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  THE FAMILY THAT COOKS TOGETHER STAYS TOGETHER


  Food brings people together. When I was growing up it was the favourite topic of conversation at the dinner table. This was the same table on which my mother would roll out fresh pasta, knead bread dough or bottle preserves. This table was our altar, a place where all members of our family sat to eat, discuss, argue, laugh, sometimes cry – we had the best of times around it. All my family cooked, including my father, who still liked to make his own meals when he was well into his 90s. My aunts, cousins, neighbours, friends, in fact everyone I knew, cooked – the meals weren’t elaborate affairs, but this was good, honest family cooking.


  When I first came to England in 1969 I found it odd that food was not a priority in people’s lives – they mostly liked to grab a quick bite on the go or eat from a plate balanced on their laps. And, horror of horrors, pasta was out of a can! Of course, things have changed dramatically since then – the immigrants to this country have brought their national dishes and foods and we have been exposed to numerous cooking programmes on television, cookery books and magazines, enticing us to cook and experiment. More recently, with fears of GM foods and intensive farming, we have turned to organic, natural and seasonal produce. When I was young, we ate mainly locally grown food. Nowadays we can find all sorts of exotic things to eat, flown in from around the globe, but I still prefer to eat seasonally. I look forward to the first broad beans and peaches in summer, and some of my favourite produce in autumn – pears, walnuts and chestnuts.


  As a parent, I strongly believe in implementing good eating habits from an early age, and showing my kids where our food comes from and how to cook it. I was taught to respect food; the chickens and rabbits we kept were treated humanely. We never wasted food and leftovers were always used. Now my girls really enjoy making bread, pizza, pasta or gnocchi with me, and baking cakes with their mum. They are fascinated to see what I bring home when I’ve been out hunting; they are not afraid to touch the game birds and aren’t squeamish about watching me clean them. When I was old enough, my father would take me hunting – we only killed for food, never for fun – and he taught me a lot. My mother introduced me to wild herbs and mushrooms; I would go with her to the hills above our village of Minori and she would teach me to identify the different species. Food was all around us and dominated our lives. ‘Cosa mangiamo per pranzo?’ (‘What shall we eat for lunch?’) was a constant refrain.


  Family life in Italy is changing. More women work outside the home, so they no longer have time to prepare fresh pasta and the other traditional dishes their mothers and grandmothers used to make. However, Italians still want to eat well, and even if their fresh pasta is shop-bought they will still try to ensure it’s of good quality. Italians still talk about food a lot and, although their meals might be a little more rushed these days, the family still gets together for the evening meal around a table – and certainly always on Sundays.


  It is so easy to buy everything ready-made these days that I think we forget we can actually make it ourselves. Take something as basic as bread; not only do my children and I have fun making the dough, watching it rise and enjoying that magical moment when it is baked, but I also know they are eating something good. For me, this is spending quality time with my family – and I am passing on some of my family traditions, which I hope will stay with them forever.
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    Minestra di verdure


    Zuppa di borlotti e osso di prosciutto


    Zuppa di orzo e spinaci


    Pastina in brodo di carne


    Zuppa di pesce di zia Maria


    Zuppa di zucchine e basilico
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  We loved soup as children, especially during the colder months. My older sisters were the experts. They made soup with beans, pulses, vegetables and all sorts of leftovers – even stale bread. It was perfect comfort food, warming and gentle yet satisfying and full of goodness. We always kept different types of legumi (pulses) in small sacks – borlotti, cannellini, black-eyed, kidney and broad beans, peas and lentils. My sisters would patiently sift through them to discard any impurities and then soak them in cold water overnight before cooking them the next day with vegetables and herbs to make the most delicious, hearty soup. I dedicate this chapter to my elder sisters, Filomena, Genoveffa and Carmelina, for being the best soup-makers ever.


  In rural Italy it was common for soup to be made early in the morning and left gently bubbling on the stove until everyone came home in the evening. This ensured an instant warm, home-cooked meal.


