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INTRODUCTION

Cucina povera is the basis from which all our favourite Italian dishes come from. It’s the sort of cooking I was brought up on and still cook today. It originates mainly from rural areas, where meals were created using the limited number of ingredients available – either what people grew or what little they could afford to buy. In doing so, they learnt to value what they had and to lovingly cook dishes to ensure they tasted better, using all their imagination to make dishes go as far as they could.

The seasons played an important part, bringing an abundance of particular produce at certain times of the year in different regions of the country. Therefore, people had to find creative ways to cook the produce, so that a surplus would never be wasted and instead was preserved to enjoy at other times of the year. This is how salting fish or curing meats came about, hence the abundance of cured meats in Italian delis today. A glut of vegetables would be preserved in oil, and the end-of-summer tomatoes placed in glass bottles or fruit drying in the sun were familiar, annual rituals for most Italian families.

Pasta, simply made with flour and water, forms a huge part of the rustic Italian kitchen. Shapes such as orecchiette from Puglia or trofie in Liguria form the basis of many delicious regional dishes, which over time have become renowned outside of Italy, too. Pasta was traditionally the main staple of the south, whereas in the north, rice and polenta were eaten more readily. This is where risotto and the delicious gooey and baked polenta dishes stem from.

Bread, which we often take for granted these days, as toast for breakfast or a quick sandwich at lunchtime, has always been an important food in Italy. No Italian meal would be complete without bread on the table, but it is also put to good use in recipes. Stale bread is never wasted – think of Tuscan Panzanella Salad, drizzled with olive oil and combined with tomatoes and olives. In Puglia, a dish called Panecotto is very popular and comprises stale bread cooked in a broth, perhaps with the addition of vegetables. Many soups are made with bread – Tuscan Ribollita or Pappa al Pomodoro to name just two – each region having its own version.

Bread is also used as a filling to stuff vegetables or added to meatballs to replace some of the meat. In Sicily, breadcrumbs are used to sprinkle over pasta, often in place of cheese.
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Whenever I have stale bread, I make breadcrumbs, which I then store in containers to use for coating meat or fish or sprinkling on baked dishes or pasta. Bread dough was never wasted either; pizza makers in Naples would fry scraps of dough, which were topped with tomato sauce and cheese, and known locally as Diavulilli or Angiolilli.

Throughout Italy, recipes often include the name Scappati or Fuggiti, meaning ‘escaped’ – the escape refers to a particular meat or fish which has magically ‘escaped’, because it wasn’t there in the first place as it was probably too expensive to buy.

In Naples, when you couldn’t afford the clams for Spaghetti alle Vongole, all the other ingredients were added, but they said the vongole had ‘escaped’! There is also a recipe from Castellamare di Stabia for seafood pasta, called Pasta con i Sassi, which uses pebbles from the sea to flavour the pasta water – I can only assume and hope the pebbles were removed before serving!

Cheaper cuts of meat and offal were often used to create wonderful dishes – think of slow-cooked ragùs and stews made with these. Offal was often sold very cheaply or even given away by butchers who sold meat to the rich. The offal would be made into dishes like the spicy Neapolitan Soffritto made with lots of herbs and chilli to mask the flavour; Trippa (tripe) was made into various dishes all over Italy; also Fegato alla Veneziana – liver cooked with lots of onions, from Venice. No part of the animal was ever wasted and even pig’s blood was used to make chocolate. A lot of these dishes still exist today and have also become gourmet delicacies.

Fish was often dried and salted so it could be kept for long periods. Baccalà (salt cod) or Stoccafisso (air-dried cod) are both prime examples of how this food of the poor has become so popular and now commands such high prices. It has now become the food of the rich, and it is a treat to enjoy this cured fish, especially at Christmastime. Baccalà is eaten throughout the regions of Italy in a variety of ways. In Venice, it is cooked in milk, then reduced to a mushy consistency with olive oil and garlic and served on grilled polenta. In Liguria, it is cooked with potatoes, and in Naples, it is cooked in a tomato sauce.

Beans and pulses are widely used in Italian cooking and this probably dates back to when meat prices were so prohibitive. Italians love thick, bean-based soups and pasta dishes, and each region has its own specialities, made using whatever beans or pulses are locally grown, along with other ingredients that are popular in that particular area. Beans and pulses are a great source of protein, they are economical and can be used to create some truly lovely meals.

The sheer simplicity and deliciousness of these humble dishes never ceases to amaze me and they give such a great insight into the resourcefulness of the once-poor people of Italy. In recent years, this type of cooking has become very fashionable and can now be enjoyed in some of the best restaurants, often commanding high prices. For these dishes to be cooked at home, as well as in top restaurants, surely indicates that the poor Italians of years ago actually ate very well!

I hope you will enjoy and recreate some of my favourite Italian rustic dishes in this book – including some from my home region of Campania, as well as recipes from northern and central Italy and the islands. Each recipe tells a story and together they all form the rich tapestry that makes up the food culture of my beloved country. I have tried to make the recipes as simple as possible with easily obtainable ingredients; some recipes take a little time, but most are quick and easy for even the most amateur cook to recreate.

