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Introduction

It’s been more than four years now since chance, luck, fate, call it what you will, landed me in the small town of Ceglie Messapica in the heart of Puglia. Then I knew nobody; now I walk through the streets nodding to this and that acquaintance, stopping to chat for a moment with those I know better. I know the shortest backstreet routes to the Saturday market, the pet shop, and Ceglie’s finest pizzeria. I’ve just about mastered the difference between pesca (peach) and pesce (fish), between uva (grape) and uova (egg). Local shopkeepers slip a little something extra into my bag, an aubergine perhaps at Michele’s fruttivendolo, the last two conger steaks at Antonio’s pescheria to make a little sughetto for my pasta.

In short, this feels like home. It is home, a happy one. I will always be the outsider here but that allows me odd indulgences. My lack of housewifely prowess, for instance, is forgiven by my neighbour who frequently sweeps my front step after she gives hers its essential daily clean. The shared experience of successive Covid lockdowns has smoothed off the sharp corners of my foreignness.

For much of this time those lockdowns and Italian bureaucracy have kept me close to home, but now I am free to venture further afield. My faithful purple aubergine of a car has been returned to service with its brand-new Italian numberplates. Cooler weather has set in, tourists have mostly vanished. Food, as ever, is my medium for discovery, containing as it does the DNA of towns, villages and families, carrying traces of history, of terrain, of culture and climate.

I had intended to make one grand sweep of a journey to explore the most southerly parts of southern Italy, from Santa Maria di Leuca at the bottom of the heel, travelling slowly up and over the boot’s instep to Reggio Calabria, positioned right at the toe. A magnificent adventure through the parts of Italy that comparatively few foreign tourists ever reach. My grand tour, if you will, hugging the coastline then darting inland to hills and mountains and hidden villages and towns. Then one late autumn afternoon I realised that my hand had shot up into the air as the café proprietor asked if anyone could give a home to a kitten in need. Felix purred into my life, followed six weeks later by Juno. Well, it’s only fair to give a little cat a friend to play with. Suddenly the big plan fractured down into small five- or six-day excursions, taken throughout the cooler months from October to April over two years.

These excursions have taken me to a host of little fishing ports, past long windswept beaches, ancient pine forests, into the wild hills of Basilicata and its main town of Matera where the former cave slums now house chic boutique hotels, up into Calabria’s high Sila, famed for its chestnuts and mushrooms, down to the golden sands of its coast, and on to the bergamot orchards clustering around Reggio.

I’ve been tipped off to a particularly fine lamb pie in Matera and to the crisp-fried cruschi peppers of Basilicata. I’ve wound up squiggling hair-pinned mountain roads to revisit Camigliatello Silano, home to one of the best porcini festivals in the Mezzogiorno. I’ve tracked down the origins of the stunning smoked ricotta that I’ve dreamt about since a first beguiling mouthful two years before (Crotone, just in case you want to get some yourself). I had a yen to retrace a little of my first perambulations in Calabria some forty years ago, this time in more comfort and minus the backpack. Lack of time thwarted my attempt to follow my younger self (and boyfriend of the moment) on a long, bumpy bus ride up to the Certosa di Serra San Bruno, a monastery perfectly perched on the edge of the Aspromonte hills, where we discovered to my dismay that the enthusiastic guidebook had failed to mention that women weren’t allowed across the monks’ strictly masculine threshold. I returned to the small town of Stilo, where I was almost arrested. With hindsight, I see that my crime was no worse than being a young bleach-blonde foreigner waiting for a bus in a town where nothing ever happened and the carabinieri were bored witless. On my own doorstep I stumbled on an exquisitely simple dish of exploding tomatoes. I’m sorry to say that Santa Maria de Leuca, where the Adriatic meets the Ionian, is still on my hit list.

The E90 highway swishes from Taranto in Puglia all the way around the Gulf of Taranto right down to Reggio Calabria, hugging the shoreline for much of its 500 kilometres. Almost as soon as you cross the border between Puglia and Basilicata the colour of the earth changes from rust red brown to yellow-grey clay. To the north-west rise the calanchi, the bare, ghostly foothills of Basilicata’s mountainous interior. The food begins to change too. Not dramatically, but little hints of the sweet and sour legacy from the Moorish occupation of Sicily creep in, and most notably, the rise and rise of the sausage. By the time you dine in Calabria, sausages in one form or another are enshrined in full glory in practically every meal. Only the hordes of fish restaurants fringing the turquoise waters of the Ionian ignore the sausage, revelling instead in the pearly fresh harvest of the sea.

