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Taste of Italy on the Open Road
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(Me at the market stocking up)
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Introduction




For an Italian giving up the enjoyment of good Italian food just because you are travelling and are away from your home kitchen is a “bridge too far”.




Welcome to "Taste of Italy on the Open Road," your passport to a culinary adventure that brings the rich flavours of Italy right out of your caravan or camp kitchen! Whether you are parked beside a serene lakeside or traversing a parched outback landscape, this cookbook is designed to inspire your inner chef while embracing the freedom of travel.




Picture sharing a delicious plate of pasta under a starlit sky, surrounded by the beauty of nature. From quick, satisfying meals to hearty feasts that will impress fellow travellers, each recipe celebrates the essence of Italian cooking with simple ingredients and easy techniques that will make cooking a breeze.




So, stock up, pack you bags, buckle up, and get ready to explore Italy one delicious dish at a time—because the best way to experience a country is through its food, no matter where your wheels take you!




Most recipes are for 2 but you can adapt by doubling amounts if cooking for more people.




I have included some staple ingredients that is always good to have on hand and at the end of the booklet some tips to save more time and prep for cooking when you travel. 








Let’s shop for the road like an Italian




Staples in your pantry




Extra virgin olive oil (for sauces and salads)

Good quality white wine vinegar 

Tomato passata (simple no basil or anything else as it is more versatile)

Tinned Italian tomatoes (again simple no added anything)

Tomato concentrate (usually sold in tubes and the Mutti variety is the best)

Good quality Italian tuna - with this have a few types the plain one in olive oil and the one with chilly (see image in the pasta al tonno, prezzemolo e limone recipe)

Rock salt (it you want to cook pasta like an Italian you do need this)

Jars of capers, black pitted olives, anchovies (so many things you can cook with these)

Fresh chilli (can be kept in the freezer and used when needed) but chilli flakes will also do.

Pepper (if in a grinder so can be used freshly ground is better)

Dry oregano (please don’t buy the Italian spice mix is really not very good)

Dry rosemary (if you have your own from your garden you can freeze it)

Dry bay leaves (if you have your own from your garden you can freeze it)

Cinnamon powder

Pasta of any type or shape you like but remember certain sauces are better with short pasta while others with long pasta so have a bit of both.




In the cupboard or fridge




Onions

Garlic

Carrots

Celery (but check out my freezer prep tip a the end of the booklet)

Parmesan cheese (now I need to confess that I hate the pre-grated variety and prefer to grate my own)

Butter

Breadcrumbs 







All the rest of the ingredients you can shop as you need them so check out the recipe you want to cook and just add the ones from the staples list. Also at the end of this booklet there is a prep section with tips for things you can pre-pack for your fridge and freezer and take with you. 











Pasta
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(Pasta with tonno,  parsley and lemon)




No cook (or very little cook) pasta sauces 




There is this strange belief that Italian cooking is all about slaving over a hot stove for hours and hours when the reality cannot be further from the truth. In the Italian tradition often people go home for lunch if working distance permits it. Therefore with many people leaving work to have lunch at home and then return to work  the idea of taking hours to cook lunch is just not even remotely possible and thus there are so many brilliant quick lunch time recipes that lend themselves perfectly for the “busy having fun” traveller. Let’s start with a staple in the Italian cuisine, pasta. Believe or not there is a selection of pasta “sauces” that in fact require no cooking at all or if something needs cooking is just for a couple of minutes or so, the following recipes you can do in the time it takes to cook your pasta. Here is a selections:




No cook pasta sauces 




Pasta al tonno, prezzemolo e limone (Pasta with tuna,  parsley and lemon)




Ingredients




1 small tin of Italian tuna with chilli (this type if you can find it see image at the end of this recipe)

1 tablespoon of finely chopped continental parsley

Zest of a lemon (better if lemon is organic)

2 good tablespoons of virgin olive oil

200 grams of short pasta (penne, rigatoni, fusilli, etc.)

Rock salt to cook the pasta

Freshly ground pepper




Method




In a large pot with salted water bring to the boil and cook the  pasta, set the timer so not to overcook it and while the pasta is cooking in a large bowl open the tin of tuna, flake it with a fork and add a tablespoon of virgin olive oil, add a little bit of pepper (not too much) mix well and set aside. When the pasta is cooked drain it and put it back in the pot with the gas/heat off. Toss on the pasta the tuna and olive oil mixture, mix well and then add the freshly chopped parsley and finely grated zest of lemon (just less than half lemon will do). Toss again and add the rest of the olive oil and serve.




This is probably my favorite quick lunch or dinner summery pasta that I cook very often.




