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Carmela Sophia Sereno, an Italian food writer and cookery tutor, was brought up on a small farm in the north of Bedfordshire. Though she was raised on the outskirts of Bedford town, known by many as ‘Little Italy’, her family originates from the regions of Puglia and Molise in the south of Italy. Today, Carmela lives in a small Northamptonshire village with her four children and husband, where she balances family life with her work as an Italian food writer, cookery tutor, chef, demonstrator and recipe developer.

Carmela shares her love of Italian food through her work as an Italian cookery author, magazine contributor and fortnightly food columnist for local newspaper The Chronicle & Echo. Her writing has brought her to the attention of Filippo Berio, who sponsor her fortnightly supper club, the success of which sees each session sold out months in advance.

Carmela’s first book, Southern Italian Family Cooking, was a true labour of love, which showcased the best dishes of Southern Italy. The recipes in this book show her passion for the cucina povera style of cooking and encourage the use of seasonal ingredients in everyday family cooking. Carmela’s second book, A Passion for Pasta, showcases different regional pastas alongside their complementary sauces.

For more details, please visit www.carmelas-kitchen.com



 

Also by Carmela Sophia Sereno

Southern Italian Family Cooking

A Passion for Pasta


[image: Illustration]


 

ROBINSON

First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Robinson

Copyright © Carmela Sophia Sereno, 2020

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-47214-412-6

Robinson

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


How To Books are published by Robinson, an imprint of Little, Brown Book Group. We welcome proposals from authors who have first-hand experience of their subjects. Please set out the aims of your book, its target market and its suggested contents in an email to howto@littlebrown.co.uk




 

My third cookery book is dedicated to the head of our family, Nonna Carmela Sereno, now ninety years old and forever my inspiration.

Ti amo sempre, I love you forever. La tua prima nipotina, your eldest granddaughter Carmela xx
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Introduction – ‘Inspire me’

My eldest son calls me most days on his way home from college, or he’ll sometimes drop me a text mid-afternoon. He asks the same question every day: ‘What’s for dinner, Mum?’ and I love receiving this call. I want to please his hunger. Sometimes I win and sometimes I fail miserably.

I remember doing the same when I was seventeen and on the bus home from college. I’d phone my mum and start quizzing her about what was for dinner. Mum would always cook fresh wholesome food, as it’s fair to say my father Rocco is a little fussy – sorry, Pops! If Mum hadn’t made it from scratch, then Dad wouldn’t eat it. I remember the time Mum bought posh (loosely speaking) supermarket meatballs and tried to pass them off as her own in her homemade tomato sugo (sauce), just in the spirit of saving a little time. Let’s just say she never did it again and we still laugh about it now.

Most of the time I was happy with what Mum was cooking for dinner, as she is an exceptional cook, but on the odd occasion she would incorporate mushrooms. I can’t begin to tell you how much I hated the autumnal slippery little suckers. I remember them having a slimy, almost slug-like texture. I would tell Mum, ‘If I eat them, I’ll be certain to die.’ I can still hear Mum screaming down the phone at me. Guess what, I didn’t die and I no longer refer to the humble, versatile mushroom as a slug; in fact, I love them!

A question for you: where do you get your inspiration to cook? Where is the inspiration that urges you to cook, the inspiration that encourages the chef in you to explore your larder or pantry? What inspires you to search out the freshest vine tomatoes or the most delicious cured meat? Is it a person, a place, a memory, or something else?

I am always inspired to cook by and for my family. In all fairness, I have no choice; the family needs feeding, so I cook and feed them. Daily kitchen jobs and chores are one thing, and the same old weekly menu pretty much reigns supreme in my kitchen from Monday to Friday. I have to adapt my repertoire to satisfy and feed a carnivorous husband who loves bread with most meals, a pescatarian daughter, two children addicted to pasta, and one who eats more than all six of us put together. Then there’s me!

