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ITALY IS MY HOMELAND. The land where I grew up as a child and the land that shapes the way I cook and eat today.

Food was always a huge part of my childhood. My grandfather was head chef at Costa Cruises, so I grew up with good food and knowing the importance of good-quality ingredients.

I hated school and am quite happy to admit that I hardly ever went, but at the age of 13 I found my direction in life: food. I enrolled at the Luigi de Medici catering college in Naples and finally found somewhere I wanted to attend every day. Being surrounded by food and cooking all day just seemed so natural.

After finishing college and working in Italy for a bit, I decided that I needed to venture to pastures new. When I was 20 years old I moved to London to work in restaurants and forge my career in food.

The UK is now my home and where my family live, but I still have firm roots in Italy. I guess there are two reasons for this. First, traditions and food culture are bred into every Italian, and living in a different country, even for 16 years, will never dilute them – I still cook Italian food every day and we are lucky enough to visit Italy on family holidays. Second, Italian cuisine, with its emphasis on simple, good-quality ingredients enjoyed in the company of family and friends, is such a simple formula that it works wherever you are in the world.

When I do venture back to Italy, family is always at the forefront of my mind. In true Italian style many of my close relatives still live in the area where we grew up. Aunts live next door or close to my cousins, grandparents live within walking distance of their grandchildren, and doors are left open for the family to gather in whichever house happens to be at the heart of the family on that particular day or with whoever has a pot of pasta boiling away.

I love going back there to see everybody, and when filming for my TV series I finally got to cook for them. Believe it or not, I have never cooked for my extended family. If they come to the UK, they want to sample the various amazing restaurants we have here (they are unlikely to find a curry house in Torre del Greco), and if we go to Italy, they want to cook for me. So this was my opportunity to cook for them and, to be honest, I was a little nervous about it. Cooking in other people’s kitchens can sometimes be a bit awkward but the famous Italian hospitality means that they are offended if you don’t treat their house as your own – mess and all!

Family is at the centre of any Italian table, and this was especially brought home to me on my various adventures around the south of Italy, from the lemon groves on the Amalfi coast, where Salvatore and his family both grew the lemons and made limoncello from them, to Casolare da Tobia, the family-run restaurant on the volcano crater just outside the city of Naples.

[image: images]

Families eat together and work together. Generations of the same family work side by side, taking responsibility for their own products but also sharing the burden of everyday life. This was so apparent at the cherry orchard in Castello, where Ciro worked on his area of land and his brothers on the other plots but they all shared the workers who sorted and stacked the cherries. A true family business.

Not surprisingly, in a country where food plays such a prominent role, meals in Italy can be rather elaborate affairs and we like to take our time. We have courses, as in England, but are slightly stricter about what can be served in each. We start with an aperitivo, or aperitif, often accompanied by nibbles. This is nearly always followed by antipasto, which is usually (but not always) a cold starter of cured meats, cheeses, vegetables and salads. We will then have our primo (first course), often a pasta, soup or risotto option. Still hungry? OK, now we enjoy our secondo (main course), traditionally the heartiest part of the meal, which will always be either fish or meat. And if you can still fit it in, there’s dessert and coffee, followed by a digestivo, or liqueur. Now you know why we go for siestas after lunch!

It’s sometimes difficult to generalise about Italian food because Italy is made up of 20 regions and every town or village makes the same dish in very different ways. Local cooking is shaped by geographic, historical and climatic differences, and today’s Italian cuisine is the result of the slow integration of the country’s many different regional traditions and food customs. When Italy was unified in the mid-19th century, only about 2 per cent of the total population was able to speak and understand the national language – instead they spoke their own regional dialects. The same kind of separation was also reflected in the food.

Food in Italy is still very regional and each area is known for specific dishes, ingredients and pasta shapes. Bari, for example, is noted for its orecchiette, and you can still see women sitting in the cobbled streets of the old town making it by hand. Gragnano, by comparison, is known for fusilli, made by rolling linguine around a long, thin metal rod, traditionally an umbrella spoke. It is still rolled by hand to this day, and I have to say it is easier than making orecchiette by hand – I have tried both. Speed was not on my side and the factory definitely wouldn’t give me a job!

The obvious accompaniment to all this is, of course, wine. Italians love good wine but I would never consider them to be binge drinkers. They enjoy a good glass or two with their meal but I’ve very rarely seen family members past the point of no return. Wine becomes an important part of celebrations and family meals from a young age and, as always, we prefer quality over quantity.

Like the food, wine in Italy is also regional. There are vineyards all over the country, growing more than 350 different grape varieties, from traditional southern whites, such as Catarratto and Fiano, to the ‘noble variety of Aglianico, a delicious red.

As a general rule, northern Italian wines tend to have lighter flavours than those from the south, where the stronger sun results in bigger, bolder flavours, as in New World wines. But, as always in Italy, the cuisine in each region reflects the wine and grape variety grown there. So if you are in Puglia, eating traditional cuisine, a good rule is to go for a grape variety grown in Puglia.

Simplicity itself. And that’s the key to Italian cuisine. Fresh, top-quality seasonal ingredients cooked simply to allow the flavours to speak for themselves. When travelling for Gino’s Italian Escape, I was struck time and again by the passion and commitment to quality shown by the food producers I met, and how they have continued to preserve the timeless family traditions that make Italian cuisine what it is. In the face of such amazing producers it was difficult not to come up with amazing recipes for the book. I couldn’t help but feel inspired. I hope you are too.
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