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Introduction

I had long wanted to devote a TV series to the sights, culture and cucina of Italy’s eastern regions. All too often they’re overlooked in favour of western Italy, yet there are so many amazing places to visit on the eastern side and the food is incredible. So when I was offered the opportunity to film on the Adriatic coast, I was delighted. From Veneto, in the northeast, all the way down to Puglia, the ‘heel’ of Italy, this proved to be yet another unforgettable journey through my wonderful homeland.

Venice and Burano

My starting point was Venice, the glorious city built in the middle of the Venetian lagoon and rightly famed as the jewel in the Adriatic crown. Originally constructed on wooden stilts, and believed to be sinking at a rate of 1–2 millimetres each year, it consists of over 100 tiny islands separated by canals and linked by 400 bridges, and is home to more than 450 palaces.

The sights and beauties of Venice are an irresistible lure for visitors from all over the world, but what I particularly enjoyed was getting to know the people who live and work in this magical place. A highlight for me was meeting a fifth-generation gondolier called Riccardo, who told me all about his highly skilled, centuries-old profession. Bearing in mind he’s a true Venetian, it was an honour to make him a selection of my favourite cicchetti – small, tapas-like snacks that are served with an aperitivo in local bars and are a traditional speciality of Venice (see here).

Given its history as a wealthy maritime power, and its location on the lagoon, Venice has a long-established and distinctive cuisine that has influenced the region of Veneto as a whole (see here). Fish and seafood are a very important part of the Venetian diet, and the Rialto fish market is a must-see for visitors – a centuries-old gem in this vibrant city, it is just the place to enjoy a fresh crab dish with a glass of the local prosecco.

Nearby Burano is also well worth a visit. The island is known for its lace-making traditions and also for its delicious local biscuits called buranelli. Traditionally they were prepared by the wives of fishermen for them to take on long fishing expeditions, but are today eaten at celebratory occasions, especially Easter. The houses in Burano are painted a variety of bright colours, and I discovered the reason was so that the fishermen could recognise their own house quickly from the lagoon.

Ravenna and San Marino

So much to see, so much to experience in Veneto – but soon I was on my way south to Ravenna, in the region of Emilia-Romagna (see here). The city now lies just inland from the Adriatic but used to be much closer to the sea in ancient times, when it was a notable Roman port. In the 5th century it was the capital of the Roman Empire, and subsequent conquerors left their influences on the city’s architecture and art, particularly in the form of many wonderful mosaics. When you’re hungry in Ravenna, the chances are you’ll grab a piadina – the traditional regional speciality. Essentially an unleavened flatbread, piadine are delicious with all kinds of toppings and fillings (see here).

From Ravenna we headed south to San Marino, the world’s oldest-surviving sovereign state (since the 4th century), situated on the slopes of Mount Titano. The local produce is spectacular there, particularly the amazing honey, which I combined with panettone in my Italian twist on bread and butter pudding (see here).

Riviera del Conero

My next stop was the Riviera del Conero, in Le Marche (a region sometimes known simply as Marche). The landscape is an enticing mix of sea, beaches, cliffs and gorgeous countryside, with the headland of Monte Conero dominating the area. The climate is conducive to supporting vineyards that produce Rosso Conero, a highly regarded local red wine. The pretty little town of Castelfidardo, which is nestled in the hills, is known as the birthplace of the accordion – and I got to play the world’s largest working example.

When it comes to food, the quality and variety of ingredients in Marche is second to none and the cooking is traditional, with recipes passed on through the generations (see here). With the province of Pesaro as the biggest truffle producer in Italy, the region also offers luxury foods for discerning gourmets worldwide.

The Tremiti Islands

Heading south, the next stage of my journey involved taking a short helicopter ride from Foggia to reach the Tremiti Islands, which form part of the Gargano National Park in northern Puglia. Looking down, you’re immediately struck by the beauty and clarity of the emerald sea, which also happens to be one of Italy’s most important areas of marine conservation. Only two of the five islands are inhabited: San Nicola, where the majority of the population is based, and San Domino, where you will find the only sandy beach in these islands. The smallest island (Pianosa) is often hidden by the tide. Besides a bit of snorkelling, I also got to spend time picking some fresh wild herbs, which, together with the fantastic local capers and fish caught that morning, came together in a really special dish (see here). Tourism is on the rise here, so now’s the time to make a visit.

Polignano a Mare, Alberobello and Cisternino

Returning to the mainland, I travelled on to the beautiful region of Puglia (see here). My first port of call was the stunning Polignano a Mare, another gem on the Adriatic coast, which is located just about where the ‘heel’ of Italy begins. It has everything you could want from an Italian seaside town – and that includes fabulous ice cream. In recent times, Polignano a Mare has become known for hosting the World Series of Cliff Diving; locals and tourists had been leaping into the crystal waters for years, but it’s now become an event that attracts tens of thousands of spectators.

