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After the huge success of Gino’s Italian Escape I was so excited to be asked again to revisit more of my beautiful home country. This time I delved into the northern regions of Italy (although I say that loosely as some regions, such as Tuscany, are technically in central Italy!), where less familiar but just as wonderful cities and foods awaited me: Venice, Burano, Bologna, Modena, Parma, Florence, Siena, Genoa – all are amazing places to visit and I got to enjoy each and every one on a fabulous three-week journey.

I often get asked what I think the main differences are between the north and the south of Italy and my answer would always be quite vague, as I truly believe that sometimes there are such vast differences that it is like being in different countries, rather than just regions. The north of Italy has been influenced more by the Germans and Celts who happen to inhabit neighbouring countries, while the south of Italy has been largely influenced by the Greeks. Economy-wise the two parts of the country have stark differences: the north is industrialised – the three corners of the industrial triangle (Milan, Turin and Genoa) have become the wealthiest regions in the whole country – while the south still remains more of a rural region with a warmer climate and a more natural agriculture.

The divide does not end there, as the inhabitants of both parts of the country consider themselves to have very different personalities – some southerners believe the northerners to be cold and money-orientated while some northerners might argue that the southerners are the lower class of the country.
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I personally think that today, most Italians would say that the main difference between the two areas is apparent in the food they serve. Because northern Italy is historically a much wealthier region, their cuisine is more affiliated with richer dishes – they use a lot of butter and cream – whereas those in the south grow olives in the warmer climate which they press for oil and live off the fresh vegetables they produce.

Meat is most popular amongst the northern Italians, who use a lot of it in their cooking; they keep excellent cattle and hog breeds and as a result beef, veal and pork are the meats of choice, with lamb playing a lesser role. The way meat is prepared ranges from frying to stewing and boiling, and it is often cooked in wine or broth flavoured with chopped herbs. Northern Italians also include a lot of rice and polenta in their meals, and in the winter they create rich hearty soups, while the southern Italians tend to use tomato-based sauces and eat cured meats and pulses – and because they have a larger coastline than their northern neighbours, fish is definitely more popular than meat. Whichever region you are from, though, the Italian people are some of the healthiest in the world – so both areas must be doing something right!
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Cheese is a large part of all regional cuisines in Italy and the most commonly known – Parmesan, mozzarella, ricotta and Gorgonzola – only scratch the surface of Italian dairy. Because Italy makes cheeses using cow, goat, buffalo and sheep milks, the range of varieties and flavours is immense, with each region offering its own specialities and spins on the classics. If I had to choose three of my favourites from this part of Italy I would choose Marzolino del Chianti, a young soft cheese made with raw ewe’s milk in the Chianti region which has an intense flavour; Brillo di Treviso, a red-wine-washed soft, pasteurised cow’s milk cheese from Venice which has a fruity flavour of Italian red wine and can be easily melted – so it’s great for cooking; and, of course, the famous Parmigiano Reggiano, which is produced within the provinces of Parma, Reggio Emilia, Modena and Bologna. Italian law is very strict and the true Parmigiano Reggiano – a popular cow’s milk cheese that boasts up to 36 months of ageing, can only be sold as such if it is produced in these areas.

One thing the north and south definitely have in common is their love for pasta. Today, both areas use all kinds of pasta in their cooking, but they will still each have different versions of the accompanying sauces. A very popular option in the north of Italy is egg pasta, which has a richer colour and flavour, and a regional favourite is farfalle, the bow-shaped pasta, which originated in Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy and is used for lighter creamier sauces. Tortellini is also much enjoyed in the north, and while in Bologna I got a chance to make the real thing!

Another passion all Italians share – wherever they are from – is good wine. Italy offers a larger, more diverse array of wine styles than almost any other nation, so this paragraph had the potential to be huge. So instead I decided to mention here just three of my favourites from the north of Italy: Pinot Grigio – typically a light-bodied, crisp, fresh white wine which originates from Venice; Chianti – a dry red wine made from the Sangiovese grape in a blend that is hugely popular worldwide; and finally the very special Brunello di Montalcino. This wine is one of the more expensive in the region and is produced from a blend of grapes to create a complex flavour which ages very well. It is often drunk with meats and game, so it is a very popular choice when dining out. Of course, in the north wine is not only used for drinking but is also nearly always used in cooking too, so its production plays an important part in the lives of northern Italians!

I hope this introduction to the beautiful and fascinating north of Italy has whetted your appetite and intrigued you enough that you want to read on and try some of my new recipes that I have discovered or created on my journey. I hope that in making them you enjoy the flavours that my wonderful trip brought me and experience a taste of the real Italy. As always, my dishes are easy to create, I will never let you down and still stand strong in saying …

Minimum Effort, Maximum Satisfaction!