What do I like? Yes, of course pasta features very high on my daily food of choice, but it’s what you add to your pasta and dress it with it that I want to focus on. During the week I need quick-to-cook recipes that pack a punch as well as covering most of our nutritional needs. When I’m working and writing from home, I take full advantage of my kitchen and biscuit barrel.

I will admit that I don’t have the best of relationships with my slow cooker and prefer to slow-cook using my oven, unless I’m keeping my mulled wine warm – a winter essential. I just love dishes that have been cooked slowly. They never fail. Even the most novice of cooks can prepare a dish to slow-cook, like big meaty sauces made with pork ribs, where the meat falls off the bone, stirred through a thick robust pasta such as pappardelle, or spooned and served on top of freshly made Parmesan and cream polenta. Baked and layered dishes, risotto, gnocchi, slow-cooked casseroles with tender meat and seasonal vegetables can be made simple, too. The kind of casserole that you can add more to on a daily basis, referred to at Casa Carmela as ‘The Bung In’, is a family favourite.

So, back to that question, what or who inspires you?

I very rarely take inspiration from the celebrity chef world, though I do watch almost every cookery programme going – well, most of them – so that I remain ‘on trend’. I love the passion and enthusiasm they show for real, unpretentious, honest food.

I choose not to write about faddy diets and ways of eating. I mean, how can people honestly cut all carbohydrates out of their diet? Just like a full-bodied wine, everything in moderation. Just eat a well-balanced Mediterranean diet and exercise regularly and you can’t go far wrong.

I love to read cookery books from cover to cover – I take inspiration from the stories and tales before the recipe itself. I like to close my eyes and almost hear the chef’s voice and passion for what they are writing about echo seamlessly over the pages, making me wish that I was a member of their family sitting at their kitchen table waiting patiently to be fed. The best cookbook is a thumbed, food-splattered and pencilled cookbook. How many of these do you own? I’ve lost count of mine.

My first cookery book, Southern Italian Family Cooking, is in essence my nonna (grandmother) Carmela and mother Solidea on a plate. It is a collection of our family recipes with my unique twist, built on love of the ‘cucina povera’ style of cooking. My second cookery book, A Passion for Pasta, is a beautifully photographed cookbook showcasing and depicting the regionality of delicious pasta dishes throughout the twenty incredibly varied regions of Italy. Writing A Passion for Pasta, I fell in love with each region and both of my cookery books inspired me to start this book you are now reading.

My inspiration for Northern & Central Italian Family Cooking comes not only from my first two cookbooks, but of course I have taken inspiration and guidance from the four very different seasons here in the UK, letting myself be influenced and gently led by what ingredients, such as seasonal fruit, vegetables, meat, game, shellfish, herbs and edible flowers, are available to us during each season. I hope my passion for Italian food from the northern and central regions spills over onto each page in the same way that I draw inspiration from my favourite Italian chefs as I read their books.

So, with that in mind, it’s time to stock your store cupboard and fridge with essentials, turn on your favourite playlist and decide what to cook first.


Carmela’s Italian store cupboard

Not much will come between me and my larder or pantry. I have what looks like a huge wardrobe in my kitchen. The difference being that when you open it, instead of my pretty dresses you’ll find an array of essential ingredients that I like to keep in stock most of the time. As well as my larder wardrobe, I also have my much-loved and fully respected tomato cupboard which houses jars of passata, tomato concentrates and tins of tomatoes of all varieties, brands and styles. A well-stocked store cupboard will save you money, and if you have a little of everything you can muster up the most delicious healthy, fresh and seasonal meal at the drop of a hat.

ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS

In order to produce simple, affordable, healthy dishes you will need to have a well-stocked larder, fridge and freezer. Here are my essential ingredients and staples to aid you in your cooking.

LARDER

Oils

• extra virgin olive oil, for finishing off dishes and salads (I use Filippo Berio)

• regular olive oil, for drizzling and light frying

• sunflower oil, for deep-frying

Vinegars

• An aged balsamic from Modena: I urge you not to buy one from the supermarket, but to search one out independently. I use the Giuseppe Giusti brand. I have visited the farm in Modena and adore the aroma and thickness that comes from every drop.

