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‘The way to enjoy Venice is to follow the example of these people and make the most of simple pleasures.’

Henry James
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PROLOGUE

Venice, August 1986

It is late. I am sitting with friends outside a restaurant in Giardini, a residential neighbourhood on the eastern edge of Venice. The night sky still glows pink from the dying day, and swifts wheel and chirp in the warm air above us.

I catch the waiter’s eye and hold up our empty wine jug. I really don’t want this night to end. It is my last day in the city. I have spent three weeks here and tomorrow I must travel back to England.

Venice bewitches. Like many before me, I have been seduced by its art, architecture, poetry and beauty. But there is something else. As I pack my bags and prepare to catch the waterbus to the train station, I sense unfinished business: it’s the neighbourhood that’s got me, not the city.

Travelling along the Grand Canal, I know I will be back. But what I don’t realize is that, despite many trips to Venice over the coming decades, it will take me thirty years to return to Giardini.




INTRODUCTION

One of the great pleasures of foreign travel is exploring food markets, ogling butchers’ windows, marvelling at the variety of ingredients and produce. One of the great frustrations, however, is not being able to buy it all, take it home and cook. Hotels, as convenient and pleasurable as they are, do not have en-suite kitchens, so my natural instincts as an amateur chef and jobbing restaurateur are continually thwarted.

Nowhere have I felt this more keenly than in Venice. My connection with the city is both personal and professional, and in recent years the frequency of my visits has increased. This has only served to emphasize the frustration. My hotel of choice for several years has been a small, humble and dilapidated pensione, a guesthouse on the southern tip of Dorsoduro, perched on the edge of the Giudecca Canal. It is beautiful in the manner of so much of Venice, having a faded elegance and an easy charm that has certainly helped me to feel at one with my surroundings. But, apart from eating in restaurants and, when I am particularly fortunate, in friends’ houses, my culinary connectedness has faltered. I have only ever been able to eat in the city like a tourist or as a house-guest. I have never been able to go to the markets in the morning, engage with the stallholders, choose the inkiest cuttlefish or the plumpest peaches, the brightest sardines or the purplest artichokes, and march home to prepare the evening meal. In other words, I’ve never been able to cook like a Venetian.

A couple of years ago I found myself back in the residential neighbourhood of Giardini. It was one of those glorious evenings that only Venice can deliver: expansive bruised skies with silhouetted bell towers on the horizon, lights from boats reflected on the surface of the lagoon, the sound of water lapping on the fondamenta. I was transported back thirty years and was overcome with a disorientating sense of déjà vu.
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Later, over a simple supper of risotto in a Venetian friend’s kitchen, I had a bit of an epiphany. What would it be like to live and write in one of the most visited cities in the world and experience it like a local? Go to the same markets, buy the same cuts of meat, choose the same fish and seafood, carry home the same vegetables, and effectively immerse oneself in the gastronomic heart of one of the least known and most misunderstood food cultures in Europe? Additionally, knowing what I did about the way Venetians celebrate seasonal ingredients and the dramatically changing nature of the markets, month to month, I reckoned that if I were to take on that challenge I would need to write about buying, preparing, cooking and eating in real time, over the course of four seasons, in a real Venetian kitchen.

The location of this realization was significant. Much has been written about those Venetian classics found in the city’s handful of excellent restaurants (and even in many of the poor ones, too) and in the growing number of cookery books that champion the food of the region. Fewer column inches, however, have been devoted to the genuine home cooking of Venice, the sort I was experiencing that evening in Giardini.

The difference between home cooking and restaurant food is often just a question of attitude. The former is heartfelt and generous, born of love, warmth, tradition and a sense of abundance. The latter counts precision, consistency and expertise among its virtues. Not being a professional chef myself, I have always had a preference for home cooking, holding gingham-aproned grandmothers in far higher esteem than white-jacketed pros. Along with the honesty you find in a domestic kitchen, you will often discover a startling absence of written recipes, many existing only in the memory of the home cook. It is this oral tradition, with family favourites passed down verbally from generation to generation, that I hoped would form the basis of my exploration, too.

