the beans into pieces of the same length as the fusilli, and set aside.

Put the onion and half the oil in a sauté or frying pan large enough to contain the beans and the pasta. If necessary use 2 smaller pans, dividing the ingredients in half and using a little more oil. Add a sprinkling of salt, which will help the onion to release its moisture, thus preventing it from burning. Cook for about 10 minutes, stirring frequently and pressing the onion down to squeeze out its juices, then add the beans.

Cut the tomatoes in half and squeeze out and discard the seeds and water. Chop the flesh coarsely and add to the onion and beans. Season with plenty of pepper and cook over a very low heat until the beans are tender, adding a couple of tablespoons of hot water twice during the cooking, which will take about 20–25 minutes. Stewed beans should be cooked until they are tender; they should not be crunchy.

While the beans are cooking, cook the pasta in plenty of boiling salted water. Drain well – fusilli keep enough water in their spirals – and transfer to the pan with the beans. Add the rest of the oil and stir-fry for a minute or two. Serve at once, preferably from the pan. Hand a bowl of Parmesan round separately.

preparation

The beans can be cooked in the tomato sauce up to 2 days in advance and kept covered in the refrigerator. Heat slowly before you add the oil and the pasta, which must be cooked at the last minute.


thin spaghetti with garlic, oil and chilli

spaghettini aglio, olio e peperoncino

This is possibly the easiest and best spaghetti dish, an ideal choice for a lunch party in the summer. When you cook pasta for a large number of people, I find it easer to use the Agnesi method, as described here.


Serves 6

450 g (1 lb) thin spaghettini

sea salt

150 ml (1/4 pint) extra virgin olive oil

6 garlic cloves, peeled and sliced

2 or 3 dried chillies, according to taste, seeded and crumbled



Cook the pasta in plenty of boiling salted water.

Meanwhile put the oil, garlic and chillies in a frying pan large enough to hold all the pasta. Cook for 1 minute over a low heat. As soon as the garlic aroma rises, the sauce is ready. Draw off the heat immediately or the garlic may burn, and this would ruin the taste.

When the pasta is ready, drain it through a colander, reserving a cupful of the water. Transfer the pasta immediately to the frying pan. Stir-fry for a minute or so, lifting the spaghettini high into the air so that every strand is beautifully glistening with oil. Add a couple of tablespoons of the reserved pasta water if the dish seems a bit too dry. Serve at once, preferably straight from the pan.

No cheese is needed for this typically Neapolitan quick pasta.

preparation

This dish, like every pasta dish, must be made at the last minute. Spaghettini cook in about 6 minutes.


spaghetti with tuna and tomato sauce

spaghetti al tonno

This recipe differs from the usual one for a sauce with tuna in that here the tuna is not cooked. As a result the taste of the tuna comes through more clearly.


Serves 3–4

1 or 2 garlic cloves, according to taste

5 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

6 peeled tomatoes, coarsely chopped

10 black olives, stoned and cut into strips

1 tbsp capers, rinsed and dried

12 fresh basil leaves, torn

sea salt and pepper

300 g (10 oz) spaghetti

200 g (7 oz) good tuna, packed in olive oil



Peel and cut the garlic into thick slices. Put it in a small saucepan with half the oil, the tomatoes, olives and capers. Bring to the boil and then add the basil and half a teaspoon of salt, and cook for 5 minutes.

Cook the pasta as usual in plenty of boiling salted water.

Meanwhile drain the tuna, flake it and put into a serving bowl. Mix in the remaining oil and plenty of pepper.

When the spaghetti are done lift them out of the water with a wooden fork or a spaghetti lifter, or drain through a colander, and transfer to the bowl with the tuna. If you use a colander, reserve a cup of the water in which the pasta cooked. Mix in the tomato sauce and toss very thoroughly. If the dish seems too dry, add a little of the reserved water, and serve at once.


radicchio leaves filled with thin spaghetti

conchiglie rosse ripiene di spaghettini in insalata

Remember that cold pasta must be more al dente than hot pasta. This is a perfect antipasto for a summer party. I prefer olives with the stone to the pitted sort, because they have more flavour, but if your guests don’t like spitting, buy good pitted olives without any stuffing and with as little dressing as possible. The dressing must be made by you.


