
[image: Cover image: Riviera: Recipes from the Coast of France and Italy by Mélanie Masarin]




[image: Title page image: Riviera: Recipes from the Coast of France and Italy by Mélanie Masarin, published by William Morrow, an imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers]



Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063445758








Dedication

To my grandmother Mymo, who used to live by the sea and now lives with the stars.

Thank you for teaching me that cooking comes from the heart.
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A beaming grandmother and her first and arguably favorite grandchild (me).
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My grandmother started this kitchen cookbook at the age of eighteen and used it every day until her last. It is my most prized possession.
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Hi, I’m Mélanie. I moved to the United States when I was seventeen, and food has since been my way back home to my French Italian family now spread between Paris and the south of France. In New York, my tiny apartment always had more guests than chairs at dinner parties—gathering people around a table was my way of recreating the warmth of home. And it’s partially what inspired me to create Ghia, nonalcoholic aperitifs inspired by the Italian amari of the Riviera and the flavors of my childhood.

I always get asked what food pairs well with Ghia and the answer is simple: the food that inspired it. Food that requires no fancy ingredients and leaves no waste behind—cucina povera.

I always thought I would write a cookbook “someday,” in that mythical future when life slows down enough to write about it. But here I am, sharing these recipes now because they feel more relevant than ever: handmade pasta for neighbors, instructions whispered over the phone on how to carve a chicken, unfussy dishes that bring Mediterranean warmth to kitchens everywhere. These aren’t recipes that require you to marinate and stew all day. They’re designed to bring flavor to every bite and slow down our fast-paced lives ever so slightly. A one-way ticket from New York to Nice, designed for limited pots, pans, and patience.

And no, I’m not a chef—that’s the point. My “Mediterranean cuisine” is my garlic- and olive-oil-scented melting pot of recipes, my delicious excuses to bring people together. These are the recipes I grew up on—fun and versatile dishes that stretch a limited pantry. With few ingredients, rarely more than ten, I want to transport you to the coastal tables of my childhood. Ratatouille, branzino, or stuffed vegetables—these recipes can last a few meals and are meant to be shared with the people you love.

This is a collection for people who want to host without stress, who have no professional training or kitchen but want to feel the joy of bringing people together around a table. If I’m successful, this book will make the food secondary—only a catalyst for moments of connection. It won’t teach you how to make elaborate pastries—I would have to figure that out first—but it will open your eyes to the twelve different things you can do with a single lemon and help you make the most of your market haul without fearing that you’re missing an ingredient. At its heart, this is a book about hospitality and thoughtfulness and an ode to summer—from the dishes I make ahead so I can be present to greet my friends to the biscotti that will sit on their espresso saucer, an excuse to make the conversation last a while longer. Excellent cooking, I was taught by my grandmother, comes from the heart.




The Head Chef: Mymo

My grandmother Mymo lived frugally yet taught me how to make every table feel generous and abundant. Her kitchen on the Riviera, where I spent every summer, was a crossroads of flavors from everywhere she had lived—from Lyon, where I was born, to the northern coast of Italy, where she would often escape. She was determined, one could even say stubborn, a trait I inherited along with many others. She taught herself English and Italian, which she spoke better than my dad’s Venetian family. She was endlessly curious and inventive. The only thing I have ever known her not to know how to do was whistle, but it never mattered—she made her own happy humming noise when lost in her kitchen, her fingers fragrant with fresh garlic as she scribbled in her kitchen notebook.

I was happy being the petit sous-chef, and most days I would get to use the fun mill to make her pomodoro. If my parents weren’t around, I was allowed to have a full bowl of it as my main course with nothing else to ruin its perfect taste. She understood that there could never be too much of a good thing—pomodoro for me, cooking with her eldest grandchild for her.

When she passed away almost ten years ago, she left me the handwritten cookbook she started when she was eighteen. It is my most prized possession, full of the rules I also live by:


	The market decides the menu.

	Make unfussy food people will want to eat.

	Follow recipes loosely and adapt them a lot.

	Share food generously.