So, my adventure begins in October, a beautiful month in Venice when the days can still be as warm as toast and the markets are at that beguiling threshold between summer and autumn, meaning you can still get wonderful tomatoes but you also see the first radicchio and pumpkins coming from Chioggia and rural Veneto. I have rented a small apartment in a narrow street that forms part of the residential grid just north of the gardens at Giardini. There is a communal altar in the tiny open courtyard where brightly painted mannequins of Jesus Christ and the Virgin keep an eye on the close-knit community. Candles are lit in the evenings and sometimes my new neighbours come out of their houses and sing songs of thanks and praise.

The apartment is humble and sparsely furnished but has a glorious terrazzo floor, bare brick walls in the kitchen and a balcony wide enough to take a single chair. What more could I ask for? As long as I have an outside spot to sit in the sun and shell fresh peas, I know I will be happy. Importantly, I am very close to Via Garibaldi, the main shopping street of the neighbourhood. In my immediate vicinity, there are three greengrocers (one of whom trades from a floating barge), three butchers, two fishmongers, a bakery, an enoteca and a domestic hardware store specializing in plastic buckets, pegs and discounted shampoo. Further afield are a small supermarket, a couple of spritz bars and the local communist club.

Via Garibaldi is simply beautiful. It runs north-east to south-west, so from mid-morning to late afternoon the sun has nowhere to go other than directly along its tall terraced sides and across the cambered Istrian paving stones. It is a rio terra, in other words, a canal that has been paved over. You can still see the shape of the original waterway and only a small leap of imagination is required to picture it as it once was, gondolas sailing past, sunlight glinting.
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As far as the traders and stallholders are concerned, I quickly identify my allies. For fish you go to Delfino, located close to where the Sant’Anna Canal starts. It’s a lively place with a permanent backdrop of reggae music playing on a tinny beatbox, but the seafood is good. Maurizio and Nicola are the unlikeliest fishmongers and you get a good dose of banter with everything you buy. For fruit and vegetables it’s Stefano, in Campiello Caboto. He employs a couple of cheeky chaps who flirt outrageously with the (mostly) elderly female clientele. Not only do they get away with it but, judging by the crowds, they are as popular as the piselli and puntarelle. The enoteca, like many across the city, simply fills your empty plastic water bottles with the wine of your choice for a few euros. Stefania, a local character with a big voice, runs the place with the efficiency of a sergeant-major. And for meat, I head back to the macelleria on the corner of Calle de le Ancore. It is the butcher’s shop with the longest queues – always an encouraging sign. One could argue that Italian cooking is more about good shopping than good technique. Of course, you need to have a certain level of competence in the kitchen, but if the ingredients are excellent to start with, then you have to do less to them.

With my base established and my kitchen kitted out with only the most rudimentary equipment, I am able to begin the serious business of stalking my neighbours. I follow them to the markets, ambushing them with questions in my pidgin Italian (‘Mi scusi, signora, cosa farai con questi ingredienti?’), and then I go home to make the dish myself. It is a particularly rewarding way to get to know a region’s food culture and its traditions. What I also discover, of course, as well as the fastidious seasonal discipline of these home cooks, is that they borrow freely from other parts of Italy. Dishes from Puglia, Sicily, Tuscany, Lombardy and Emilia-Romagna appear with frequency and with no sense of disloyalty nor any less pride. In fact, it transpires that some locals believe recipes made famous in other regions were originally stolen from Venice in the first place. (Mrs Povinelli in particular insists that the meat ragù the world associates so closely with Bologna was ripped off from the ancient Venetian recipe for secoe.)

