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Carmela Sophia Sereno is a mother of four and is of Italian origin. Her family is from Southern Italy and the recipes in this book are influenced by the teachings of her mother and grandmother – but always with her own flavoursome individuality running through them. Having pursued a variety of successful careers, Carmela plucked up the courage to make her passion for food her career and launched her own cookery school. Her business, Carmela’s Kitchen, has grown from strength to strength over the last few years, and what started out as a radio slot and teaching from her family kitchen has blossomed into a growing business offering large scale demonstrations and events, radio shows, individual private tuition, consultancy, children’s cookery classes and a guest cookery teacher at various locations. For more information, visit www.carmelas-kitchen.co.uk.
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To my patient husband James and my four children Rocco, Natalia, Santino and Chiara Boo, thank you for your support and believing in me. Love you all.
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Introduction

Family and food have always been centre stage in my life. From when I was a child to my home today, food is exciting and very much a family affair. I married in my early twenties and my husband James and I have four beautiful children: Rocco, Natalia, Santino and Chiara. Just as the older generations of my family have taught and inspired me to cook, I have passed this love of food on to my own children. Natalia, my ten-year-old daughter, already loves to cook. She makes pasta for her school lunchbox and can rustle up some fresh handmade egg pasta with a simple tomato sauce. Unless you want your family to feast on take-away and ready meals when they leave home, engaging their interest when they are young is a great way to build their confidence in the kitchen and show them some basic skills.

It is sometimes easy to take for granted the lifestyle and opportunities we have today. Though my family had property, work was short and they were cash poor. Providing food was a struggle for many years, and at the age of five my father even had to scavenge for sparrows to have some meat in his diet. Tired of their impoverished struggles in the poor regions of Puglia and Molise and wanting a better life for their children, both sets of grandparents emigrated to Bedford, England, in the 1950s. Bedford was the chosen destination for thousands of Italian immigrants and still has a thriving Italian community today. Like many of their fellow countryfolk, my nonne (grandmothers) worked in the Meltis chocolate factory and my nonni (grandfathers) both worked at the local brickworks. They had a strong work ethic – starting with very little, but eventually buying their own homes. They used their knowledge of cucina povera techniques to shop wisely, cook simply and eat well. This is my inspiration. If my grandparents could feed their children on fresh seasonal food on the lowest of budgets, then so can we!

Cucina povera, simply put, means inexpensive fresh cooking. Using only seasonal ingredients when the flavours are at their best gives your recipe more zing and brings out the best taste. Fruit, vegetables, fish and game are always more reasonably priced when in season, which makes them perfect for today’s busy, budget lifestyles. For those concerned with the environment, local fresh produce brings the added benefit of low air miles and supports your community. For Italians, if fresh tomatoes are not in season they are not eaten. Instead, plum and chopped tomatoes are preserved in the form of passata, which will then be used until the start of the next summer season. Whilst this ethos is shared, across the twenty regions in Italy you will get variation in how the ingredients are used. The more affluent north has a diet rich in meat and grains such as polenta and rice sourced from their paddy fields. In the south the warmer climate creates an abundance of fruit and vegetables which are paired with fish, shellfish and cheaper cuts of lamb and pork. Even the same dish will differ by region – a lasagne in Calabria will be different from one in Tuscany or Milan. From the top of the boot, down to the pointed toe, food throughout Italy is captivating in its variety with each region championing certain produce. Calabria is renowned for its nduja sausage, Puglia for its olive oil and Campania for its seafood and pizza.

For me, it was vital that I learn and recreate the much-loved meals from my childhood. With the help of my mother and Nonna Carmela, I have been able to achieve just that. It has been a great pleasure and a journey of discovery, on which I’ve learned about new ingredients and been able to preserve recipes before they are lost forever. I hope you enjoy making and eating these recipes – go on your own journey of discovery and don’t be afraid to experiment with your own favourite, in-season ingredients. The recipes are simple and family-friendly, so please, join me in celebrating the pleasures of simple Southern Italian food.

Buon appetito!
Carmela x
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