	Credit recipes borrowed from friends.



Mymo had a saying, Il n’y a que des bonnes choses dedans—“There are only good things in it”—which really means “If there are only good things in it, it will taste good.” I catch myself using it a lot when improvising in the kitchen, though I can attest firsthand that this last statement does not always hold true.



A Coast of Convergence

The Riviera exists in between. Between France and Italy, between mountains and sea, between tradition and pleasure. This thin strip of coastline has always been a place of convergence, where influences collide and merge into something entirely its own.

This is where France relaxes into Italy, where the formality of French cuisine softens under the Mediterranean sun. The flavors don’t recognize borders—Italian dialects mix with Provençal in the streets, and pissaladière sits next to pizza, pasta with pistou alongside bouillabaisse. The place has always welcomed outsiders while maintaining its own distinct identity, where local fishermen dock their boats next to luxury yachts, and both find the perfect bowl of soupe de poisson at the port.

Step off the TGV at Avignon station in summer and Provence greets you before you’ve even left the platform—local farmers set up their stands right there in the station hall, their morning’s harvest still warm from the fields. I always pause to fill a crate before heading to my parents’ home in Eygalières: tomatoes that smell like sunshine, apricots so ripe they barely make the journey, a jar of olive oil from trees I can see from their terrace. “If Provence is the store, the Riviera is the display window,” Roger Vergé once said. The proud artisans of Provence—the olive oil pressers, the cheese makers, the shepherds raising prized Sisteron lamb—create the foundation for everything that makes the Riviera’s cuisine what it is. Their carefully crafted ingredients journey from these lavender-scented valleys to find their place on plates served with a view of the Mediterranean.



A Mediterranean “Diet”

Growing up, I learned that the best “diet” isn’t really a diet at all and that food, above all, is for eating and being happy. Mediterranean cuisine is simple: It’s built around good olive oil, seasonal vegetables, and whole ingredients, so it naturally reduces inflammation without ever feeling restrictive. As such, I never heard my parents demonize a single ingredient. Each had its purpose and place, in moderation. Pasta was good to keep me full for long days at the barre practicing ballet, and dessert was just meant to be delicious and enjoyed. At my family’s table, I learned that health flows naturally from good ingredients, careful preparation, and meals shared in good company. It’s also what these recipes aim to share.



Food Philosophy

I learned early on that the market makes the menu. The season’s first apricots are special, and they deserve to be the special.

Just like my mom and grandmother waited for the lemons to ripen before making limoncello, I’ve learned to anticipate what each season has to offer. I believe in the power of a home-cooked meal above all else, and it’s much easier to get cooking when you have ingredients that make you excited.

Whenever possible, I try to support local farmers who follow organic practices—every purchase from them is a vote for the kind of food system we want to sustain. Their carrots might be knobbier, but they taste like actual carrots—the kind that remind you why you love vegetables in the first place. When I spend a bit more on good seasonal produce, I think of it as an investment in flavor and in the people who grow our food with care. Making meals at home, even simple ones, lets you appreciate these ingredients fully.

I would lie if I said I didn’t wish I could have rhubarb year-round, so like most French people, my freezer is always full, as I try to stretch the warm seasons just a little longer.

These recipes are meant to be adapted, wherever your ingredients come from. I understand that farmers’ markets aren’t available to everyone, and the same goods aren’t available year-round, and that’s okay. The beauty of these dishes is that they stem more from core principles than strict rules and will likely work with what you have. I just want to get you cooking, and trust me, the rest will follow.
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A Well-Stocked Pantry

A thoughtful pantry means you’re always halfway to dinner. The ingredients I keep on hand aren’t many, but they’re carefully chosen. Mediterranean cooking proves how far a modest pantry can take you, conjuring up summer flavors any time of year.

Salt: This might be the most important ingredient in your kitchen. I keep two kinds: Diamond Crystal kosher salt for cooking (which is what all measurements in this book use—I prefer it because the crystals dissolve easily and stick to food better. If you’re using Morton’s, use about half the amount) and what I call “surface salts,” flaky salts like Maldon for finishing. The difference isn’t just about timing—these flaky surface salts add texture and create little bursts of salinity that transform each bite.