  Soup is sometimes served instead of pasta or risotto as a primo (starter). For the evening meal, a light soup in the form of a vegetable or meat broth (usually chicken or beef) with small pastina shapes, and a good sprinkling of grated Parmesan is quite common. For a more substantial soup, small ravioli or bread dumplings are added. Pastina in brodo (small pasta shapes in broth) is an Italian favourite, and reminds me of home-cooking in my childhood.


  Soups are easy to make, nutritious and economical, and they can be made in large quantities to be frozen and then enjoyed when you have little time to cook, making them nutritious ‘fast food’. This is a perfect way to use up seasonal vegetables when you get a glut of, say, courgettes (zucchini), spinach or pumpkin.


  I still enjoy soup at home today, and my wife Liz loves to make it – from light pastina broths for the girls and delicate vegetable puréed soups to substantial bean and pasta soups that are a meal in themselves.


  


  Minestra di verdure


  Vegetable soup
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  SERVES 4–6


  5 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


  1 onion, finely chopped


  1 garlic clove, finely chopped


  40g/1½ oz pancetta or bacon, finely chopped (optional)


  2 potatoes, peeled and cubed


  2 carrots, thickly sliced


  1 celery stalk, thickly sliced


  1 courgette (zucchini), cubed


  1 leek, finely chopped


  4 cherry tomatoes


  100g/3½ oz podded fresh or frozen peas


  100g/3½ oz podded fresh or frozen broad (fava) beans


  1.5 litres/2½ pints/1½ quarts vegetable stock


  250g/9oz ditalini or other small pasta shape


  salt and freshly ground black pepper


  a few fresh basil leaves, finely chopped


  Parmesan, grated, to serve (optional)


  [image: illustration]


  There is nothing nicer at the end of a long day than a bowl of home-made vegetable soup. I usually throw in whatever fresh vegetables I have, plus frozen peas and broad (fava) beans, which I always keep (of course, in season, it is better to use these fresh, but if you do, add them with the rest of the vegetables at the beginning of the cooking, as they will require longer to cook.) The inclusion of small pasta shapes is to give the soup more bulk, but if you prefer a lighter soup, you can omit them.


  Heat the extra virgin olive oil in a large saucepan, add the onion, garlic and pancetta, if using, and sweat, stirring, for 3 minutes. Add all the vegetables, (except the peas and broad beans if using frozen) and mix well. Add the stock and bring to the boil, then half-cover the pan with a lid, lower the heat and simmer gently for 30 minutes (adding the frozen peas and broad beans 10 minutes before the end of the cooking time).


  Add the ditalini and cook until the pasta is al dente, following the cooking instructions on the packet. Remove from the heat, season to taste and stir in the basil leaves.


  Serve immediately in individual bowls, with freshly grated Parmesan over the top, if desired.


  


  Zuppa di borlotti e osso di prosciutto


  Borlotti bean and prosciutto soup
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  SERVES 4


  350g/12oz thick chunks of prosciutto, rinsed


  2 large carrots, cut into chunks


  2 onions, cut into chunks


  2 celery stalks, cut into chunks


  3 tomatoes, cut into chunks


  2 bay leaves


  a handful of fresh parsley, roughly chopped


  20 black peppercorns


  400g/14oz borlotti beans, cooked, drained and rinsed


  55g/2oz Parmesan, grated


  extra virgin olive oil, to drizzle


  4 slices of country bread, grilled, to serve
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  In Italy no part of the pig is wasted and it is common to use even the prosciutto bone for soups and stews. The taste is really something else. If I can’t get hold of a prosciutto bone, I use thick chunks of prosciutto (which you can ask for at delis) or a piece of gammon (ham). It is a delicious winter warmer and the slightly smoky smell of the prosciutto while cooking takes me back to family evening meals when I was a child. Nowadays, everything fatty seems to be prohibited, but when you make this dish, do include a little of the prosciutto fat – it will really enhance the flavour. If you are using dried borlotti beans, remember to soak them overnight and follow the cooking instructions on the packet. Alternatively, if you are in a hurry, the canned variety will suffice.