Along the way, I’ve been helped, fed and entertained by so many kind, generous, fascinating people both in real life, on the page and on the internet. Books and TV programmes about the food and cooking of Sicily are ten a penny. Puglia’s cuisine is beginning to be discovered abroad, but the equally delicious foods of Basilicata and Calabria remain relatively unknown. The cooks, farmers and fishermen of Italy’s south have created a panoply of good eating, emerging from centuries of harsh poverty. It may not be as sophisticated as northern Italian food, but it is honest and joyous and ripe for recognition.

Sophie Grigson

July 2023




Ingredients

A brief guide to some southern Italian ingredients used in the recipes and possible substitutes for those that are hard to find elsewhere.

Anchovies

Alici or acciughe, fresh or preserved, salted, in oil or marinated; for such teeny, inoffensive silvery fish they sure are complicated. They also make a massive difference to much simple food. So here is my whistle-stop guide to choosing your anchovies:

The words alici and acciughe are used pretty much interchangeably in Italy, though apparently there is a technical piscine difference. It doesn’t need to worry the cook.

Preserved salted anchovies: When a recipe lists plain ‘anchovy’, you can safely assume that a preserved, salted anchovy is required. My anchovy of choice, and the most commonly available, is the sort that comes in oil in a small tin or jar. Olive oil is better than sunflower oil, but both are acceptable. Anchovies may also be stored in salt alone, often whole. Filleting them is easy, but why bother when the tinned ones are just as good and ready to go?

Fresh anchovies on the other hand are just that – the whole, fresh-from-the-sea, unpreserved silvery anchovy. They do benefit, in most recipes, from cleaning and filleting. Not difficult, though a bit icky. Also oddly satisfying. See page 27. They must be used either on the day they are bought or at most the day after.

Marinated anchovies are fresh silvery anchovy fillets that have been preserved either in dilute vinegar or lemon juice. The ones you buy ready marinated from the fishmonger or deli or supermarket can be over-acidic. I’m never going to buy them again, because home-marinated anchovies are so totally superior – if you find fresh anchovies for sale, turn straight to page 26 and make your own.

Capers

Capers grow wild and free throughout the south of Italy, lurking in stony ground that produces little else. For centuries they have provided cheap piquancy for those that make the time to pick them. For those of us who have to buy them, the best option are the smallest capers (nonpareilles), preserved in brine or vinegar. I ignore jars of salt-heavy capers. They need too much work rinsing and soaking them into palatable submission. Despite what many food writers insist, they are not superior in flavour.

Cheeses

Italy produces a clutch of epically good cheeses including the king of them all, Parmesan, and then a huge number of pleasant cheeses which are never going to set the world on fire. These are the ones that I use in my kitchen:

Ricotta: Sheer purity, ricotta is milky, soft and phenomenally useful. It’s a leftovers cheese, made by heating up the whey left from making firmer cheeses, then skimming off the curds that rise to the top. Ricotta may be made from cow’s, sheep’s or goat’s milk but the essential thing to remember is that this is an ultra-fresh cheese. Even when it comes out of a pasteurised sealed tub, it will only keep for a couple of days in the fridge. Its mildness is its superpower. Use it on bruschetta with tomatoes and basil, or whip it with sugar, vanilla and a spoonful or two of cream or yoghurt to eat with strawberries or slices of ripe peach. It’s the basis of so many savoury fillings for ravioli and pies, makes a creamy sauce for pasta (page 240) and of course, it is the star of Italian baked cheesecakes (page 185).

Mozzarella: Needs no introduction. Buy cow’s milk mozzarella (sold as Fior di latte in Italy) for everyday eating and cooking, cloud-soft buffalo mozzarella for best. A mozzarella-maker explained to me that Italians prefer their mozzarella firmer and chewy, while foreigners err towards softness. Either way, like ricotta it has a short shelf-life, just a couple of days. Burrata is mozzarella dressed up in Sunday finery, rich and a little decadent, Puglia’s great gift to the world. Stracciatella is the inside bit of a burrata, shreds of mozzarella doused in cream.

Cacioricotta: A salty, hard white cheese that is much loved in Puglia. I can’t say that I share this enthusiasm, but it is fine grated over a dish of pasta al pomodoro.

