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To my children Giorgio and Flavio. With my love, I pass on the work of an older generation of cooks to a new one.
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Foreword

BY GIANCARLO CALDESI

Katie may have been born in an English seaside town, but with this book she has become an honorary Italian. Her dedication to authenticity has, if I am honest, far, far exceeded my expectations, as has her understanding not only of the food, but of its place in what we call costume e cultura – the local culture, which differs from village to village in every region of Italy.

Like a London taxi driver who does The Knowledge in order to understand how to get from street to street, Katie has taken on a marathon Knowledge of Italy, learning how to navigate from region to region via recipes and ingredients. It has taken dedication, stamina, stubbornness and a great deal of determined travelling around Italy over the last few years for Katie to achieve what she wanted, and on the way she has come to truly understand and love Italy in its totality. It is no mean feat; no mean feat at all.

We have journeyed together, and I have learnt a great deal too. Like all Italians, I am fiercely loyal to my region – in my case, Tuscany. Italians always think that the way we do things in our locality, which is the way our mothers and our grandmothers did things before us, is the best. For centuries, in different parts of the world, people have produced foods that suit the local climate and conditions and combined them in the best ways possible – and the recipes that have been handed down determine who you are and what you are. I really believe that. But the truth is that most Italians know very little about the food and culture of the regions outside their own. So it has been very interesting for me to travel with Katie and discover different ideas.

I must stress that this is Katie’s project through and through, and she has done things her own way, cooking with people in their own homes, collecting recipes that have never before been written down, and then trying them over and over again back in London. The only way to truly understand about ingredients and recipes is to keep preparing and cooking them yourself, and we are lucky in that we have two restaurants and a cookery school whose staff come from all over Italy and have been happy to share their knowledge and help Katie in whatever way they can.

From the person I first met who was a good cook and loved food, Katie has become a truly confident, accomplished, imaginative cook, who can explain Italian cooking in a way that non-Italians understand. But more importantly, she has learned to treat ingredients as an Italian would and not to twist or change the recipes to suit English taste. That is why this book is so very true to Italy.

Katie, you have done a great job for my country, and if you are able to convey even 10 per cent of the delight you have in the Italian way of life and of eating, then this will be a magical book.
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Introduction

Ask my family and friends and they will tell you that I have become obsessed with Italian food – but then it would be impossible not to fall in love with a food culture that is so resonant with history, so absorbing and so totally fascinating. Of course, there is not really any such thing as ‘Italian food’, because from north to south, city to country, region to region, everyone has a different view of what should go into a dish. People talk endlessly about food in Italy. You can follow a couple down the road and hear them discussing the relative merits of mozzarella or fior di latte; you can go to the hairdresser and overhear arguments about who makes the best ribollita soup. I am not exaggerating. Once I could understand Italian, I was astounded to discover how preoccupied everyone was with food. As someone who loves to cook and eat, I felt immediately at home.

So, although my aim in writing this book is to give a comprehensive course in Italian cookery, based on my experience of running an Italian cookery school in London, a summer school in Tuscany and two Italian restaurants with my Tuscan husband, Giancarlo – in reality there can never be an all encompassing ‘complete history’ of Italian food, because it is just too diverse. And that is what is so wonderful about it.

Campanilisti is the Italian word for staunch supporters of their home town, its customs, football team – and local salami! It literally means ‘people who live near the bell tower’ – rather like our Eastenders, who must be born within the sound of the Bow Bells to be real Cockneys. Italians never refer to themselves as Italian, but instead as Sardo, Sicilian or Tuscan. Simply calling them Italian just won’t do, and if they meet someone from the same region it has to be stated from which province within that region they are from. Being English, I often feel slightly embarrassed about how openly disparaging Italians are about the people, food and cooking of other regions, but it is an accepted part of the banter that all Italians love.
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This is a book for people who come home from holiday in Italy, or just from a great meal at an Italian restaurant, wishing they knew how to make that seafood pasta or focaccia that they enjoyed so much.