  Put the prosciutto chunks, all the vegetables, the bay leaves, parsley, peppercorns and 2 litres/3½ pints/2 quarts water into a large pot. Place on a high heat and bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to medium, half-cover with a lid and cook for 1½ hours.


  Add the borlotti beans and continue to cook for 10 minutes. Preheat the grill (broiler) to medium.


  Remove the soup from the heat and divide it between 4 heatproof bowls, then sprinkle 1 tbsp of grated Parmesan on top of each. Place under the grill for a minute, until the cheese has melted slightly. Drizzle with extra virgin olive oil and serve immediately with country bread.


  


  Zuppa di orzo e spinaci


  Pearl barley and spinach soup
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  SERVES 4


  200g/7oz pearl barley


  4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to drizzle


  60g/2¼oz bacon, roughly chopped


  2 large potatoes, peeled and cut into chunks


  1 garlic clove, peeled and left whole


  4 cherry tomatoes, quartered


  2 litres/3½ pints/2 quarts hot vegetable stock (from powder or home-made)


  200g/7oz spinach


  freshly ground black pepper


  Parmesan shavings, to serve
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  Pearl barley is typically used in soups in northern Italy. When I was growing up we used to have a drink known as orzata, which was made with this grain, but it was on a trip to Scotland during my early years in the UK that I came across it in soup. I have since added it to soups as an alternative to pasta or rice. With the addition of spinach, this is a nutritious and filling meal, which is especially welcome during the colder months.


  Rinse the pearl barley in cold water and set aside.


  Heat the extra virgin olive oil in a large saucepan, add the bacon, potatoes, garlic and tomatoes and sauté on a medium heat for 1 minute. Add the hot stock and bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer for 10 minutes.


  Add the pearl barley, half-cover the pan with a lid and cook on a low heat for 1½ hours, until tender (check the instructions on the packet as they may vary). About 5 minutes before the end of the cooking time, add the spinach. Remove from the heat, season with black pepper and serve sprinkled with Parmesan shavings and a drizzle of olive oil.


  


  Pastina in brodo di carne


  Beef broth with pastina
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  SERVES 4


  1kg/2lb 4oz beef brisket


  2 large onions, cut into chunks


  2 celery stalks with leaves, cut into big chunks


  2 large carrots, cut into big chunks


  6 bay leaves


  20 black peppercorns


  a pinch of salt


  200g/7oz pastina


  Parmesan, grated, to serve
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  Pastina in brodo is comfort food and made by mothers all over Italy. It is light, warming and nourishing, suitable for young children, the elderly and convalescents. I suggest making extra broth to freeze in batches. There are many varieties of pastina – conchigliette (small shells), stelline (little stars), farfalline (small butterflies), pepe (peppercorns), alfabeto (alphabet) and tubettini (small tubes). My children have grown up on pastina in brodo and they love it; even the older ones still ask for it.


  Place the beef, onions, celery, carrots, bay leaf, peppercorns and salt in a large pot with 2.5 litres/4½ pints/2½ quarts water and bring to the boil. Lower the heat, cover with a lid and simmer gently for 2–3 hours, until the meat is tender and falls apart. Skim off the fat, if necessary, during cooking.


  Remove the meat and vegetables and set aside. Strain the liquid and pour back into the pan, then bring to the boil, add the pastina and cook as directed on the packet.


  Remove from the heat and serve in individual bowls with grated Parmesan on top. You can serve the meat and vegetables as a main course if you wish.