This book charts the culinary journey I made over the course of fourteen months in that scruffy apartment in Giardini. Some of the recipes are traditional, some put together from fragmented conversations with ninety-year-old great-grandmothers, some given to me by professional Venetian chefs whom I have befriended, others from enthusiastic amateurs who, once they got wind of my project, would collar me and tell me I absolutely must include their mother’s recipe for this or their grandfather’s version of that. A few of the dishes in these pages are regional impostors, and I make no excuse for that. This is home cooking, with all the idiosyncrasies and aberrations that come with it. Venice has, over the centuries, occupied and been occupied, and the influences of other regions on its cuisine are there to see and taste at every turn.

There was, for me, a compelling reason to follow the seasons and to divide the recipes into those four categories. They are so distinct, and the markets so different at the four meteorological junctions of the year, that the food on family tables reflects that. Since I was living, shopping, cooking and writing in real time, it seemed only sensible to shape the book in real time, too. And how apt that the birthplace of Antonio Vivaldi should also be the scene for my own Quattro Stagioni.

But, above all else, I believe this collection is a snapshot of the food cooked and eaten by real Venetians, a population that is dwindling at a rate of 1,000 inhabitants a year. No one really knows the true consequences for Venice if this decline continues, but as long as those remaining residents continue to cook and eat with such passion and sense of pride, there is a small part of the unique character and culture of the city that will always survive.
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SPRING

‘The way to happiness is to think no further ahead than lunch or dinner.’

Stephen Bayley (after Sydney Smith)
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I spend much of my time in search of the simple, and my day will usually begin with thoughts of food. I am often drawn to the market, as if in the embrace of a powerful tractor beam, by the promise of a new ingredient, or the delivery of a particularly splendid batch of some familiar ones.

To say that Italian cooking starts with the ingredient would be a significant under-statement. Italian cooking is the ingredient. From Sicily in the hot, dry south to Alto Adige in the verdant, temperate north, the food philosophy is the same: less is more. I find regional differences are not so much about technique in the kitchen, but rather to do with variations in what’s available. Generally speaking, it is the peasant tradition of simplicity that pervades and persists. And necessity tends to be mother of invention with many of Italy’s iconic dishes: panzanella, the vibrant Tuscan salad, is a thrillingly simple and delicious way to deal with a glut of tomatoes and a stash of stale bread. Vignole, from Lazio and Umbria, is a riot of springtime greenery, the only sensible way to cope with the abundance of peas, artichokes and chard at that time of year.

Spring takes me out of the house earlier every day and on a much more frequent basis. It’s a cliché, I know, but the sense of new life and rebirth is visible everywhere, even in a city made of marble and stone. But often I crave more bucolic surroundings, and as lovely as the generous grassy square in front of the church of San Pietro di Castello is, my English sensibilities get the better of me and I start planning my first visit of the year to my favourite Venetian island.

A short trip on the number 13 vaporetto takes me over the most peaceful part of the lagoon to the island of Sant’Erasmo, a place of surprising calm and tranquillity. It is a geographical miracle – a long, narrow stretch of land with the Adriatic along one flank and the brackish lagoon on the other. How anything survives here is a wonder, yet much of the greengrocery you find in Rialto Market and on the fruit and veg barges across the city comes from the island. Furthermore, the fruit produce grown in its farms and gardens is revered above anything from other areas of Italy. This is partly a matter of local pride and partly because the quality is superb.

I remember the first time I visited. I was going to see Michel Thoulouze, a French ex-pat who bought a house and land on Sant’Erasmo several decades ago and decided to plant Malvasia and Vermentino vines. He now makes one of the only wines produced entirely in the lagoon. He also keeps Padovana chickens, those peculiar poultry with heads like elaborate feather dusters. After spending an hour or two with Michel, I went for a very long walk. The vineyards gave way to fields of purple artichokes, allotments growing zucchini, peas, asparagus, chard. The sense of lush fertility is quite remarkable.

As I sailed back to Venice on an almost empty vaporetto, I did so with a renewed sense of admiration for a city that has evolved with a substantial degree of self-sufficiency, using available resources in a very similar manner to the kitchen philosophy of its home cooks.