I know from teaching at our cookery school that there is a huge hunger to learn more about such regionality, about Italian ingredients, Italy’s culinary history and above all how to successfully prepare classic, traditional Italian recipes as well as some with a more modern twist. So, as well as highlighting the ingredients typically found in an Italian kitchen, I have devised a series of masterclasses which show you the way we teach certain dishes.

Although I have a background in food history – as part of my degree in art and theatre design, I wrote a dissertation on medieval food and banquets – my reasons for writing this book are not to explore what Pliny thought, or what the Etruscans cooked – fascinating as they are, being often pictured as a rotund race who knew how to party! This is a book for people who come home from a holiday in Italy, or just from a great meal at an Italian restaurant, wishing they knew how to make that seafood pasta or the focaccia that they enjoyed so much.

I want to take you on my journey of discovery over the last 12 years, which I have spent surrounded by Italians, both here and abroad. I want to show you the recipes and skills, and share the ideas and tips that have changed my style of cooking from English to Italian. I want to take you inside the homes I’ve visited and show you the families I’ve met, their food and how they eat. The recipe introductions and Lisa’s beautiful and accurate photography set the dishes in context. I have been privileged to travel with my Italian colleagues from the cookery school and restaurants, and to stay with their families, and I have been overwhelmed by everyone’s generosity, hospitality and knowledge. I have cooked into the wee hours of the morning with many of these people, and they never seem to tire of showing me their traditions, knowing that if I write them down they will be preserved. I hope I have done them justice – I have only changed the recipes subtly, where essential, to suit our ingredients. I am sure every Italian family could show me something I haven’t seen before, and that there are hundreds more recipes out there, but I had to stop somewhere!
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I have been privileged to travel with my Italian colleagues from the cookery school and restaurants, and to stay with their families, and I have been overwhelmed by their generosity, hospitality and knowledge.



The book follows the courses of a typical Italian meal, starting with wine and bread and ending with cheese and preserves. I have selected what I consider to be the essential recipes, as well as giving some lesser known wonders that I simply couldn’t miss out. I wanted to show the diversity of Italy’s regional dishes – from the light and summery fish dishes of Sardinia to the comfort food of the Dolomites in the north. The common perception of Italian eating is of families enjoying lunch and dinner al fresco in the sunshine, but don’t forget that Italy is 75 per cent alpine.

Aside from regional differences, I have discovered that seasonality and seasoning are the essence of Italian flavour, and that to cook well one has first to select good ingredients and second be brave with food. I have understood how to be patient with stews and pot-roasts, leaving them long enough for the meat to melt in the mouth, just as I have learnt to cook something briefly, as for Steak Robespierre or Saltimbocca, and how to tell when a steak or chicken breast is just right, rather than being paranoid about food poisoning and overcooking meat to resemble leather. I have been taught to be bold with seasoning and herbs to accentuate the natural flavours of fish or meat rather than mask them.

Way beyond my love of Italian food, Italy and its lifestyle touches me deeply; perhaps it is a love affair all the more romantic for the fact that I don’t live there. I love the way Italians don’t wait to eat – if they go to someone’s house, they would rather eat their pasta while it is hot than wait patiently until the host sits down. And the host wouldn’t expect anything different. ‘Mangia, mangia’, or ‘Eat, eat’, will be the cry.

I am charmed also by the way that gathering the family around the table to eat and talk is all important, despite the television blaring in the corner during dinner – inevitably showing a bicycle race interspersed with a scantily clad woman on a chat show.

And I’ve often been infuriated by the men of the house, who don’t seem to do dirty plates, lay the table or help much around the house. They work long hours, provide food and money, and hunt occasionally, and the roles at home are clearly divided. It’s pointless asking them to help; they simply won’t know where the cutlery drawer is!

Not spending all my time in Italy, I can dip in and out of its beauty without suffering the hardships of daily life. I don’t have to deal with the often ridiculous bureaucracy, I cannot hear the provincial small-mindedness that I know exists. Instead, I dream that Giancarlo and I will live there one day, and I feel homesick for a land that is not my own.