Serves 12

2 or 3 large radicchio heads

450 g (1 lb) spaghettini

sea salt

120 ml (4 fl oz) extra virgin olive oil

60 g (2 oz) flat-leaf parsley

2 garlic cloves, peeled

2 dried chillies

freshly ground black pepper

225 g (8 oz) black olives

5 tbsp capers, rinsed

8 hard-boiled eggs



Cut the core of the radicchio heads and unfurl the outside leaves very gently so that they remain whole. Keep the rest of the radicchio for a salad. Wash the leaves, dry very thoroughly and place them on one or two large dishes. You will need 12 large leaves.

Cook the spaghettini in plenty of salted water. It cooks quite quickly, and when serving it cold you should drain it when you think it is still on the undercooked side. Drain and refresh it under cold water. Drain again and then transfer to a large bowl. Pat dry with kitchen paper. Toss with half the oil and allow to cool.

About 2 hours before you want to serve the pasta, chop together, by hand or in a food processor, the parsley, garlic and chillies. Add the mixture to the spaghettini and toss thoroughly with the rest of the oil. Taste and add salt and pepper if necessary.

Fill each radicchio leaf with a forkful or two of spaghettini. Sprinkle the olives and the capers over it. Cut the eggs in segments and garnish each leaf and the dish with them.

preparation

The radicchio leaves can be prepared up to 1 day in advance and kept in the fridge in a covered container. The pasta can be cooked and partly dressed with the oil up to 8 hours ahead, but it must be finished off no longer than 4 hours in advance.


baked pasta and grilled peppers

pasta e peperoni al forno

This robust dish epitomises the flavour and aroma of southern Italian cooking. The recipe is from Basilicata, where chilli is a favourite spice. Buy very fresh, meaty peppers – the heavier they are, the more pulp they have – and use the best extra virgin olive oil. The grilling and peeling of the peppers is rather laborious, but quite necessary so as to release their flavour and rid them of the skin. Use dried pasta, not fresh, and preferably a medium-sized tubular shape such as penne.


Serves 3–4

700 g (1 1/2 lb) mixed yellow, red and green peppers

1 tsp oregano

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

6 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

1–2 garlic cloves, according to taste, peeled and finely sliced

2 tbsp dried breadcrumbs

2 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

a few leaves of fresh basil, torn

1/2 dried chilli or 1 fresh chilli, seeded and chopped

12 black olives, stoned and cut into strips

1 tsp anchovy paste

300 g (10 oz) penne



Wash and dry the peppers. Grill them under a preheated gas grill or on a wire rack directly over a gas flame. (I find the latter method easier.) Cook them, turning them from time to time until the skin is black and charred on all sides, and top and bottom. Allow the peppers to cool. I find there is no need to put them in bags while they are cooling, as is sometimes recommended: if properly charred, the skin is very easily removed.

Peel the peppers with the help of kitchen paper and a small knife if necessary. Do not wash them as the lovely taste will wash away too. Cut in half, discard the seeds and remove the white ribs. Cut into strips of about 1 cm (1/2 inch) width. Place the strips in a bowl and sprinkle with the oregano and some salt and pepper. You can do this the day before: keep the peppers covered in the refrigerator.

Now put a large pan with 4 litres (7 pints) of water on the heat to boil, and meanwhile prepare the sauce.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the oil in a small frying pan and then add the garlic, the breadcrumbs, parsley, basil, chilli, olives and the anchovy paste, and cook, stirring constantly, for about 2 minutes. Taste and check the salt.

Heat the oven to 200°C (400°F) mark 6.