While Sant’Erasmo is characterized by silence and serenity, Rialto Market could not be more different. It is raucous, brash, frenetic and noisy. But it is a thrilling place that makes you feel you are in the beating cultural and culinary heart of the city. On busy mornings, it really can be difficult to move, and even when you are able to dodge the tourists, traders and shoppers, you’ll not get up a pace much faster than the bovoletti snails that crawl out of the overflowing buckets near the fish stalls.

I experienced quite a commotion one early spring day, 8 March, as it happens, when the first soft-shell crabs of the season arrived. With such a small window of opportunity to catch these moeche as they are moulting, they are rare and eye-wateringly expensive. But I feel just as much excitement when I spot a newcomer of any ilk. I remember seeing telline clams for the first time, tiny smooth bivalves no bigger than your fingernail. I bought two kilos on the spot without much of an idea what I was going to do with them. I needn’t have worried. They were perfect briefly sautéd with olive oil, salt, garlic and chopped parsley.

I love the sideshows around the market, too. There’s big Tomas, a broad-shouldered fellow who spends hours every day cutting the leaves from artichokes, trimming the stalk back and carving out the heart, or fondo, before throwing it into a huge tub of acidulated water with the hundreds of others. These are then sold at a premium, all the hard work done for you. And there’s the silent, brooding chap who finds shade to set up his table where he decapitates, disembowels and butterflies one tiny sardine after another, using only his thumbnails, neatly laying them out on a sheet in front of him, his hands and forearms drenched in blood up to the elbow. These little spatchcocked fish are known as sardine ‘tongues’ and they are delicious in a light batter, swiftly fried (recipe here).

Spring is the season when Venice leaps out of the dark, cold months of January and February and seems to say, ‘Life is here, let’s rejoice.’ That sense of celebration and rebirth is nowhere more evident than in the markets, in the ingredients, in recipes and in the city’s home cooking.




BROCCOLI AND ANCHOVY CROSTINI • SARDINE ‘TONGUES’ • CASTRAURE AND PARMESAN SALAD • WARM SALAD OF LAMB, MINT AND NEW POTATO • GRILLED ASPARAGUS, GOAT’S CURD AND SPECK BRUSCHETTA • FRIED SAGE LEAVES • WATERCRESS, BROAD BEAN, PECORINO AND PEA SHOOT SALAD • WILD GARLIC SOUP • BABY ARTICHOKE RISOTTO • VENETIAN RICE AND PEAS • SPAGHETTI WITH ONIONS • CRAB AND CHILLI LINGUINE • SPAGHETTI WITH CLAMS, BOTTARGA AND WHIPPED PEAS • SAUSAGE AND EGG BUCATINI • SMALL GNOCCHI WITH BABY SQUID AND CINNAMON • GRILLED SPRING VEGETABLE PIZZA • RED ONION PIZZA • FRITTATA WITH PRAWNS AND DILL • JOHN DORY WITH ASPARAGUS AND BASIL • MACKEREL CAPONATA • VIGNOLE • BRAISED PEAS WITH BASIL • ESPRESSO MARTINI • PINZA • ZALETI • TOBLERONE ZABAIONE • SMALL WILD STRAWBERRIES WITH TARRAGON




BROCCOLI and ANCHOVY CROSTINI

A bar snack for 4

One beautifully sunny spring afternoon, the food writer and Venice resident Anna Gilchrist took me to a new wine bar near the Scuola Grande di San Rocco. I spotted a little cichèto behind the counter that I hadn’t come across before, and this is my version of it.

I’ve never considered broccoli prepared any other way than very fresh, briefly boiled or steamed and served with lots of salt. I’ve always associated soft, pulpy broccoli with school dinners. But here, mashed, with the salty, tangy anchovies, it’s a different story. Perfect with a pre-prandial Campari and soda.

½ a French baguette

350g broccoli florets

flaky sea salt

freshly ground black pepper

2 small (28g) tins of anchovies

½ a lemon

Slice the baguette on an angle to create 8 elliptical discs 1cm thick. Lay them on a baking sheet and toast them lightly under a grill for a few minutes each side, until golden brown. Set aside.