A Way of Eating

It is impossible to generalise about family eating in Italy, but Italians tend to follow the traditions learned from previous generations. Every Italian family has its own recipe for ragù, for example, handed down from grandmother to grandchild and so on. It appears to me that the Italians are as passionate about retaining original recipes as we are about changing them, and will happily share them with you when you eat something you enjoy.

Many families live close to one another, so a meal can be shared on a weekly, if not a daily, basis. Except in some of Italy’s busy cities, lunch is still often eaten at home or lingered over with friends at an osteria.

Meeting and eating with family and friends, together with regular trips to bars for essential caffeine boosts, forms the backbone of the day, which usually begins with colazione. Italians have no love for breakfast as we know it. It is really a matter of a cappuccino and croissant or a great big doughnut stuffed with custard at the bar on the way to work. Sweet foods are preferred to savoury – offer a bacon butty and it is anathema; I’ve tried!

Spuntino is a light snack at any time of day, such as a panino or cake, while l’ora di pranzo is ‘the time to lunch’, usually at 1pm. Giancarlo’s father always ate at that time exactly, as though his life depended on it – such was the respect given to his digestion.

In the afternoon there is often a snack, normally sweet, and usually given to school children, which is known as merenda. Then, come evening, there may be an aperitivo in a bar, where free nibbles of food are given with drinks, followed by cena – dinner – at home or in an osteria, trattoria or ristorante.

Rich and Poor – The Sources of Italian Cooking

Much of Italy’s cooking comes from two distinct sources: cucina povera, or the cooking of the poor, and cucina nobile, the rich man’s diet. Since the days of the Romans and even further back to the Etruscans, cooking for the different classes has been divided. The Romans, for example, considered brown bread only to be suitable for the poor, whereas bread for the wealthy was made from white flour – indeed, this was so celebrated that it was worn as face powder by rich women wishing to make themselves appear paler.

As necessity is the mother of invention, many wonderful dishes have arisen from the tradition of cucina povera, making the most of leftovers, using what little is available at any time of the year, and preserving. Yesterday’s bread, for example, has hundreds of uses, forming the basis of the Tuscan soup Ribollita, and Gnocchi gnudi, the spinach dumplings of the north.

Cucina nobile has also left its mark, harking back to the feasts enjoyed by the wealthy, when chefs showed off for their patrons by using spices and exotic fruits brought to Italy by visiting traders, and employing culinary skills learnt from the Arabs. Think of sorbets, made originally with snow and fruit juice and sweetened with honey (see Passion Fruit Sorbet), John Dory Stew with Potatoes and Saffron or Saddle of Venison and you have a flavour of cucina nobile.
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Italians generally still buy seasonal produce, because they know this is the way to get the best flavour from food. They will pick over fruit and vegetables in the markets with great attention.

Feste e Sagre – Festivals and Food Fairs

Italy’s strong religious past has resulted in many festival foods which are only made at certain times of year, and many of these traditions are still alive today. The shop windows in Siena at Christmas heave with panforte, while the Ligurians picnic on Easter Monday with their traditional Easter tart – Torta Pasqualina.

Carnevale has pre-Christian origins and was celebrated by the ancient Romans. This is the time just before Lent when fatty foods such as Frittelle are eaten with relish. The English equivalent is Pancake Day, which some of us still celebrate. All over Italy, towns hold processions of children and adults in costume, but none more so than Venice and Viareggio, where the party atmosphere can last for days.

Sagre are food festivals that celebrate the ripening or harvest of a particular food from a particular place. The origins of the sagre are sometimes religious, sometimes pagan or sometimes a mix of the two. I suppose they are the equivalent of us wassailing apple trees in Britain. Families and friends, old and young unite at this time to socialise, eat and celebrate. It could be the start of hunting for wild boar or the peak of the porcini mushroom season. Typical of this kind of event is a chestnut festival I attended in a sports pavilion in Tuscany, with long tables and stalls selling whole chestnuts, chestnut flour, chestnut liqueur and so on, and serving a delicious menu of chestnut pasta, polenta and porcini.