Enjoy, and Buon appetito!
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I don’t think I’ve ever had a meal in Italy without having some kind of antipasti first, even when I’m eating informally in someone’s home. Unlike most other nationalities, we Italians never serve just one plate of food for a main meal at lunch or dinner – especially if we are cooking for all the family. Antipasti of some kind will always be on offer – whether it’s a full-blown selection or just a simple plate of grilled vegetables, regional cheeses or cured meats and salami – with, of course, that must-have ingredient: warm rustic bread. To Italians, antipasti without bread is like fish without chips – it just doesn’t feel right. That attitude is not peculiar to the northern regions either, the southern Italians are just as particular about it!
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In northern Italy antipasti are very much put into two sections on a menu. You will probably find that they are divided into land or sea starters, rather than the traditional hot or cold. The most common antipasti are predominantly cold dishes ranging from a wonderful selection of cured meats, which are particularly fabulous in Bologna and Parma. Grilled vegetables also feature, which will be what is in season in the local area – in Pisa and Florence these are eaten in abundance. Local cheeses will also have their place, including regional specialities such as Gorgonzola, Taleggio, Parmigiano-Reggiano, and of course no antipasti course is complete without octopus salad and fresh anchovies. You will also find some amazing hot or warm regional specialities on offer, such as arancini (rice balls), crispy fried polenta and warm caponata (aubergine and vegetable ratatouille). What I love most about antipasti, though, is the presentation of all the different elements and the colours and smells that just get your taste buds flowing.

The most important thing about this course is the care and time taken to plate the food; it reminds you and your guests that mealtimes are for relaxing, pleasure and indulgence, as well as opportunities to do a simple ‘how was your day?’. We often forget to do this in our busy lives, and yet it is so important to Italian families and, I would argue, any family. So if nothing else, prepare a few of these dishes for your family, tuck in and enjoy being together with good food. It’s definitely the best part of my day.
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Three cicchetti / TRE CICCHETTI

Cicchetti are little bar snacks that are unique to Venice, so it is the perfect place to try them – you can even have a tour of the bars that serve these little plates of deliciousness! In Venice these dishes often feature seafood, but there are other options too. Cicchetti are always best served with a glass of chilled Italian white wine.



Serves 4

12 thin slices of ciabatta, griddled or toasted

For the courgette cicchetti

1 courgette, cut into very fine matchsticks

1 tablespoon chopped fresh chives

¼ fennel bulb, finely sliced

1 tablespoon small capers

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

Salt and ground white pepper to taste

For the two mayonnaises

4 tablespoons mayonnaise

1 tablespoon medium chilli powder

Peeled and finely diced rind of ½ lemon, plus a little juice

For the crispy cod cicchetti

100g skinless cod fillet

3 tablespoons toasted fine breadcrumbs

2 tablespoons mild chilli powder

1 egg

4 tablespoons olive oil

Sea salt flakes

For the prawn cicchetti

6 large prawns, peeled

1. Make the courgette cicchetti by putting the courgette, chives, fennel and capers in a bowl. Season with salt and pepper then add the extra virgin olive oil. Mix well and set aside for 10 minutes.

2. Make the two lots of mayonnaise by mixing 2 tablespoons of mayonnaise with the chilli powder in one bowl, then in another bowl mix the remaining mayonnaise with the lemon rind and juice. Set both to one side.

3. Cut the cod on a slight angle into really thin slices. Combine the breadcrumbs and chilli powder on one plate and beat the egg on another plate. Dip the cod slices into the egg, then shake off any excess and roll in the breadcrumb mix, pressing down to evenly cover.

4. Heat the olive oil in a frying pan and fry the cod for 1 minute. Turn and cook for another minute only. Add the prawns and cook for 15 seconds. Remove the cod and prawns from the pan and transfer to a plate lined with kitchen paper to drain.

5. Take four pieces of toast and top each with a little of the lemon mayo. Take four more and top with the chilli mayo. Slice the prawns into rings and place them, in a line, on top of the chilli-mayo toasts. Cut each piece of breaded cod in half and place on top of the lemon-mayo toasts, then sprinkle over the sea salt flakes. Finally, top the last four toasts with the courgette and fennel salad. Serve all the toasts together on a big platter for everyone to help themselves, or divide among 4 little side plates for individual bites.
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Chicken liver pâté with Marsala wine / PATE DI FEGATO E MARSALA

There are so many pâtés available in the supermarkets but none have the same beautiful fresh flavour as one that is home-made. Although Marsala is produced in Sicily, it is a wine that is popular throughout the country in cooking, and in the north it is served as a drink to accompany local cheeses. For a more intense orange flavour and less of an alcoholic kick, you could replace the Cognac with the zest of the clementine.



Serves 4

2 tablespoons olive oil

400g chicken livers

1 small onion, peeled and chopped

1 tablespoon fresh thyme leaves

3 tablespoons Marsala wine

100g salted butter, plus 40g butter, melted

Juice of 1 clementine

1 tablespoon Cognac

Salt and ground white pepper to taste

1. Heat 1 tablespoon of oil in a medium-sized frying pan over a medium heat and fry the chicken livers for 10 minutes, stirring frequently with a wooden spoon. Remove with a slotted spoon and transfer to a food processor or blender.