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the broccoli florets until quite soft but not too watery and mushy, about 6 minutes, depending on the size of the florets. Drain, rinse under cold running water, drain thoroughly again, then transfer to a large mixing bowl. Crunch over a generous amount of salt flakes and a twist of black pepper, then, using a potato masher, roughly mash the broccoli into a thick paste. Leave to stand for a minute or two.

Open the tins of anchovies and separate the fish. There are normally 8 to 10 fillets per 28g tin. Roughly chop half of them and add to the broccoli. Mix thoroughly.

Spoon an equal amount of the broccoli/anchovy mix over the eight lozenges of toast, drape over a single anchovy lengthways, add a twist of black pepper and a few drops of lemon juice, and serve as a bar snack.
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SARDINE ‘TONGUES’

For 4, as a starter

The name of this dish comes from the shape of the tiny butterflied sardine cutlets. The headless, gutted little fillets still retain their tails but in their splayed state look vaguely like tongues. These are lovely as a starter on individual plates, but also excellent on a large serving tray as canapés.

16 sardines, gutted, filleted and decapitated

200g ‘00’ flour, seasoned

1 large egg, beaten

200g panko breadcrumbs

1 litre vegetable oil, for deep-frying

1 lemon, quartered

fine salt

Wash the sardines under cold running water and thoroughly dry. Take a very sharp knife and cut the belly side right down to the tail. Now push the two flanks of each fish to the side to create 16 cutlets with all the tails still intact.

Put the salted flour on to a large plate, the beaten egg into a bowl and the breadcrumbs on to a plate, and line all three up like a factory production line.

Heat the oil in a large saucepan to around 190°C. You can test this by dropping a cube of bread into the pan – it should turn light brown in about 20 seconds.

Lightly coat each cutlet in flour, shake off. Dip in the egg, shake off. Then coat in breadcrumbs. Deep-fry in batches for around 90 seconds, until golden brown, and drain on kitchen paper.

Serve immediately, while hot, with a wedge of lemon and a pinch more fine salt.
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CASTRAURE and PARMESAN SALAD

For 4

Here is a salad that Venetians enjoy for a few brief weeks in late April and early May, when the first small artichoke buds appear in the farms of Sant’Erasmo. The castraure are so-called because the plant is castrated to allow the secondary artichokes to flourish (these are called botoli). Since it is rare to find castraure anywhere other than northern Italy, the only time I make this outside Venice is when I have packed my hand luggage with them on trips back to London. This is a recipe to attempt when you’ve been on a spring trip and you want to bring back a unique flavour of the region.

Because the main ingredient is so delicate, it is important to choose very soft and herby salad leaves. These are available on Italian market stalls by the 100g. Not so in the UK. You will have to plump for a supermarket bag of the best quality delicate salad leaves you can find.

16 castraure artichokes

1 tablespoon and 1 teaspoon of lemon juice

120g excellent quality aged Parmesan

50ml extra virgin olive oil

flaky sea salt

300g very delicate, small mixed salad leaves, washed and thoroughly dried

freshly ground black pepper

Trim the artichokes of their long stalks up to the base of the bulb. Remove the hard, outer purple leaves until you get to the softer, pale yellow ones. Don’t get carried away – castraure have no chokes, so you need to be left with a walnut-sized vegetable. Using a very sharp knife, slice the artichokes very thinly indeed and drop them into a small bowl of cold water to which you have added a teaspoon of lemon juice.

Using a speed peeler, or, even better, a truffle slicer on a medium/fine setting, carefully shave the largest intact sheets you can from your block of Parmesan. Set aside.

Take a very large mixing bowl and pour in half the olive oil, half the remaining lemon juice and a few good pinches of salt. Drain and pat dry the sliced castraure, then add them to the mixing bowl and turn several times very carefully with your hand. Now add the salad leaves and the remaining oil and lemon juice and, once again, carefully turn over with your hand, making sure you don’t fold or bruise the leaves. Finally, add the Parmesan shavings and turn over again, as delicately as you can so that the slices don’t crumble and break up.