[image: Tonno]




Rigatoni del pastore (Rigatoni with ricotta and basil)




Ingredients




150  grams of ricotta 

Some fresh basil 

1 tablespoon of parmesan (if grated fresh better)

200 grams of rigatoni

Rock salt to cook the pasta

Freshly ground pepper




Method




In a large pot with salted water bring to the boil and cook the  pasta, set the timer so not to overcook it and while the pasta is cooking in a bowl mix the ricotta with the parmesan, add a tablespoon of the pasta cooking water to form a bit of a consistent cream. When the pasta is cooked drain it but reserve a little bit of the cooking water  put the pasta back in the pot with the gas/heat off. Toss on the pasta the ricotta and parmesan mix, add a little bit of the cooking water if it looks too dry and to finish tear the basil leaves and mix everything well before serving. Have some freshly ground pepper on the table for those who likes it. 




Pasta al pomodoro fresco (Pasta with raw tomatoes)




For this dish you really need to wait for the summer and the best and most ripen tomatoes you can find. This is the perfect recipe if in your travels you come across an old fashion style farmers market or are in a town or place that has farmers selling their fresh produce. Don’t try to do this with supermarket tomatoes as it will be a bland tasteless mess. This is a summer dish and the sauce will not be hot.




Ingredients




4 or 5 very ripen tomatoes

Fresh basil 

A couple cloves of garlic

Extra virgin olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

200 grams of pasta of your choice (this works equally well with spaghetti o penne)

Rock salt to cook the pasta

Optional fresh chilly




Method




This non cook pasta sauce works best if you prepare it ahead and let it rest in the fridge. You can even do early in the day but just remember to cover the container well to keep all the fresh tomatoes and basil smell inside the bowl. So to prepare the “sauce” you lightly blanch the tomatoes just enough to be able to take the skin off. Chop then roughly (if you like coarse sauce) or chop finely if you like a more smooth sauce, make sure you keep all the nice tasty juice from the tomatoes. Put the chopped tomatoes in a bowl, season with salt and add finely chopped basil and garlic. Mix and then add just enough olive oil to lubricate the sauce. It will be a fairly thin sauce but don’t worry. In a large pot with salted water bring to the boil and cook the  pasta, set the timer so not to overcook it and drain it well. As soon as the pasta is cooked return it to the pot and pour over the tomatoes, garlic, basil and olive oil sauce. Toss well and serve with freshly grounded pepper. You can add some fresh chilly thinly sliced if you “like it hot”.




Sauces with a little cooking




Pasta pesto e pomodorini (Pasta with pesto and cherry tomatoes)




Before I give you this recipe let me clear up a very important point. Pasta with pesto sauce in Italy is never cooked with chicken or really any other type of meat. Pesto is a vegetarian sauce and comes from Liguria where is often served on pasta with green beans and sometimes steamed potatoes but never ever with any kind of meat.

The beauty of pesto is that the sauce is ready in it’s jar and with the addition of some vegetables (like cherry tomatoes) it can be a transform is something really amazing with just a few minutes of cooking




Ingredients

A small punnet of cherry tomatoes

1 jar of good quality Italian pesto

A couple cloves of garlic

Extra virgin olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

200 grams of pasta of your choice (this works well with fusilli, rigatoni or farfalle)

Rock salt to cook the pasta




Method




In a large pot with salted water bring to the boil and cook the  pasta, set the timer so not to overcook it and while the pasta is cooking in a pan gently fry the garlic smashed if you want to remove it or chopped if you don’t mind eating it, when the garlic is very pale gold (don’t burn it) add the cherry tomatoes, don’t cut them but let them cook for a couple of minutes till they start to become tender. Once the pasta is cooked drain it well and return it to the pot gas off add the cherry tomatoes, oil and garlic and then spoon generously the pesto. Mix well and serve with a little drizzle of olive oil.




Pasta con speck e panna  (Pasta with speck and cream)




This pasta is the perfect comfort food when the weather is not the best and you need something more “meaty” but still quick to prepare. There are lot of variation if this type of recipe, with ham, pancetta, etc. I like the smoky taste of speck that goes so well with the velvety marriage of tomatoes and cream.   The other advantage is that it does not require grated parmesan and so once the final couple of minutes of tossing and sauce absorbing is done it is time for plating up and enjoying while the rain is coming down.