Caciocavallo: Shaped like a sagging money bag, caciocavallo is a cheese I’ve grown to appreciate. Young caciocavallo can be bland, but give it a bit of time to mature and it develops a satisfying tang. The best caciocavallo is made on a small scale in good dairies, then aged in natural caves. Caciocavallo stagionato, matured, melts really well – great for cheese on toast or in a dish of baked pasta.

Pecorino: Pecorino just means sheep’s cheese and Italy has dozens if not hundreds of them. Broadly (very broadly) they fall into two categories: first, the young, mild, softer cheeses best eaten just as they are, or perhaps with a drizzle of honey and some walnuts; second, the hard, mature pecorinos meant for grating. They add a piquant, umami-laden saltiness to so many dishes in the south of Italy. When I list pecorino in the ingredients for a recipe, this is what I mean.

Parmesan: The king of all cheeses, umami god, bringer of life to the bland, Parmesan is hands down unbeatable in the kitchen. If you have any choice in the matter, choose Parmesan that has been matured for 30 months or more. It carries a heftier price tag, but you get such depth of flavour that it’s worth it.

Grana Padano: Made in the same way as Parmesan, Grana Padano is always good, sometimes wonderful and is a perfectly reasonable alternative to Parmesan. As with Parmesan, the longer it has matured the richer the flavour.

Chillies

Southern Italian chillies are hot. Not Scotch Bonnet hot, but packing more of a fair mid-range punch. Red chillies are ubiquitous, fresh in the summer and dried in the winter. The aim is to give food a prickle of heat though no more than that. There are exceptions, of course, the most obvious being Calabria’s world famous ’nduja (page 218), which is made with three locally grown varieties.

Varieties invariably differ in intensity, but generally speaking, the classic cone-shaped red chillies sold by most British grocers are a little tamer but make an acceptable substitute.

Cotto di fichi

This thick syrup is made of nothing more than figs and water, boiled together then cooked down to a dark, caramelised fig essence. The naturally high sugar content means it keeps for months and months, ready to sweeten festival treats in the winter. It is bliss drizzled over ice cream or a bowl of thick yoghurt. If you can’t get cotto di fichi, then North African date syrup makes a good substitute, or a dark honey.

Eggs

Recipes in this book have all been tested using medium eggs. This is a first for me. I’ve always bought large eggs, at least until I moved to Italy. The free-range eggs I get here are nearly always medium-sized. More importantly, I’ve also learned recently that it is painful for chickens to lay larger eggs, causing all sorts of problems which I won’t go into here. This will come as no surprise to any woman who has given birth to a large baby. So please – buy free-range and medium. Above all, avoid extra-large eggs!

Flour

Italian flour is different to British flour and it’s the bane of my life. The classification system is far more complex, with a troop of divisions, subdivisions and variables. So, to make my life simpler I tend to keep just three different Italian flours in my cupboard:

Grano Tenero 00 flour: Usually sold in the UK just as 00 flour. This is finely milled soft wheat flour, similar to plain flour but with a bit more body to it. It’s great for making cakes, biscuits and egg pasta. However, most of the pasta down in the south is made with . . .

Semola rimacinata: This is a hard semolina flour, ground finely for pasta making and bread or pizza. It is essentially a finely ground version of old-fashioned pudding semolina, which is not a substitute. Semola rimacinata is mixed with hot water to make southern Italian pasta (in the past, eggs were way too expensive for most people). If you use it in bread-making, you will need to give it a long time to prove and develop its gluten. Sassy Italian delis may stock semola rimacinata, otherwise buy it online.

Farina di forza W350–W400: The equivalent of a strong white bread flour, this is the one I use for making fluffier, softer breads like the picciddat on page 191. The W number indicates the gluten percentage, the higher the better for baking bread.

Olive oil

Always, always extra virgin olive oil to get the proper, generous, Mediterranean flavour into your food. Most branded extra virgin olive oils have been blended for consistency. They are good for day-to-day cooking. Save a more expensive single estate olive oil for dressing salads and drizzling over bruschetta and the like.

Olive oil is absolutely fine for frying, despite what you may have read. It has a comparatively high smoking point which is well above the heat you’ll need for frying food. I use sunflower oil for deep-frying largely because it is so much cheaper.