When the water for the pasta is boiling fast, add about 1 1/2 tablespoons of cooking salt. Bring the water back to a fast boil and then add the penne. Stir and cook until al dente. Scoop out of the pan about half a mug of boiling water and reserve. Drain the pasta and return it to the pan. Toss with 3 tablespoons of the oil and add 2 or 3 tablespoons of the reserved water and the breadcrumbs mixture. Mix thoroughly. If the pasta seems too dry, add a little more reserved water.

Grease a medium-sized ovenproof dish and put about half the pasta into it.

Cover with half the peppers, then with the rest of the pasta, and top with the other half of the pepper strips, taking care that all the pasta is covered by the peppers. Pour over the remaining oil in a thin stream. Place the dish in the oven for about 15 minutes. Allow to stand out of the oven for at least 5 minutes before serving.

preparation

This dish can be prepared a few hours in advance. Before serving, place in the oven for about 30 minutes so that it can heat through.


chick-pea and pasta soup

minestra di pasta e ceci

Soups are easy to serve at a large dinner party. You can prepare them totally in advance and forget about the first course. This soup can be served hot in winter or warm or even cold – not chilled – in the summer. I am afraid you cannot use tinned chick-peas for this recipe because you need the liquid in which the chick-peas have cooked. You have to buy dried chick-peas, soak them and cook them yourself, which, frankly, is not a great problem, since you just put them on and let them simmer slowly until they are properly cooked, not al dente, please.


Serves 10–12

600 g (1 1/4 lb) dried chick-peas, preferably the large ones

1 tbsp bicarbonate of soda

3 tbsp flour

3 tbsp sea salt

4.5 litres (7 3/4 pints) vegetable stock

4–5 fresh rosemary sprigs

12 garlic cloves, chopped

180 ml (6 fl oz) extra virgin olive oil

600 g (1 1/4 lb) skinned fresh tomatoes, seeded

sea salt and pepper

400 g (14 oz) small tubular pasta such as ditalini

Parmesan for serving (optional)

freshly ground black pepper



Put the chick-peas in a bowl and cover with plenty of water.

Mix together the bicarbonate of soda, flour and salt and add enough water to make a thin paste. Stir this mixture into the bowl with the chick-peas and leave to soak for at least 12 hours. It helps to soften the skin of the chick-peas.

When the chick-peas have doubled their weight they are ready to be cooked. Drain and then rinse them. Put them in a large stockpot, or 2 smaller stockpots, and add the vegetable stock.

Tie the rosemary sprigs in a muslin bag and add to the stockpot. (This will make it possible to remove the rosemary without leaving any needles to float in the soup.)

Add the garlic to the stockpot and pour in half the oil. Cover the pan tightly and bring to the boil. Lower the heat and cook over the lowest simmer until the chick-peas are tender, which can take 2–4 hours. Do not uncover the pan for the first 1 1/2 hours or the chick-peas will harden. For the same reason do not add any salt until the chick-peas are nearly ready.

When the chick-peas are tender, remove the rosemary bundle. Purée the tomatoes in a food processor and add to the soup with their juice. Stir well, add salt and pepper to taste and cook for a further 10 minutes or so.

Before you add the pasta, check that there is enough liquid in the pan. You may have to add some boiling water. Now add the pasta and cook until al dente. Ladle the soup into soup bowls and pour a little of the remaining oil in the middle of each bowl. Serve immediately, handing the Parmesan round separately (if used).

preparation

You can prepare the soup 2 days in advance (but do not add the pasta) and chill. You can also freeze it. Add the pasta when the soup is reheated.


home-made egg pasta

Here is my recipe for making the traditional pasta from Emilia Romagna. This is the pasta Italians like best to make because it is the best pasta. It is a pasta you can bite into and one that holds its cooking point well. Use the best free-range eggs for a stronger flavour. It is not possible to give an exact quantity for the flour because it varies according to the flour’s absorption capacity, the size of the eggs and the humidity of the atmosphere.