• red wine vinegar

• white wine vinegar

Tins and non-perishable ingredients

• A store cupboard full of tinned tomatoes and beans provide a basis to many dishes.

• passata (I use Mutti and Cirio brands)

• sun-dried tomatoes

• tinned beans: cannellini, chickpeas, butter beans, borlotti beans

• tinned fruit

• tinned tomatoes: plum

• tinned lentils

• tomato purée, to add flavour to soups, stocks and sauces

Jarred ingredients

• anchovy fillets, in brine, oil and salted: these subtly melt away while leaving a pleasant depth of saltiness to any dish.

• capers, in brine and salted: these berries add texture to dishes

• mostarda di frutta (Cremona): fruits steeped in a mustard syrup

• olives (a variety of green and black) with stones, in brine

• roasted red peppers

Dried herbs, spices and stock

Dried herbs and spices are essential store-cupboard ingredients. Just always remember that dried herbs have a more concentrated flavour than fresh and should be used sparingly. Also, ideally use them within their ‘best before’ date, before they lose their intensity.

• basil

• chilli flakes

• fennel seeds

• marjoram

• oregano

• pepper, black, freshly ground

• salt and rock salt (I use Maldon)

• stock cubes: chicken, vegetable, beef (good-quality)

• thyme

• vanilla: extract and whole pods

Flour

• ‘0’ flour, for making bread, pasta and cakes

• ‘00’ flour, an essential flour for making pasta, pizza and cakes

• self-raising flour: a staple flour for cake making

• semola/semolina flour (an Italian durum wheat flour): perfect for bread and pasta

• strong white bread flour: I use this combined with other flours to change the gluten levels and strength of doughs

Baking

• chocolate spread: I like Pan di Stelle

• dried fruit: sultanas, raisins

• ground almonds

• hard amaretto biscuits: I crush them and use them as a topping for tiramisu, cakes or ice cream

• jam (flavour of your choice)

• leaf gelatine

• mixed nuts: walnuts, hazelnuts, pistachios, pine nuts, almonds

• pane degli angeli: a traditional baking powder used in a range of Italian cakes and desserts

Dried pasta, sugar, pulses and grains

• stale/dried breadcrumbs

• lentils: red and green

• polenta: instant

• rice: arborio, carnaroli and vialone nano (I use the Riso Gallo brand)

• spaghetti, bucatini, ditalini, penne, trofie, rigatoni

• sugar: caster, granulated, golden

FRIDGE

Fresh herbs and spices

It is always preferable to use fresh herbs wherever possible, as they add a delicate flavour to any given dish. I use fresh herbs during each stage of cooking. Usually I add the chopped stems to a soffritto, then the leaves midway through cooking and also at the end as a garnish.

• basil

• bay

• fresh red chilli

• marjoram

• oregano

• rosemary

• sage

• thyme

Dairy

• butter: I use salted butter for all my needs

• lard: pork lard known in Italian as strutto

• cream: single and double

• eggs: all of the eggs used in this book are large and free-range

• milk: full-fat

Cheese

• buffalo mozzarella: torn into a salad – never cooked – as it is delicious simply dressed with a little extra virgin olive oil, salt and balsamic vinegar.

• dolcelatte: the sweeter and younger variety of gorgonzola

• fontina: a semi-hard cheese, creamy in texture and perfect for melting

• gorgonzola: mild and creamy cheese with a blue vein

• mascarpone: perfect for tiramisu, in desserts, stirred through roasted butternut squash and used to fill ravioli.

• mozzarella: made with cow’s milk. Ideal to freeze and have in stock for using in layered pasta dishes and for topping pizza.

• Parmigiano-Reggiano: grate into pasta, risotto and more (never buy it pre-grated). Grated Parmigiano keeps incredibly well in the freezer.

• Pecorino Romano: sheep’s cheese and an alternative to Parmigiano.

• provolone piccante: a Southern Italian cheese that is smooth in texture. Sliced thinly and eaten with bread, this is my father Rocco’s and my favourite cheese.