At a festa, a festival celebrating a saint’s day or a national holiday, food is sometimes made to raise money for a local cause. There are also political celebrations, such as the annual Festa dell’Unità held in most towns all over Italy. This celebration of the left-wing party with concerts, debates and stalls is peculiarly Italian. Food, naturally, is one of the key elements, and often people enjoy both local and ethnic dishes, such as Indian and Chinese. Frequently, there is a strong link with ethical trade organisations, so people can not only eat ‘green’ food but also buy it.

Local and Seasonal Food

To cook Italian means using mainly local ingredients and following traditions learnt from previous generations that define the characteristics of the region. Italy has been living a food renaissance recently, led by movements such us the Slow Food organisation, which began as a reaction to a McDonald’s opening by the famous Spanish Steps in Rome. The Slow Food movement has created the Ark of Taste, with the sole purpose of saving artisan foods and promoting ingredients from specific areas, such as Lardo di Colonnata or the balsamic vinegar of Modena. DOP (Denominazione d’Origine Protetta) or Protected Designation of Origin certification has also been vital in preventing the otherwise inevitable degradation of regional products. Because of this legislation, no chilli can be added to Parmigiano-Reggiano, for instance, and you won’t find a cumin seed spicing up a leg of Parma Ham. Local food isn’t just for tourists; it is eaten by everyone, though it might be packaged differently for visitors to the region. On a trip to Bergamo I found the windows of the delis crammed with plin (a type of pasta) and gnocchi all’ortica (nettle gnocchi) – the pasta was sold loose by weight for the locals, whereas it was done up in pretty packages tied with raffia for the tourists.

Many Italians grow their own vegetables wherever they can, and if they don’t have their own garden will have an orto, or allotment, yielding fresh produce. Most people also raise basil, rosemary and thyme plants. Italians in general are still forced to live with the seasons, since you won’t find imported food at the weekly or daily markets. So they set great store by drying and preserving foods to eat during the rest of the year. You cannot get a fresh chilli for love nor money outside late summer, for example, so many people grow them in pots on their balconies, then dry them on the windowsills when they are ripe.

Supermarkets are less faithful to local suppliers and seasonal produce. Avocados, for instance, are not indigenous to Italy but are now available in supermarkets and have become more widely used in cooking (see Scallops Wrapped in Pancetta with Avocado Sauce). Even so, Italians generally still buy seasonal produce, because they know this is the way to get the best flavour from food. They will pick over fruit and vegetables in the markets with great attention – and not only in the markets, but in supermarkets, too, using the disposable plastic gloves that are compulsory if you want to touch the food. I once spent ages picking out peppers in a market in Puglia to help a local woman who was teaching me how to make a dish, only to find later that when my back was turned she had put them all back and selected smaller, tighter ones, muttering in dialect about English women not knowing their peppers from their elbows.

In different parts of Italy, farmers are raising animal breeds that had at one time almost disappeared. There is also an association – Associazione Nazionale Formaggi Sotto il Cielo – which is trying to encourage people to use meat and dairy products made from cattle that are allowed to roam free sotto il cielo, ‘under the sky’, rather than being confined to barns.
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Italians still follow the traditions learned from previous generations. Every Italian family has their own recipe for ragù, for example, handed down from grandmother to grandchild and so on.

Food and Health

Italians are much more concerned with their digestion than the British – and don’t hold back on the subject at the dinner table. They believe that some foods are best eaten at certain times of day. For example, melon is eaten before a meal, not after, while an espresso will help you to digest your food if taken almost immediately after a meal. To an Italian it is simply unthinkable to drink cappuccino after eleven in the morning and they are genuinely horrified when they see a tourist drinking one in the afternoon or, even worse, after eating pizza for dinner. The reason, they say, is that milk is quite tough to digest after the first part of the day.

Italians generally eat something if they drink alcohol, to avoid becoming drunk and because they believe that ingesting alcohol on its own is harmful to health, which is why during the famous aperitivo when Negroni or Spritz might be drunk, light snacks will usually be brought to the table.
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Italians in general are still forced to live with the seasons, since you won’t find imported food at the weekly or daily markets. So they set great store by drying and preserving foods to eat during the rest of the year.