Makes enough pasta for 3–4 people

2 large free-range eggs

approximately 200 g (7 oz) Italian 00 flour



Put the flour on the work surface and make a well in the centre. Break the eggs into the well. Beat them lightly with a fork and draw the flour in gradually from the inner wall of the well. When the eggs are no longer runny, draw in enough flour to enable you to knead the dough with your hands. You may not need all the flour; push some to the side and add only what is needed. Alternatively you might need a little more from the bag, which you should keep at hand. Work until the flour and eggs are thoroughly amalgamated and then put the dough to one side and scrape the work-top clean. Wash and dry your hands.

Proceed to knead the dough by pressing and pushing with the heel of your palm, folding it back, giving it half a turn and repeating these movements. Repeat the movements for about 7–8 minutes if you are going to make your pasta by hand, or 3–4 minutes if you are going to use a machine. Wrap the dough in clingfilm and let it rest for at least 30 minutes, though you can leave it for up to 3 hours.

rolling out pasta by hand

Unless you have a mattarello – a long thin Italian rolling pin – and a lot of practice you will find this a difficult task. If you do not have a mattarello, roll out the dough in 2 or more batches, keeping the unrolled dough wrapped in a clean cloth. It is particularly hard in humid places or in a draughty or overheated kitchen. Here I condense a very long process into a short paragraph of instructions.

Dust the work surface and the rolling pin with flour. Stretch the dough, working away from you, while turning the widening circle of dough so that it keeps a circular shape. The sfoglia – the sheet of rolled-out dough – must be rolled out until it is no thicker than 1 mm (1/16 inch). In theory it should be transparent. This thinning process must be done very quickly, in 8–10 minutes, or the sfoglia will dry out, lose its elasticity and become impossible to roll thin.

rolling out pasta by machine

The hand-cranked type of machine is very good and inexpensive. I strongly advise you to buy one and you will be amply repaid within a few weeks. You will be able to produce good tagliatelle for 6 people in half an hour at a quarter of the price of shop-bought fresh pasta and of a quality you could never find in a shop. I prefer the old fashioned hand-cranked machine to the sophisticated but noisy electric ones, of which there are several at various prices.

Follow the manufacturer’s instructions, but do remember to knead the dough by hand for at least a few minutes, even if the instructions say that the machine can do that for you.

Tagliatelle and tagliolini can be cut by hand or in the machine. There is also an attachment for ravioli which is quite good, although I prefer to make them by hand. Other shapes must be made by hand and I have explained how to make them in the relevant recipes. When making tagliatelle and tagliolini, the sfoglia – the rolled-out dough – must be allowed to hang a little to dry, or the strands will stick to each other. It is difficult to say how long it needs, as it depends on the temperature and humidity of the atmosphere, but it should be dry to the touch and just beginning to become leathery. Stuffed pasta must not be left to dry.

Lasagne are easy to prepare. Cut out the pasta into rectangles of about 12 x 8 cm (5 x 3 inches) and cook them, no more than six or seven pieces at a time, in a large shallow pan of boiling salted water to which you have added a tablespoon of oil to prevent them sticking to each other. As soon as the lasagne are cooked, lift them out of the water and plunge them into a bowl of cold water which you have placed near the burner. Fish them out of the bowl and lay them on clean tea-towels. Pat them dry with kitchen paper. When all the lasagne are done, assemble the dish.

preparation

As for the cooking of fresh egg pasta, remember that it takes far less time to cook than dried pasta.


tagliatelle with artichokes

tagliatelle coi carciofi

This is a lovely dish for a party. It is easy to make, the only laborious part being the cleaning of the artichokes.


Serves 8

tagliatelle made with 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) flour and 5 free-range eggs, or 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) dried egg tagliatelle

6 or 7 globe artichokes, depending on size

10 garlic cloves, peeled

4 tbsp olive oil

sea salt and pepper

450 ml (3/4 pint) single cream

60g (2 oz) unsalted butter

6 tbsp freshly grated Parmesan

250 ml (8 fl oz) full-fat milk



If you are making your own tagliatelle, turn to here and follow the instructions.