• ricotta: ricotta does not melt (‘ricotta’ means ‘re-cooked’). Ideally, buy it from an Italian deli, or from a supermarket. I always choose the Galbani brand.

• Stracchino: a soft cheese, delicious scraped onto bread, spooned through pasta or served with a little honey.

• Taleggio: made with cow’s milk and semi-soft. Very delicious.

• tomino: from Piedmont, ideal for baking (see page 69).

Cured meat

• bresaola: air-dried lean beef

• coppa: thinly sliced, dry-cured whole pork shoulder or neck

• guanciale: pig’s cheek, delicious finely cubed in place of pancetta in a carbonara

• mortadella: re-formed pork, very delicious thinly sliced as part of an antipasti platter

• pancetta: from the pork belly area, thinly sliced or cubed

• prosciutto cotto: cooked ham

• prosciutto crudo: Parma ham

• salami: Milano, Napoli, ventricina, finocchiona

• speck: a cured and smoked ham, made from the hind leg of the pig, from the Trentino-Alto Adige region of Italy

Fresh vegetables

• vine tomatoes: cherry and plum, with the vines attached, kept at room temperature

• garlic: fresh bulbs

• shallots, celery and carrots: make the perfect soffritto, the base of many Italian sauces. You will notice that throughout this book I have chosen to use shallots instead of onions, as I find them easier to peel and prepare, and they’re also a little sweeter.

• fennel bulb: an alternative to celery, and great in a soffritto.

FREEZER

• broad beans

• gelato

• mozzarella

• Parmigiano-Reggiano rinds

• mixed berries

• peas

LIQUOR

• amaretto

• Tia Maria

• Frangelico

• marsala

• white vermouth

• red vermouth

Alongside all of the above, you will just need to add leafy vegetables, root vegetables, fresh meat, fish and seafood.

CARMELA’S ESSENTIAL COOKERY TIPS

• Please do not discard Parmigiano rinds: they can be used in stocks, soups and risottos as flavour enhancers, particularly when a dish is slow cooked. They also freeze well.

• Tomato vines can be added to soups, pasta water, sugo and standard sauces and stocks for added flavour. Once used, simply discard.

• When cooking fresh pasta, add a tablespoon of semola or ‘00’ flour to the water once boiling point has been reached and prior to salting the water. The reason for this is because if fresh pasta only takes 3 or 4 minutes to cook, the water will have limited flavour, which is not what you want if you require the pasta water to emulsify your sauce. The flour releases gluten into the water, helping the pasta water thicken and emulsify your chosen sauce.

• Do not discard the milky liquid from a bag of fresh mozzarella. Added to flour to make pasta, bread, or pizza dough, it gives dough a delicate salty flavour and encompasses the cucina povera style of cooking. Alternatively, add it to stock, soups, or even your pasta cooking water.

EQUIPMENT

Pasta-making essentials

• chitarra: pasta guitar (this is not an essential but a worthwhile investment. The pasta alla chitarra can be cut by hand with a knife if you don’t have this piece of kit)

• dough scraper

• fluted pastry wheel

• Marcato Atlas 150: a pasta machine

• pastry cutters: plain or fluted

• rolling pin or broom handle

• wooden board

COOK’S NOTES

How to sterilise jars

To sterilise your bottles or jars, wash them and put them in a low oven – about 140°C fan (325°F/gas 3) – until ready to fill, or put them in the dishwasher on a hot cycle with no detergent. Wash any rubber seals separately and dry them before filling and sealing the jars.

How to make breadcrumbs

Preheat the oven to 160°C fan (350°F/gas 4). Blitz stale bread in a food processor until it forms crumbs, spread out on a baking tray and bake in the oven for 15 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool, then return to the processor to blitz once again. Store in an airtight container for up to 3 months. I also use stale breadcrumbs, that are just blitzed in a food processor and not oven-dried, for ease and speed.

Leftover egg whites

Freeze leftover egg whites (for up to 6 months). They are a ideal for whipping up meringues or a seasonal frittata.
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