Buon Appetito!
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CHISCIOL

Cheesy buckwheat pancakes

This ancient cucina povera recipe, from the Alpine region of La Valtellina in northern Italy traditionally uses the local ingredients of buckwheat, grappa and Casera cheese. I’ve replaced the grappa with white wine, but if you have this strong liqueur then do use it. For the cheese, I’ve used Gruyère, but you could use Comté or a strong, mature Cheddar. For best results, use a heavy-based pan so you get a nice crispy bottom and a soft inside oozing with melted cheese. Serve one pancake per person along with a mixed salad for a nutritious meal. Buckwheat is packed full of nutrients and it’s gluten-free (although the pasta flour in this recipe isn’t gluten-free).

Makes 4 large filled pancakes

150g (5½oz) buckwheat flour

100g (3½oz) ‘00’ pasta flour

pinch of sea salt

50ml (2fl oz) white wine

350ml (12fl oz) water

butter, for greasing

200g (8½oz) Gruyère cheese, thinly sliced

Sift the flours and salt into a bowl, whisk in the wine, then gradually whisk in the water until you have a lump-free batter that is not too liquid. Cover and leave to rest for 10 minutes.

Heat a small, heavy-based frying or pancake pan (about 20cm/8in. in diameter) over a medium-to-high heat, then when it’s hot, grease with a little butter. Add a ladleful of the batter, cook for about 30 seconds, then place a few slices of cheese on top. Add another ladleful of batter and continue to cook for a minute or so until golden underneath. With the help of a fish slice, carefully flip the pancake over and continue to cook for 2–3 minutes, until the bottom has formed a golden crust and the cheese has melted nicely.

Transfer the pancake to a plate and keep warm while you repeat with the remaining batter and cheese to make four pancakes in total. Serve hot.
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TIMBALLO DI RISO

Risotto bake

Risotto is a typical staple of northern Italy. However, Timballo di Riso, also known as Sartù, is a traditional Neapolitan dish that dates back to the 1700s. At this time, rice was considered a poor and insipid food and so the Neapolitan royal cooks set out to enrich it by adding meat, cheese and vegetables and creating a substantial baked dish to satisfy the king. It worked and, over time, it has become a great recipe to use up leftovers – ragù, vegetables, cheese, ham, cured meats, and anything else you like. And even leftover risotto rice can be used – simply mix with a béchamel or tomato sauce and some grated cheese and bake.

This is my version of a Sartù Napoletano, but, you can use pretty much any ingredients you like. You can bake it in an ovenproof dish or, if you dare, try a cake tin so you can serve it like a cake. However, if you do this, ensure you have a loose-bottomed tin and grease it well. Be warned, this is a very substantial meal. Buon Appetito!

Serves 4–6

2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

1 small onion, finely chopped

½ celery stick, finely chopped

1 small carrot, finely chopped

200g (7oz) beef mince

2 tbsp (30ml/1fl oz) white wine

1 x 400g (14oz) can chopped tomatoes, blended until smooth, or use 400g (14oz) tomato passata

250g (9oz) risotto rice

approx. 780ml (27fl oz) hot vegetable stock

100g (3½oz) frozen peas

25g (1oz) butter, plus extra for greasing and dotting

35g (1¼oz) grated Parmesan cheese

1 tbsp dried breadcrumbs, plus extra for coating

1 x 125g/4½oz ball of mozzarella cheese, drained and roughly chopped

1 egg, lightly beaten

For the béchamel sauce

20g (¾oz) butter

20g (¾oz) plain flour

250ml (generous 1 cup) milk

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Heat the olive oil in a large saucepan, add the onion, celery and carrot and sweat over a medium heat for about 5 minutes until softened. Stir in the beef mince and cook until well sealed, about 7 minutes. Add the white wine and cook until it has evaporated. Add the tomatoes or tomato passata, cover with a lid, then reduce the heat and cook for 40 minutes.

Stir in the rice, add a ladleful of hot stock and cook over a medium heat, stirring with a wooden spoon, until the liquid has been absorbed. Continue adding the hot stock like this, a ladleful at a time, cooking and stirring for about 17 minutes until the risotto is cooked to al dente and all the stock has been absorbed. About 5 minutes before the end of the cooking time, stir in the peas. Remove from the heat and stir in the butter and half of the grated Parmesan. Leave to cool.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/gas mark 6. Grease a deep 26cm (10½in.) spherical cake tin (approximately 21cm in diameter) or a similar ovenproof dish with some butter, then sprinkle with the breadcrumbs to coat, tapping out the excess.

While the oven is heating, make the béchamel sauce. Melt the butter in a small saucepan, remove from the heat and whisk in the flour, then gradually whisk in the milk. Return the pan to a medium heat and cook until the sauce thickens slightly, stirring continuously. Remove from the heat and season with a little salt and pepper.

Stir the mozzarella, egg and half of the béchamel sauce into the risotto mixture.

Pour the risotto mixture evenly into the prepared cake tin or ovenproof dish and top with the remaining béchamel sauce. Combine the remaining 1 tablespoon of breadcrumbs with the remaining grated Parmesan, sprinkle over the top of the sauce and dot with butter.