Evenly distribute the salad on to four large plates, still using your hand and still being as gentle as possible. The artichokes will naturally have migrated to the bottom of the mixing bowl with the shaved Parmesan, so carefully divide the spoils equally, scattering them on top of each plate, and finish with a final twist of black pepper.

Serve with a glass of crisp white wine and crunchy bread.




WARM SALAD OF LAMB, MINT and NEW POTATO

For 4

As recently as last century, the campi of Venice were small grassy fields with livestock. It is quite amusing to imagine sheep grazing among the churches and palaces, but unsurprising, therefore, to find more than a smattering of meat recipes in the canon. The old abattoir in the westernmost reaches of Cannaregio, now defunct, would have satisfied most of the carnivorous cravings of Venetians, but now the local butchers are supplied from the farms of mainland Veneto. Lamb is particularly tender from the foothills of the Dolomites.

This delicious salad must be served warm, since cooked lamb does have a tendency towards clagginess when cold. A little sugar in the dressing intensifies the flavour of the mint and keeps the dish firmly within the boundaries of spring.

200g very small new potatoes

5 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

400g lean lamb loin

flaky sea salt

freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

½ a clove of garlic, peeled and finely chopped

a handful of mint leaves, finely shredded

2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

1 teaspoon caster sugar

500g lamb’s leaf lettuce

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the new potatoes for about 15 minutes. If they are tiny, leave them whole. If they are larger, cut them in half. Drain them and cover with a damp cloth until they are needed.

Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 180°C/gas 4. Take an ovenproof heavy-based frying pan and heat a tablespoon of olive oil over a high flame. Liberally season the lamb joint with salt and pepper and sear it on all sides in the pan until browned. Transfer to the oven and roast for about 25 minutes, turning once. Remove, place on a wooden board and cover with foil. Allow to rest for 15 minutes.

While the meat is resting, make the dressing. Put the remaining olive oil, red wine vinegar, garlic, mint and mustard into a jam jar with a tightly fitting lid. Add a pinch of salt, the sugar and a twist of black pepper, then secure the lid firmly and shake vigorously over the sink for 30 seconds until smooth, silky and emulsified. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary.

Place the lamb’s leaf in a large mixing bowl, and add the cooked potatoes. Slice the lamb thinly, around 5mm, tossing the slices into the mixing bowl. Finally, add enough of the dressing to just coat the ingredients and turn over several times with your hand. Serve on wide plates and finish with a twist of black pepper.




GRILLED ASPARAGUS, GOAT’S CURD and SPECK BRUSCHETTA

For 4

The transformative qualities of direct heat and flame, though well known to fans of the barbecue, are less common in the domestic kitchen. For this reason, I do like to get my griddle pan out on occasion, not just for the tang of charring, but also the beautiful grill lines on those ingredients that are subjected to the smoking hot, ribbed cooking surface.

This dish occurred to me quite unexpectedly one morning at the fruit and veg barge on Via Garibaldi, simply because the asparagus had been displayed next to the pea shoots. The results were rather lovely. Speck is a delicious, lightly smoked prosciutto from Alto Adige, and you need to ask for it to be sliced so thinly that light passes through it when you hold a slice up to the window.

8 medium asparagus spears, woody ends removed

extra virgin olive oil

flaky sea salt

4 decent slices of sourdough, 2cm thick

1 clove of garlic, peeled

4 large slices of speck, very thinly sliced

150g goat’s curd

a handful of pea shoots

freshly ground black pepper

If your asparagus spears are more than a centimetre thick, you must blanch them first. Bring a large pan of salted water to the boil, put the asparagus in, and cook for 2 to 3 minutes maximum. Drain and plunge the spears into cold water for a minute, then dry and set aside. If your asparagus are more slender, you don’t need to prepare them, other than removing the woody stalk ends in both cases.