Fashion in Food

Most of Italy’s cuisine is firmly rooted in the past; change and modern trends are not warmly welcomed as they are in the UK or US. Only in modern cities, such as Milan, more ‘contemporary’ food is celebrated and welcomed. Sushi bars abound and while any type of food is available, Italian food still predominates.

As in the rest of the world, ‘fusion cuisine’ is becoming more and more popular in Italy. Smart restaurants use a variety of ingredients, including cinnamon, star anise, cumin and ginger. Arguably, these ingredients were available in Italy centuries ago, during the time of the great spice trade, but they are only now being rediscovered. Fusion is evident not only in the ingredients used, but in the method of cooking, too. Japanese cooking chimes with the traditional pesce crude, raw fish, hence the popularity of sushi.

Today, despite the Italian reverence for long meals, traditional and much-loved slow-cooked ragù sauces, known as stracotti (meat cooked in wine or broth for hours), are becoming harder to find on many restaurant menus in the cities because of the pressure and trend for faster food.

The popular gelaterie are trend-following hotspots, and always have the latest flavours and mixtures. Even savoury ice creams have made a comeback in Italy, possibly influenced by our famous experimental British chefs. I say comeback because the Roman scholar Pliny refers to a friend choosing to go out with some dancing girls rather than come round to his place for a savoury salad sprinkled with snow. My favourite savoury ice creams sampled in Italy are Parmesan cream and Truffle.

Yes, times are changing, but to listen to the young Italians who work in Caldesi in Marylebone and our restaurant Caldesi in Campagna in Bray, you would think, actually, they are not really changing that much. How many English twenty-somethings could argue as forcibly and knowledgeably about the relative merits of different Cheddars as these young people do about Parmigiano Reggiano or Grana Padano? Or recall with such fondness bottling tomatoes with their great grandmothers, or pine for a particular pasta their nonna makes? I am privileged to work with young people from regions as diverse as Abruzzo and Sardinia who like nothing better than to contradict each other about the correct way to make a dish.

One day in the restaurant at Caldesi in Marylebone I noticed that the potatoes we were serving with a particular dish were slightly undercooked, so I told the chef that they were a bit sad, and not up to standard. He told me apologetically that he was sad, so the potatoes were sad. The next day they were beautiful: perfectly cooked inside and crispy outside. ‘Today’, he said, ‘I made them with love.’ This is something I hear all the time from my Italian friends – ‘You have to make it with love’ – and it always makes me smile beause it is so genuine, and so lovely to hear. My husband Giancarlo says the same thing, ‘If you don’t make it with love, it won’t happen.’ So, no, I don’t think Italian food is changing that much.
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‘You have to make it with love’ – this is something I hear all the time from my Italian friends, and it always makes me smile because it is so genuine, and so lovely to hear. My husband Giancarlo says the same thing, ‘If you don’t make it with love, it won’t happen’.
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The Wines of Italy

There has never been a better time to put an Italian bottle on your table. Just when wine enthusiasts have grown weary of overplayed international grape varieties, such as Chardonnay, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, Italy is able to open the door to a new world of distinctive flavours. Carpeted with vines from top to knobbly toe since the time of the ancient Greeks, Italy has managed to maintain a vast array of unique wine styles. Suddenly the world is ready to lap them up.

The diversity of wines on offer in Italy is remarkable. All the wine regions – which cover the country like a mottled patchwork stocking – have clung to their own traditions, and usually have a proud adherence to local grape varieties. This means that today Italy makes wine from about four hundred different grapes, ranging from the familiar Pinot Grigio and Sangiovese to the tantalisingly obscure Tintilia, Timorasso, Casavecchia and Pignol.

Approaches to winemaking are varied too – fiercely traditional in some places and determinedly modern in others. Put all the variables together and you have a head-spinning choice of wine, from the simple and rustic (the liquid equivalent of a homemade pizza, say) to the suave and sophisticated. Steady improvements in quality over the past decade are another plus. None of this means that it is compulsory to serve Italian wine with Italian food, of course – but what a pity not to!