Bake in the oven for 30 minutes until the rice and potatoes are cooked and a nice golden crust has formed on the top. Remove from the oven, leave to rest for about 5 minutes, then serve.
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MESCIUA

Ligurian spelt and bean soup

Spelt is an ancient grain that is used in this thick Ligurian soup, a dish said to date back to the 14th century and that forms part of this northern region’s cucina povera. The spelt, which is rich in protein, is further enriched with other beans and pulses for a nutritious and hearty meal. Although traditionally made with dried pulses, which need to soak overnight and take longer to cook, in my version I have used the canned variety that work just as well and make it very quick to cook and prepare.

Serves 4

120g (4¼oz) pearled spelt

1 x 400g (14oz) can chickpeas

1 x 400g (14oz) can cannellini beans

1 rosemary sprig

2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

1 onion, finely chopped

handful of flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped

1 tsp tomato purée, diluted in a little warm water

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

rustic bread slices, toasted, to serve

Rinse the spelt under cold running water, then place in a saucepan with plenty of fresh water, bring to the boil and simmer for about 20 minutes until cooked (check the cooking time on your packet).

Meanwhile, place the chickpeas and cannellini beans, including their liquid, in another saucepan with the rosemary and heat through gently.

Heat the olive oil in a small frying pan, add the onion and half of the parsley. Sweat over a low heat for about 5 minutes until softened.

Drain the spelt and add to the chickpeas and cannellini beans, then stir in the tomato purée, followed by the onion mixture and season with some salt and pepper. Discard the rosemary stalk. Serve with a drizzle of olive oil, the rest of the parsley and slices of toasted rustic bread.
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POLENTA CONCIA AL FORNO

Cheesy baked polenta

Polenta has always been the staple of northern Italy and, in rural communities, this corn-based flour was often the only food available. Naturally times have changed, but polenta remains a classic and popular dish, especially in the northern mountain areas, where a steaming plate of polenta is always a welcome dish during the winter. Polenta Concia is the name given to polenta that is mixed with cheese. You can eat this as soon as the polenta is ready, or, to make it even tastier and to enjoy a crusty top, Polenta Concia is delicious baked in the oven. To add more flavour when cooking the polenta, I like to add a couple of vegetable stock pots (each 28g/1oz) to the water, but you can simply use plain water and season later with a little salt, if you prefer.

This is a hearty dish that you can enjoy as a main meal or serve as a side dish with stews. It’s also a great way of using up leftover cheese – below are examples of cheese I like to add, but you can use whatever you have to hand. When I tested this recipe, I used Parmesan, Cheddar and Gouda as these were the cheeses I had in my fridge.

Serves 4–6

40g (1½oz) butter

1.2 litres (2 pints) vegetable stock or water

300g (10½oz) quick-cook polenta

320g (11½oz) mixed cheeses, such as Parmesan, pecorino, fontina, Cheddar, Gouda, Gruyère, Gorgonzola, grated or cut into very small cubes

4 sage leaves

sea salt (optional)

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/gas mark 6. Grease an ovenproof dish with a little of the butter.

Make the polenta. Pour the stock or water into a large saucepan and bring to the boil over a medium heat. Gradually whisk in the polenta, mixing well to avoid lumps forming, then cook, stirring, for about 3–5 minutes (or according to the timing given on the packet) until well combined and creamy. Remove from the heat and beat in half of the mixed cheeses. Season with a little salt if necessary (if using plain water instead of stock).

Pour half of the polenta mixture evenly into the ovenproof dish, scatter with the remaining mixed cheeses, then cover with the remaining polenta. Melt the remaining butter with the sage leaves in a small frying pan over a low-to-medium heat and then pour this over the top of the polenta.

Bake in the oven for about 20 minutes until golden. Remove from the oven and serve immediately.
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CALZAGATTI

Polenta and beans

This traditional rural dish from Modena in Emilia Romagna has a funny story about how it came to have the name Calzagatti. A lady was making polenta and beans separately, and while bringing both to the table, she tripped over the cat and, as a result, the beans fell into the polenta. I really don’t know how true this is, but polenta and beans make a very nutritious dish. I used dried beans, but you can also use the canned variety. This dish can be cooked and served in three different ways – as a gooey polenta, or in slices that can either be fried or grilled. All three are delicious, but my favourite has to be the fried slices.

Serves 4

200g dried borlotti beans, soaked overnight in plenty of cold water, or use 2 x 400g (14oz) cans borlotti beans

4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus (optional) extra for frying

2 garlic cloves, lightly crushed and left whole

60g (2¼oz) pancetta, cubed

2 small rosemary sprigs

800ml (28fl oz) reserved cooking bean water (or plain water mixed with the liquid from the cans of beans, if using canned beans)

200g (7oz) quick-cook polenta

20g (¾oz) grated Parmesan cheese

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper,

Drain and rinse the soaked borlotti beans, then place in a saucepan with plenty of fresh cold water. Bring to the boil and cook until tender, about 40 minutes – check the cooking time on your bean packet. Drain, reserving the cooking water. Set aside.

Heat the olive oil
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