Trim and prepare the artichokes as directed here. Cut them into quarters lengthwise and remove the beard and the prickly purplish leaves at the base. Slice the artichokes into very thin wedges, about 5 mm (1/4 inch) thick, so that the cut-up leaves remain attached to the bottom. Put in a bowl of acidulated water. Remove all the tough outside part of the stalks, keeping only the tender marrow inside. Cut it into rounds and add to the bowl. Now at last the artichokes are ready to be cooked.

Thread a wooden cocktail stick through the garlic cloves. (This is to make it easier to fish them out when the artichokes are cooked.) Put them in a large sauté pan with the oil and add the artichokes. Fry them gently for about 5 minutes, turning them over to insaporire – make them tasty – and then add enough water to come one-third of the way up the side of the pan. Season with salt and pepper.

Put the lid on the pan tightly and cook over a very low heat for 35–45 minutes, until the artichokes are very tender. Add a little more water whenever all the liquid has evaporated.

Set aside while you cook the tagliatelle in plenty of boiling salted water. Remember that if the tagliatelle are fresh they take no longer than 2 minutes to cook.

Heat the oven to 190°C (375°F) mark 5.

While the pasta is cooking, heat the cream. Drain the tagliatelle, but do not overdrain, and put immediately back into the pan. Toss with the butter and the hot cream. Add the artichokes and the Parmesan and mix thoroughly.

Butter a large and shallow oven dish and pour the tagliatelle into it. Before baking, heat the milk and pour it over the tagliatelle. You may not need to add it all, but remember that the dish will dry while baking.

Put the dish in the oven and bake for about 20 minutes. Let it rest out of the oven for a few minutes before you bring it to the table, so that the flavours will settle and combine, and to ensure that your guests will be able to appreciate the delicacy of this dish without burning their mouths.

preparation

The tagliatelle can be made up to 2 days in advance. Leave them on trays to dry and cover them with a cloth as soon as they are thoroughly dry. The artichokes can also be cooked 1 or 2 days in advance and refrigerated, covered with clingfilm. The whole dish can be prepared up to 1 day in advance, covered with clingfilm and refrigerated. Bring back to room temperature before baking, and add the hot milk before you put the dish in the oven, and then, of course, you have to bake it for about 20 minutes longer.


tagliatelle with pumpkin sauce

tagliatelle al sugo di zucca

When I was in the Cilento peninsula, south of Paestum, in late September years ago, I saw some long yellowish marrows with a pale green pulp, a type of vegetable that I could not remember having seen before. It was a zucca, I was told, with which the locals made a superb sauce for pasta. This variety of pumpkin is rather watery in consistency, yet full of the concentrated flavour given by the hot sun of southern Italy. Here in England I find that the common or garden orange pumpkin lacks any depth of flavour. So I use winter squashes, of which I find butternut and onion are my favourites. With these squashes I also make gnocchi or ravioli mantovani. These rich ravioli also contain amaretti, mostarda di Cremona and grappa – a delicious legacy from the kitchens of the Gonzagas.


Serves 4

tagliatelle made with 3 free-range eggs, 300 g (10 oz) Italian 00 flour or 250 g (9 oz) dried egg tagliatelle

120 g (4 oz) shallots or onion

60g (2 oz) unsalted butter

pinch of sea salt

800 g (1 3/4 lb) butternut squash

good pinch of grated nutmeg

2 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

200 ml (7 fl oz) double cream

4 tbsp freshly grated Parmesan

freshly ground black pepper

extra Parmesan for serving



First make the tagliatelle, as instructed here. Roll out the dough to the last but one notch of the hand-cranked machine, or as thin as you can if you are doing it by hand.

Peel and chop the shallots or onion. They should be chopped really finely, so that they become like a granular purée. A food processor is ideal for this job.