Italy’s finest classic wines – all well known – are mainly red. They include the Piedmont legends Barolo and Barbaresco, based on the tar-and-rose-petal-scented grape Nebbiolo, and the super-concentrated Amarone, made in the Veneto from partially dried grapes. Then there are the best Chianti Riservas and Tuscany’s other Sangiovese stars, Brunello di Montalcino and Vino Nobile de Montepulciano. Like most treat wines, these shine with simple food that allows the wine to be the focus of attention – serve them with roast beef, fillet steak, venison or wild boar. Except for Amarone, which is so sweetly luscious that it often tastes best at the end of a meal, served with a chunk of Parmesan or all by itself.

The style of many top reds like these has changed in recent years. They have become fruitier, richer and smoother in texture – less austere. More controversially, some are strongly stamped with the cedar and mocha notes of new French oak barrels, the favourite fashion accessory of swish wineries the world over. In Tuscany, however, the pendulum is swinging back towards tradition. The SuperTuscans – internationally acclaimed wines like Tignanello, Sassicaia and Ornellaia, incorporating Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot – are these days somewhat overshadowed by pure expressions of Sangiovese.

All well and good… but darned expensive. What about the more affordable end of the spectrum? The picture couldn’t be more positive. Interesting, well-priced wines of all descriptions are arriving on our shelves from every part of Italy. Some regions which until recently suffered from a poor image have raised their game and begun to prove how impressive their wines can be: Valpolicella and Soave are prime examples. Others have emerged from semi-obscurity to refocus attention on their exciting heirloom grape varieties: Collio close to Slovenia, for instance, with its racy Ribolla Gialla; Campania with a mineral-edged Greco di Tufo, floral Fiano and pineappley Falanghina; Sicily with chocolatey Nero d’Avola; and Puglia with chunky Negroamaro, to name but a tiny handful.

Although central Italy is producing a wider assortment of unusual wines than before, especially in the Marche and Abruzzo, the cool north and sunbaked south are the real pacesetters. The north-west is as significant as the north-east for revitalised whites: Piedmont’s Arneis and improved (but not necessarily expensive) Gavi are counterpoints to Lombardy’s Lugana and the Veneto’s Bianco di Custoza. Surprisingly, the south, home of robust reds, is also proving adept at delicious whites, particularly in Campania. Fashion has played a role in Italy’s wine renaissance. Even non-drinkers know about the rollicking success of Prosecco and Pinot Grigio (some good, but much of it as flavourless and forgettable as industrial mozzarella).

The focus on previously little-known grapes and regions, combined with a wealth of familiar styles, creates a range of possibilities so broad that it may seem baffling. Charged with finding the right wine for a particular dish, how are frazzled cooks to find shortcuts through the maze? The first tip is to zone in on the region from which a dish originated (if it has regional roots – and many do). You know, for example, that risotto belongs to northern Italy, so, depending on the ingredients, team it with a light white or red wine from the north. White Bianco di Custoza or Soave Classico would be just right for a Risotto with Seafood or a Spring Risotto of green vegetables, while red Dolcetto or Valpolicella Classico would harmonise perfectly with a Borlotti Bean and Sausage Risotto. Similarly, pasta dishes with punchy flavours like anchovies, chilli and capers hail from the south and suit a robust red from Italy’s foot or heel (like Puglia’s Salice Salentino), or from Sicily or Sardinia. The natural flavour affinity between local foods and local grapes is difficult to beat.

Don’t panic, though, if you are unable to pin a dish down by its region. Look at it this way: you now have the perfect excuse to come up with some intriguing combinations of your own, and this is where the true fun of food-and-wine-matching lies. For best results follow two basic rules. First, match food-and-wine-matching lies. Light, delicate food requires light, delicate wine, while rich flavours on the plate need to be balanced with weighty concentration in the glass. This may sound insultingly obvious, but it is often lost sight of, especially at dinner parties when there may be an urge to serve blockbuster wines, no matter what is on the menu.
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The focus on previously little-known grapes and regions, combined with a wealth of familiar styles, creates a range of possibilities so broad that it may seem baffling.