  


  Zuppa di pesce di zia Maria


  Aunt Maria’s fish soup
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  SERVES 4


  500g/1lb 2oz clams, left in salty cold water for 1 hour, then any open clams or broken shells discarded


  500g/1lb 2oz mussels, scrubbed and wispy beards pulled off and any open mussels or broken shells discarded


  5 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to drizzle


  2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


  ½ red chilli (chile), finely chopped


  250g/9oz baby octopuses (thawed if frozen), cleaned and left whole


  250g/9oz squid (calamari) (thawed if frozen), cleaned and sliced, head left whole


  200ml/7fl oz/scant 1 cup dry white wine


  400g can cherry tomatoes


  salt


  8 king prawns (jumbo shrimp), shell on if you like


  2 handfuls of fresh parsley, roughly chopped


  200g/7oz fillets of dogfish (also called huss)


  4 slices of country bread, grilled and rubbed with garlic, to serve
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  I would like to recreate my Zia Maria’s family fish soup, but my version of it has fewer ingredients than she used. Our family loves fish soup and Zia Maria makes the best. When I was a boy we knew the fishermen well and would end up with all the fish they were unable to sell. I remember this soup bubbling away in the large pot, the aroma wafting through the village. This was always a feast and I would rush home to watch my aunt cook and sometimes help with shelling the mussels and clams. Suddenly all the family would reunite in the kitchen, including our pet dog and cat, all anticipating lunch.


  Place the clams in a saucepan, cover with a lid and cook on a high heat for about 3 minutes, or until the shells have opened. Do the same with the mussels. Discard any clams or mussels whose shells remain closed. Scoop out and reserve the flesh of about half the clams and mussels and discard the shells. Keep the remainder in their shells and set aside. Reserve the cooking liquid from both the clams and mussels.


  Heat the extra virgin olive oil in a large saucepan, add the garlic and chilli and sweat for 1 minute. Add the octopuses and squid and stir-fry for a minute or so, then add the wine and allow to evaporate. Add the tomatoes and salt to taste, then reduce the heat to medium, cover with a lid and cook for 20 minutes.


  Add the prawns and half the parsley and continue to cook for 10 minutes. Add the reserved liquid from the mussels and clams and continue to cook for 5 minutes. Using a wooden spoon, make some room at the bottom of the pan and put in the dogfish fillets. Leave to cook for a couple of minutes, then add the cooked clam and mussel flesh and shellfish and continue to cook for a further 3 minutes, until all of the flavours have infused and the fish is cooked.


  Remove from the heat, sprinkle with the remaining parsley and serve with slices of toasted country bread and a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil.


  


  Zuppa di zucchine e basilico


  Courgette and basil soup
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  SERVES 4


  4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to drizzle


  1 small onion, roughly chopped


  600g/1lb 5oz courgettes (zucchini), thickly sliced


  200g/7oz potatoes, peeled and cut into chunks


  750ml/1 pint 6fl oz/3 cups vegetable stock


  freshly ground black pepper


  a handful of fresh basil leaves


  30g/1oz Parmesan, grated
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  This soup is simple to prepare and light and delicate in taste, with the freshness of courgettes (zucchini) and basil. Liz cooks it when my friend Paolo has a glut of courgettes in his allotment and she usually makes lots to freeze in batches. It is delicious for all the family, and was ideal when my girls were babies. Serve as a starter or with good bread as a light meal.


  Heat the extra virgin olive oil in a medium saucepan, add the onion and courgettes and cook on a medium heat for about 5 minutes. Add the potatoes, stock and some black pepper, increase the heat and bring to the boil. Reduce the heat and simmer gently for 20 minutes.