Take the griddle pan and rub the entire cooking surface with a little olive oil. Place on a high heat. Take the asparagus spears and coat with olive oil, using your hands. Lay them on the griddle pan and crunch over some flakes of salt. After a couple of minutes, carefully turn them over using kitchen tongs and do the same on all sides until you have nice, defined grill lines. Cut the spears at an angle into 3cm long pieces. Set aside.

Rub a little olive oil over both sides of each slice of bread and lay them on the hot griddle. A couple of minutes each side should give you nice dark grill marks on the bread, too.

Slice the garlic clove in half and gently rub the cut edge over one side of each slice of sourdough. Carefully lay on the slices of speck, with a few folds to create some height. Crumble over the goat’s curd. Evenly distribute the asparagus pieces and scatter over the pea shoots.

Finally, add a pinch of salt and a twist of black pepper, finishing with a drizzle of olive oil.




[image: image]
GRILLED ASPARAGUS, GOAT’S CURD and SPECK BRUSCHETTA





FRIED SAGE LEAVES

A small snack for a small gathering

Sometimes the simplest things are capable of giving the greatest pleasure. A single sage leaf coated in a light batter and fried briefly until crisp and brittle may not sound like the pinnacle of culinary achievement, but there is an understated elegance to this little confection that belies its simplicity.

Sage has a potent flavour, intensified by the frying process. I will often make a batch of these snacks to accompany a pre-prandial cocktail, and there is nothing better for that purpose than an extremely cold, extremely dry Gin Martini. You can find my recipe here.

100g plain flour

1 large egg, beaten

250ml cold carbonated water

40 sage leaves, washed and dried

1 litre vegetable oil, for deep-frying

fine salt

Put the flour into a large mixing bowl and add the egg. Beat together with a wooden spoon, then very slowly add the water, all the while mixing with the spoon. Continue until you have a smooth, creamy, dense mixture, just like pancake batter.

Heat the oil to 190°C in a large saucepan. You can test this by dropping a small cube of white bread into the oil – it should turn golden brown in 20 seconds. Carefully submerge the sage leaves in the batter, then drop them individually (making sure they do not clump) in small batches into the oil. When they are crisp and golden, remove them with a slotted spoon and lay them on a double sheet of kitchen paper. Sprinkle with fine salt and serve immediately.
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WATERCRESS, BROAD BEAN, PECORINO and PEA SHOOT SALAD

For 4

I find that there are substantial variations in the size of watercress leaves. Sometimes the plant is coarse and dark with very thick stalks, and while these varieties are wonderfully intense and peppery, they do not make for great salads. So you need to seek out the very delicate, herby version with small leaves and pale stalks. When dressing this salad, use your hands to turn over the ingredients, not salad tossers, and be as gentle and as careful as you can. You really must try not to bruise or crease the leaves; you want them to stand springy and proud on the plate.

a large handful of yellow sultanas

1kg fresh broad beans in their pods, podded to yield 250g beans

300g baby watercress leaves

extra virgin olive oil

the zest and juice of ½ a lemon

flaky sea salt

a large handful of pea shoots

100g Pecorino Romano, shaved

freshly ground black pepper

Put the sultanas into a bowl of cold water and soak for half an hour. Drain and pat dry.

Meanwhile, pod the broad beans and put them into a large pan of boiling water for 2 minutes. Drain and rinse under a cold running tap, then set aside.

Remove and discard all the thickest stalks from the watercress leaves, then wash and dry using a salad spinner.

Take the broad beans and remove the inner green pulses from the white membranes by piercing them with your thumbnail and pushing the bean through. (This is one of the most satisfying and therapeutic kitchen jobs I know.)

Take a very large mixing bowl and add the broad beans, watercress and sultanas. Drizzle with a couple of tablespoons of olive oil, add the lemon juice and a few pinches of salt, and gently turn over a few times with your hands. Finally, add the pea shoots and the lemon zest, carefully turn over once more and divide equally between four large plates. Scatter over the shaved Pecorino, finish with a twist of black pepper, and serve.
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