Heading inland, the town of Alberobello – white and gleaming under the hot Puglian sun – is famous for its distinctive trulli houses and is, understandably, a huge tourist destination. Characterised by their conical roofs, trulli can be found all over the region, but those of Alberobello are the best preserved, numbering in excess of 1,500 buildings. As a cook, I always associate Puglia with orecchiette (literally, ‘little ears’) – one of my favourite pasta shapes – so when I was in Alberobello I prepared orecchiette con cime di rapa, the most traditional of dishes in these parts (see here).

Also at the heart of Puglia’s trulli region is Cisternino, officially designated one of Italy’s most beautiful towns, with its charming architecture, shady streets and elegant squares. But most interesting to me were its bombette Pugliesi. These little ‘bomb-shaped’ pieces of meat (usually pork stuffed with local cheese and grilled or baked) are a speciality of the Itrian Valley, but many claim they originated in Cisternino.

Ostuni and Lecce

From Cisternino we headed southeast towards the spectactular town of Ostuni, about 8km from the coast. With its whitewashed, flat-topped buildings perched on top of a hill, the città bianca (‘white town’), as it’s sometimes referred to, is a dazzling sight. Ostuni is only 70km from Greece, and its architecture and labyrinth of tiny alleyways are very reminiscent of its southern neighbour.

In the search for great ingredients and a little R & R I booked in to the nearby agriturismo Masseria Montenapoleone – and it was just what I needed. An agriturismo is basically a farmhouse, but it’s so much more than just a place to stay – it’s the best way to experience Italian countryside and enjoy fresh, home-grown produce, in this case figs, apricots and almonds. I made the classic spaghetti aglio, olio e peperoncino for my host using the fantastic olive oil produced on the farm (see here).

Beautiful as the countryside was, we couldn’t go to Puglia without visiting the elegant city of Lecce. Known as the ‘Florence of the South’, and renowned for its Baroque architecture, this is one of the most stunning cities in Italy. And for those with a sweet tooth, it’s heaven on earth – ice cream parlours (gelaterie) and pastry shops (pasticcerie) are filled with goodies, including the famous local delicacy, pasticciotto (see here).

Journey’s end

My last destination was Santa Maria di Leuca, at the tip of the heel of Italy, where the Ionian Sea meets the Adriatic. Its famous lighthouse dominates the bay, with the basilica, Santa Maria De Finibus Terrae (‘end of the land’), alongside. I ended my journey out at sea, gazing back at this wonderful coastline and reflecting on what incredible places and people I had met on my journey – and of course all the amazing food I had enjoyed.

So this book is the culmination of my culinary journey. I want to share with you the dishes I discovered on my trip and bring a taste of Italy into your homes. The recipes are simple to prepare, look great and taste absolutely delicious. I am quite sure that you, your family and your friends will love them every bit as much as I do.

Buon appetito and ciao!

Gino xxx





Conversion tables

These are approximate conversions, which have been rounded up or down. Never mix metric and imperial measures in one recipe.

Weights

25g / 1oz

50g / 2oz

100g / 3½oz

150g / 5oz

200g / 7oz

250g / 9oz

300g / 10oz

400g / 14oz

500g / 1lb 2oz

1kg / 2¼lb

Volume (liquids)

5ml / 1 tsp

15ml / 1 tbsp

30ml / 1 fl oz / ⅛ cup

60ml / 2 fl oz / ¼ cup

75ml / ⅓ cup

120ml / 4 fl oz / ½ cup

150ml / 5 fl oz / ⅔ cup

175ml / ¾ cup

250ml / 8 fl oz / 1 cup

1 litre / 1 quart / 4 cups

Volume (dry ingredients)

Flour – 125g / 1 cup

Sugar – 200g / 1 cup

Butter – 225g / 1 cup

Breadcrumbs (fresh) – 50g / 1 cup

Grated cheese – 100g / 1 cup

Nuts (e.g. almonds) – 125g / 1 cup

Dried fruit (raisins, mixed peel, etc.) – 150g / 1 cup

Grains and small dried legumes (e.g. rice, lentils) – 200g / 1 cup

Lengths

1cm / ½ inch

2.5cm / 1 inch

20cm / 8 inches

25cm / 10 inches

30cm / 12 inches

35cm / 14 inches

Oven temperatures

140°C / 275°F

150°C / 300°F

160°C / 325°F

180°C / 350°F

190°C / 375°F

200°C / 400°F

220°C / 425°F

230°C / 450°F
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