Pancetta

Salt-cured pork belly is a vital element in so many southern dishes. Pancetta stesa is cured in a single flat piece. I love it when it is affumicata, smoked. Although you can now buy ready-cut packs of pancetta cubetti or ‘lardons’, i.e. cut into cubes, you get a fuller, bolder flavour from a deli where they will cut you a thick slice from a whole slab of pancetta, for you to cube up at home. Either way, pancetta lardons breathe life and energy into the simplest sauces for pasta, or slow-cooked bean, vegetable or meat dishes. Thinly sliced pancetta is what you want for wrapping around chicken breasts or anything else that needs protecting and enhancing as it cooks.

High-quality pancetta, often arrotolato, rolled, can be savoured raw, thinly sliced alongside prosciutto crudo and other salumi.

Pasta

Southern Italian pasta is made with flour and water (recipe on page 228). No eggs. It’s sturdier than the pasta from the north, but every bit as good in its own way. There are many, many different shapes, and every Italian will have firm and immovable opinions on which shape goes best with which sauce. These can differ from one side of a valley to the other. It all gets even more complicated when you factor in dry commercial pasta as well. As an outsider, I can see that the very small pasta shapes make sense for soup, cup-shaped pastas catch chunky sauces, but other than that I’m not so fussed.

The best dried pasta is made with bronze dies (as opposed to standard Teflon-coated dies), the perforated metal plates that are used to create the shapes. Sauces cling better to the rougher surface of bronze-cut pasta, so each mouthful is loaded with flavour. It’s more costly but it’s a small price worth paying.

Most important is the way you cook pasta:


1. Make sure you use a large saucepan – pasta needs room to move or else it coagulates into chewy lumps.

2. Ideally, you’ll heat 1 litre of water and 10g of salt for each 100g of uncooked pasta.

3. Use a timer! Cook pasta for a minute or two less than advised on the packet and drain when it is still just a shade more al dente than you like it, but before you drain it . . .

4. . . . scoop out a mugful of the cooking water and reserve.

5. Heat the sauce in a wide, deep frying pan, then tip the drained pasta into the sauce. Toss over a moderate heat, adding slurps of the reserved pasta water. Why? Because the starch in the pasta water gifts a silkiness to any sauce, helping it to coat the pasta evenly, carrying flavours right into the pasta itself. By the time everything is perfectly mixed and sizzling hot, the pasta will be perfectly cooked.



Peppers

This is really a note for anyone who may be cooking from this book while in Italy. As you will have realised, Italian peppers are vast compared to the bell peppers that are available in the UK. So in a recipe that calls for 1 pepper, half an Italian pepper will be all that you need. And while we are on this subject . . .

. . . Peperoni means pepper, as in red, green or yellow bell pepper or capsicum. It is not a sausage.

Salsiccia

These are fresh sausages and there are many of them, eaten grilled or fried, or crumbled into sauces for pasta, particularly in Basilicata and Calabria. Italian sausages are usually made of pure meat, fat and lean, with seasonings but no breadcrumbs or rusk. This gives a firmer texture and a meatier flavour. When buying sausages for an Italian recipe, choose the best pork sausage you can find, with a high percentage of meat. Southern sausages are often flavoured with fennel, wine, or sweet or hot paprika, so it’s perfectly reasonable to add an extra spoonful of any of these to the pan with your plain pork sausage.

Salsiccia al punto di coltello, literally tip of the knife sausage, is a coarse-textured hand-chopped pure pork sausage.

Tomatoes

One of the biggest culinary surprises in the south of Italy is the way they use tomatoes. Throughout much of the year the main cooking tomato is the cherry tomato, mostly used in relatively small quantities as a seasoning rather than as the foundation of a tomato sauce. In mid-summer, many families still cook up larger red-ripe juicy tomatoes in vast quantities to make a fine store of passata, puréed cooked tomatoes, for the cooler months. Everyone else buys ready-made passata in the supermarket. For salads, it’s the slightly underripe, green-red tomato that is preferred for its crispness and its sweet-sharp herbal flavour.

Tinned tomatoes: Don’t buy cheap tinned tomatoes. This is not a quality issue, though it’s true that cheaper tins may contain fewer tomatoes and more juice. This is a question of morality. In too many Italian establishments, migrant tomato pickers are working in conditions that are tantamount to slavery. Housed in tin shacks, with little in the way of sanitation, this is a national scandal. In theory there are regulations to prevent this but they are easily circumnavigated. Bigger international brands are not all squeaky clean, but they are a better bet.
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