[image: ]
Olive oil: In Mediterranean cooking, olive oil isn’t just a cooking medium—it’s a core ingredient. Many dishes in this book are generously bathed in it, which might seem extravagant until you realize that this oil can often be strained and reused. The quality of your olive oil will make or break a dish, so I keep two types: a good everyday extra virgin olive oil for cooking and a special cold-pressed French or Italian one for finishing. A finishing oil is a little luxury that shines best when drizzled on completed dishes to add aromatic depth and richness. When a recipe calls for frying or requires a neutral oil, I reach for avocado oil—it’s my favorite alternative to seed oils, with a high smoke point and clean flavor.

Vinegars: I’ll admit to not being a huge fan of balsamic vinegar in dressings. I often find it too sweet, though I’ll never turn down good, aged balsamic with chunks of Parmesan. Instead, my vinegar collection leans toward bright, complex, sometimes good-enough-to-drink vinegars such as red wine or champagne vinegar. The entire line from Tart is a staple in my kitchen—their Oro Blanco and citrus vinegars transform a simple salad dressing, and a splash in sparkling water makes a perfect afternoon refresher.

Anchovies and anchovy sauce: A splash of anchovy sauce or a few fillets melted into your base adds an unexpected depth that will elevate your cooking to restaurant-level complexity. You’ll find them in surprising places throughout this book—even in meat dishes.



Herbs, the Heart of Cooking

In the south of France and throughout northern Italy, herbs aren’t garnish—they’re the heart of any dish. Basil grows abundantly and rosemary is almost invasive, spreading in wild bushes. While fresh herbs are my preference, don’t dismiss dried ones; they both have their place and dried herbs are better than none. In this book, herbs are often interchangeable—what matters is using them generously. Here are some of my favorites:

Basil: The quintessential Mediterranean herb, used as an ingredient rather than a garnish. Best fresh and before it flowers, it’s a tomato’s eternal companion. You’ll find it layered whole in my Green Lasagna and blended into Pistou. It’s what distinguishes a Mediterranean green sauce from a South American chimichurri.

Parsley: In Europe, we often use curly parsley, and never just a sprinkle. It’s the base of my favorite green sauce and persillade, traditionally famous with escargot but equally delicious with vegetables and seafood. When paired with garlic and butter, often it becomes the foundation of a dish.

Thyme and rosemary: These sturdy herbs infuse broths and oils beautifully. While too tough to eat, they leave their essence behind. I particularly love fried rosemary as a crispy topping on Panisse or fries.

Chervil: Less common in America but beloved in France, where we treat it as a delicate lettuce leaf in its own right. It’s often paired with other tender greens, like mâche, in the French tradition of fragrant salads. If you see it, buy it!

Dill: The classic companion to fish, dill is quite polarizing, like anise and fennel. If it’s not your taste, mint makes a good substitute. I love it with goat cheese or crème fraîche, salmon, or anything lemony. It should be eaten fresh and makes a wonderful addition to green salads or feta dressing.

Savory: My favorite herb for chicken—it’s a sleeper hit. It adds an unexpected depth to broths and meats, which I’ve come to crave.

Mint: The first summer salads with mint signal the season’s change. Different varieties offer subtle variations in freshness. Beautiful with fruit, in drinks, or scattered over fresh strawberries. Mint is for more than just tea!

Bay leaves: Fresh or dried, they’re a quiet hero in the kitchen. They work their subtle magic in almost every broth, sauce, and stew in this book. I add them to cooking beans or lentils and tuck them into braises.

Sage: More common in Italian cooking than French, its velvety leaves are particularly wonderful fried with butter and pasta.

Marjoram: Slightly spicy with a gentle kick, it seeps beautifully into butter sauces and adds an unexpected savor to cheese dishes. Marjoram works wonderfully both fresh and dried, with distinctly different profiles. A natural match for chicken and grilled meats, it’s the most floral herb I use besides lavender.
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