2. In the same pan, add the remaining olive oil and gently fry the onion and thyme for about

3 minutes. Pour in the Marsala wine and let it bubble for 30 seconds, scraping up all the lovely brown caramelised bits from the bottom of the pan using a wooden spoon – that is where all the flavour is.

3. Tip the onion mixture, with all the pan juices, into the food processor and add in the 100g butter, clementine juice and Cognac. Season with salt and pepper then whizz to a smooth paste.

4. Spoon the mixture into ramekins or one larger dish and pour over the 40g of melted butter. Leave the pâté to set in the fridge, covered with cling film, for 3 hours.

5. Serve with warm crusty bread and perhaps a cold glass of Italian white wine.
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Gorgonzola, fig and prosciutto wraps / ROTOLINI DI PROSCIUTTO CON FICHI E GORGONZOLA

Salty prosciutto together with the sweetness of the figs is always a winner for me. Creamy Gorgonzola works well here, or you could use another northern Italian favourite: Taleggio. This is the quickest recipe ever – even my kids only need 10 minutes to prepare this! Enjoy as a snack, or bring them along on your picnic.



Serves 4

8 large ripe figs

100g Gorgonzola cheese

8 slices of Parma ham

4 tablespoons chilli oil

120g rocket leaves

Balsamic glaze for drizzling

1. Preheat the grill to medium. Place the figs on a baking tray and using a sharp knife, cut a cross three-quarters of the way down into each. Divide the Gorgonzola into 8 pieces and stuff one piece into each cross. Wrap each fig in a slice of Parma ham and drizzle over a little chilli oil. Place under the grill for 5 minutes until the ham is beginning to crisp.

2. Meanwhile, divide the rocket leaves among four serving plates and set aside.

3. Place two wrapped figs onto each serving plate and spoon over the oil that’s spilled out from the sides of the figs while cooking. Drizzle over a little balsamic glaze and serve with a few slices of ciabatta bread. Buon appetito!
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Prawn skewers with lemon, butter and chilli / SPIEDINI DI GAMBERONI CON LIMONE, BURRO E PEPERONCINO

Prawns are so delicious as well as being a good source of protein and low in calories. This recipe is very simple; threading the prawns onto skewers makes it much easier to turn them over while they are cooking under the grill. You can make this dish as part of a lunch or dinner with friends – I promise they’ll love you forever!



Serves 4

500g raw peeled king prawns

50g salted butter, softened

Grated zest and juice of 1 large unwaxed lemon

2 red chillies, deseeded and finely chopped

Salt to taste

Handful of chopped fresh flat leaf parsley to serve

1. Preheat the grill to high. Thread the prawns onto small metal skewers and lay on a baking tray. (If you use wooden skewers, soak them in water for 20 minutes beforehand, otherwise they will burn.)

2. Cream the butter with the lemon zest and chillies and season. Brush the butter over the prawns. Transfer the skewers and the baking tray to the grill and cook for 5 minutes or until the prawns have turned pink, turning them over halfway through the cooking time.

3. Remove from the grill, pour the lemon juice over the prawns and shake the tray to mix the sauce together.

4. Lay the skewers on a large serving dish and pour over the spicy lemon-butter sauce then sprinkle over the chopped parsley. Serve with a green salad and thick chunks of bread to mop up the juices.
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Aubergine, tomato and mozzarella stack / TORRE DI MELANZANE, POMODORI E MOZZARELLA

This is a simple version of the classic northern Italian baked dish, melanzane alla parmigiana. Perfect as antipasti or a light lunch with crusty bread, these elegant little stacks contain all the fresh flavours of Italy – aubergine, juicy tomatoes, creamy mozzarella, salty Parmesan and basil-infused olive oil. Delizioso!


Serves 4 (starters / light lunch)

10g fresh basil leaves, finely chopped

50ml extra virgin olive oil

Salt and ground black pepper to taste

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large aubergine, cut into 8 x 1cm thick discs

2 large beef tomatoes, tops and bottoms removed and each cut into 4 rounds

A few Parmesan cheese shavings

2 balls of mozzarella, each cut into 4 rounds

1. Put the chopped basil in a small bowl, pour over the extra virgin olive oil, season with salt and pepper and set aside to infuse.

2. Heat a large frying pan over a high heat and add the olive oil. Add the aubergine to the pan, season with salt and pepper and cook for 90 seconds on each side or until the slices are golden brown and tender. Remove from the pan and transfer to a tray in a warm place. Add the tomatoes to the pan and cook for 30 seconds on each side, then remove from the heat and season with salt and pepper.

3. Place a disc of aubergine in the middle of each plate and top with some Parmesan shavings, then a tomato disc and then a mozzarella round. Repeat this pattern to finish
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