  Remove from the heat and stir in the basil, then blend until smooth. Stir in the Parmesan, heat through if necessary and serve drizzled with extra olive oil.
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    Pasta fresca


    Farfalle con pancetta e piselli


    Orecchiette con zucca e broccoli


    Tripoline con tonno


    Spaghetti con zucchine alla carbonara


    Culurzones


    Cappellacci con zucca


    Pasta e lenticchie


    Conchiglie al pesto di rucola e fagioli cannellini


    Bucatini alle melanzane


    Fusilli con datterini e olive taggiasche


    Penne al pomodoro e verdurine
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  For most Italians a day would not be complete without a helping of pasta. When I was a child, my mother and Zia (Aunt) Maria would make fresh pasta at least once a week. It was usually eggless pasta, which is common in southern Italy, rather than the egg variety that is made in the north. They knew instinctively how much flour and water to use. This was always a happy time, as we children would gather round the long kitchen table to watch them roll out the dough and make different shapes. They chatted whilst working, and would tell us off for putting our fingers in the dough. They made the pasta by hand (machines were never used) and it was carefully but swiftly and expertly rolled with a rolling pin. They would use long, thin canes and umbrella spokes to make fusilli and ricci shapes and they made gnocchetti and orecchiette too.


  We also had dried pasta, as it provided a quick and nutritious meal. But the ritual weekly pasta-making sessions are times I remember fondly and that pasta always tasted more special.


  I still enjoy making pasta. I use a machine to roll out the dough and make shapes such as spaghetti and tagliatelle, while the children make nests with ribbons of pasta. I love to watch their faces as they do this – in between the odd argument as to whose turn it is to turn the handle or make the nests! I also make filled pasta, such as ravioli, tortellini, cappellacci, culurzones, panzerotti and mezzelune, by hand and, of course, the girls love to help.


  My home village of Minori in southern Italy has a long tradition of pasta-making. Many small factories opened after the Second World War, employing locals to produce excellent dried pasta. I remember pasta hanging on long canes outside, left to dry in the sun, and the short shapes spread out on white sheets on the ground near the sea. The pasta was then packaged in blue recycled paper and sold. As the industry grew, these small factories closed down and were replaced by larger, famous-named factories in town and cities. But there is still a small family-owned shop in Minori run by my friend Antonio, who, together with his family, continues to make his own pasta and sell it to the locals.


  Ladies from the older generation in Minori, like my great-aunt Antonietta, still get together, just like my mother and zia Maria did all those years ago, and make pasta. Entire afternoons are spent rolling, shaping, chatting, gossiping and producing great, genuine food. When I return home, I love to visit Zia Antonietta (now aged 90) and her friends and watch and admire. I fear this ritual will die away once these ladies are no longer with us, and that’s why I like to show my daughters, in the hope they will keep the tradition alive.


  Pasta is comfort food to me – it reminds me of home and I know I am eating a nutritious meal. When I felt a little down as a child, my mother would prepare a quick and simple pasta dish to perk me up and it really did the trick. Over the years, scientists have proved that pasta is highly beneficial in our diet – it’s an excellent source of carbohydrate, releasing energy slowly, and contains serotonin, a feel-good substance. Although my mother was not a scientist, she knew what was good for me.


  You can make pasta as rich or as light as you like, and to suit your budget. In Italy, the traditional family tends to serve it at lunchtime as a primo (starter), followed by a main course of meat or fish. However, it is perfectly acceptable to serve pasta as a main course with, say, a Bolognese ragù or vegetables, fish or pulses for a nutritious meal.


  There are numerous pasta shapes – in the region of 600 – to choose from. When I am in Italy I love visiting the supermarkets to marvel at the varieties, all destined for different sauces and dishes. Italians insist that certain pasta shapes go with certain sauces, and they adhere to quite strict rules and regulations. For example
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  Non-egg fresh pasta
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  Orecchiette con zucca e broccoli


  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Tripoline con tonno


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Spaghetti con zucchine alla carbonara


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  


  Culurzones


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Cappellacci con zucca


  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Pasta e lenticchie


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Conchiglie al pesto di rucola e fagioli cannellini


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Bucatini alle melanzane


  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Fusilli con datterini e olive taggiasche


  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Penne al pomodoro e verdurine


  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  For older babies and toddlers
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