Put the butter and the shallot or onion in a heavy pan and heat very slowly until the butter has melted. Sprinkle with a little salt. This will make the shallot or onion release its moisture and thus cook without browning. Cover the mixture with a piece of buttered paper (I use the butter’s wrapping paper) and put a lid on top. Cook over a very low heat for about half an hour, stirring frequently, until the shallot or onion is very soft.

Meanwhile cut the squash into chunks, discard the seeds and the cottony pulp and peel it. Cut it into short matchsticks.

Add the squash to the shallot or onion, sprinkle with the nutmeg and cover the pan. Cook very gently for 40 minutes or so, until the pumpkin has become a purée. Stir in the parsley, the cream, the cheese and the black pepper, check the salt and then draw off the heat.

Cook the pasta as usual in plenty of salted water, remembering that if it is home-made it will take no longer than 2 minutes to cook.

Drain, reserving about a cupful of the pasta water. Transfer the pasta immediately to the pan with the sauce, add a couple of tablespoons or more of the reserved water and heat for 1 minute, lifting it out of the pan to stir so that the sauce does not become too thick. Serve at once with the rest of the Parmesan in a bowl.

preparation

When I am doing a pasta dish, such as this one, that calls for a quick frying in the pan in which the sauce has been cooked, I serve it straight from the pan. Ideally the sauce should be made in an earthenware pot of the kind you can put directly on the heat, as should all slow-cooking dishes when browning is not required.


tagliatelle with mozzarella, anchovy fillets and parsley

tagliatelle di guido

My brother Guido was a great gourmet; never one to follow recipes slavishly, he always improved on them, or so he claimed. This dressing for the tagliatelle is one of his creations. It certainly needs no further improvements, and yet it is simplicity itself. The strong aromatic flavour of the parsley soffritto is softened by the addition of the delicate egg mixture. If you can, buy salted anchovies as they have more flavour than tinned anchovy fillets. It is a delicious sauce that takes less time to make than the pasta takes to cook.


Serves 6–8

tagliatelle made with 5 free-range eggs and 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) Italian 00 flour, or 500 g (1 lb 2 oz) dried egg tagliatelle

300 g (10 oz) Italian mozzarella

4 free-range eggs

150 ml (1/4 pint) single cream

sea salt and pepper

12 anchovy fillets or 6 salted anchovies

large bunch of flat-leaf parsley

3 garlic cloves, peeled

120 ml (4 fl oz) extra virgin olive oil



If you are making your own tagliatelle, do this first, following the instructions here.

Put a large saucepan full of salted water on the heat and while the water is coming to the boil prepare the sauce. Grate the mozzarella though the coarse holes of a grater or cut into small cubes. Put it in a bowl and add the eggs, one at a time to incorporate thoroughly. Stir in the cream and add a good deal of pepper. Set aside.

If you are using anchovy fillets, let the oil drip away and pat them dry with kitchen paper. Salted anchovies must be cleaned, rinsed under cold water and dried with kitchen paper. Chop together the anchovies, parsley and garlic and put them in a frying pan that will be large enough to hold all the pasta. Add the oil and sauté for 1 minute, stirring very frequently.

When the tagliatelle are al dente, drain them through a colander or use a spaghetti lifter to transfer them directly into the frying pan. If you use the colander, reserve a cupful of the water in which the pasta has cooked.

Stir-fry for 1 minute and then add the egg mixture. Fry for a further minute, lifting the tagliatelle high into the air so that the strands of pasta coat evenly. Taste and check the seasonings. If the dish appears too dry, add a little of the reserved water.

If your pan is presentable, serve straight from it at the table, otherwise transfer the pasta into a heated bowl and serve at once. For this type of pasta I bring a small jug full of pasta water to the table – pasta dressed with eggs, and especially home-made pasta, tends to become very dry while it cools, and the jug of hot pasta water is the ideal solution, as any Neapolitan knows.

preparation

You can grate the mozzarella and chop the parsley, anchovies and garlic in advance, but no more than that. The dish must be made shortly before eating.
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