Once this balancing act has determined roughly the style of wine you are aiming for, think about specific flavours. A beef stew made with tomatoes will taste good with a tangy young Barbera, for example – picking up on the fresh acidity of the tomatoes. A beef casserole with mushrooms will have other requirements. An older wine – a Chianti, perhaps, with its earthy edge – should have developed faint mushroom or truffle notes which will gloriously amplify the flavours of the dish. Let’s look at a few more possibilities suggested by recipes in the book. I’d choose a light, zesty white for Spaghetti al limone; there’s enough richness in the cream already. Lobster Spaghetti or Lobster Mezzelune on the other hand call for a partner with substance – a decent Gavi or a generously flavoursome Greco di Tufo. Calf’s Liver with Onions would be delicious with a subtle northern Pinot Nero, while Tuscan Rabbit with Olives would be well matched by a rustic middleweight, such as Montepulciano d’Abruzzo.

Remember, the main ingredient in a dish won’t necessarily point towards the perfect wine by itself; consider its accompanying elements, too. Even salad dressings may hold clues – lemon suggesting lighter, tangier wines than balsamic, which marries with richer flavours. But it’s a mistake to get too precious about food and wine partnerships. If you feel befuddled, just bear in mind that virtually all Italian wines taste better with food; that fact should carry you comfortably across a confusing morass of minor subtleties.

To puddings, finally. Everybody knows Tuscany’s powerful amber Vin Santo (it’s best with panforte or little cantucci biscuits – it can overwhelm tiramisu). But do try some of Italy’s other dessert wines, such as Marsala (good with toffee flavours) or Recioto. The white Recioto di Soave is yummy with baked peaches and is generally cake and caramel-friendly, while Recioto della Valpolicella, the sweet red cousin of Amarone, is good with blue cheese or dark chocolate. If all these concentrated sweeties sound a bit too overpowering, a good-quality Moscato d’Asti may be the answer – brilliantly low in alcohol and wonderfully palate-cleansing, especially with tongue-clinging desserts like meringues, zabaglione, soufflés or ice cream.
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Everybody knows Tuscany’s powerful amber Vin Santo (best with panforte or little cantucci biscuits – it can overwhelm tiramisu). But do try some of Italy’s other dessert wines such as Marsala (good with toffee flavours) or Recioto.



Having chosen your wine carefully, it’s worth taking the trouble to serve it with panache. The Italians, after all, are masters of style – not just pioneers of today’s tall, elegantly tapered wine bottles and design-led labels, but schooled to serve even modest wine with such a flourish that it often tastes way better than it should. Follow their lead. Choose generous, tulip-shaped glasses: this shape helps to trap the aromas that are so central to the enjoyment of wine. This gives your guests a head-start as they breathe in those quintessentially Italian smells – lemons and almonds, perhaps, in the whites, and the heady scent of damp earth and cherries in the reds.
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Be adventurous. Try wine styles you have never tasted before as often as you can. You may not strike gold every time, but you’ll unearth some thrilling finds, every one distinct and different from the rest.

Don’t serve white wines too cold (only sparkling and sweet wines should be at fridge temperature; everything else benefits from a few more degrees), or reds too warm (above 17˚C they may taste syrupy and flat). And don’t fill glasses higher than the widest point of the tulip, leaving plenty of space to swirl and release the precious aromas that intensify a wine’s taste. (Swirling is not pretentious, by the way. The popularity of wine-appreciation classes has made it commonplace, thank goodness.) Well-filled wine glasses may appear generous, but most wine enthusiasts consider them naff.

After all those do’s and don’ts, I’ve saved the most crucial advice for last. Be adventurous. Try styles you have never tasted before as often as y ou can. You may not strike gold every time, but you’ll unearth some thrilling finds, every one different from the rest. With all its complications – scores of regions, hundreds of grapes, thousands of estates – Italy makes that as easy as pie.

by Mary Dowey
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