Ingredients

150 grams of speck cut in one thick slice

400 grams of tomato passata (Mutti) or chopped tinned tomatoes

1/2 onion finely chopped

150ml cream (you really need just normal cream nothing fancy)

Extra virgin olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

200 grams of short pasta of your choice (this works well with fusilli, rigatoni, cavatappi or farfalle)

Rock salt to cook the pasta

Some chopped parsley (optional)




Method




In a pan large enough that you can toss in the pasta gently fry in the olive oil the chopped onions and once slightly golden add the speck that you have cut in small chunks, cook for a few minutes and when the speck starts to become nicely caramelised add the tomato puree (or chopped tomatoes). Let  cook for 10 minutes or so at a medium heat in the meantime in a large pot with salted water bring to the boil and cook the  pasta, set the timer so not to overcook the pasta, cook for less than 2 minutes of the recommended time (so if the packet say 10 minutes cooking time cook just for 8).  When the sauce has cooked for about 10 minutes check for salt and add some if necessary, add the cream and lower the heat cook for another 5 minutes add pepper to taste. By now the pasta should be nearly cooked so with a perforated ladle drain the pasta and put in in the large pan with the sauce, mix and let complete the cooking for the last couple of minutes, add a little of the cooking water if needed.

You can sprinkle a little chopped parsley to finish the dish but it is optional.







Aglio olio e peperoncino (Pasta with oil, garlic and chilly)




This is the ultimate pasta for those who like something quick and have not much in the cupboard. If you are desperate you can also use dry chilly instead of fresh. I will also give you a couple of other version build on this very simple pasta. One last thing this is a recipe that requires spaghetti and no other pasta to be absolutely authentic. One thing that really bothers me is when you see aglio and olio in so called “Italian restaurant” and they add things like eggplant, mushroom, etc. Now the reason is called aglio e olio is that aside from the chilly there should be nothing else, if you add things (like the variations below) is not aglio and olio but something else, hence a different name.




Ingredients




Two or more cloves of garlic (depending on how garlicky you want it)

Extra virgin olive oil

A fresh red chilly or dry one if fresh is not available (here again depends how hot you like it)

200 grams of spaghetti

Rock salt to cook the pasta







Method




Put your pasta on and while it is cooking in a separate pan (that can accomodate the spaghetti once drained) gently fry the garlic thinly sliced and the chilly with at least three table spoons of olive oil. Make sure you do not burn the garlic or the pasta will taste bitter, the goal is slow and steady the garlic must turn pale gold and never burn. When the pasta is cooked “al dente” drain and toss in the pan that has the garlic, chilly and oil. Mix well and serve, do not put any parmesan cheese this is one of those pasta that are to be enjoyed without anything else except a nice glass of wine.




Now for some variations:




Spaghetti di mezzanotte (midnight spaghetti) called this way because is the type of pasta that is cooked with friends after partying (in the disco days it was a common thing to go home at the end of the dancing night and cook this pasta with your friends).




To the list of ingredients for the aglio, olio and peperoncino add some fresh rosemary, fresh thyme, grated rind of a lemon.




Cook the aglio and olio sauce in the same way but when the garlic start to become golden add the fresh rosemary and thyme. Follow the same recipe from above once the pasta is cooked but at the very last minute before serving sprinkle the grated lemon rind to add freshness to the pasta.




Spaghetti al pangrattato (spaghetti with breadcrumbs). Once upon a time in certain parts of Italy because parmesan was very expensive and also did not “agree” with the sauce the common practice was to add toasted breadcrumbs to the pasta in the same way you would normally add parmesan. 




For this variation to the list of ingredients for the aglio, olio and peperoncino add a couple of tablespoons of good quality breadcrumbs, some finely chopped continental parsley and another garlic clove. 




Follow the same recipe of the aglio and olio but in a small pan over low heat fry in a couple of tablespoons the other clove of garlic (whole and bruised to release the flavour), add the finely chopped parsley fry for no more than a minute and then add the breadcrumbs mixing and turning well to avoid it burning, when the oil is absorbed and it is slightly toasted turn the heat off and set aside. Follow the same recipe from the aglio and olio once the pasta is cooked but serve the pasta sprinkled with the toasted breadcrumbs.




Spaghetti alle alici (anchovies spaghetti) this is another of those variation of the aglio and olio much loved in our home or when travelling




To the list of ingredients for the aglio, olio and peperoncino add some anchovies how many depends how much you love anchovies but at least 3 or 4 .




Cook the aglio and olio sauce in the same as the original recipe but also add the anchovies that will melt in the oil, like the aglio and olio make sure the garlic does not burn. Follow the same recipe from the aglio and olio once the pasta is cooked.








Meat and fish on the go
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(One of the many gorgeous little piazza in southern Italian towns)




This next batch of recipes again are typical of quick lunches or quick dinners in Italy and thus adapt well for those travelling but still wanting something tasty and inviting to eat especially at the end of a long day of driving.




Meat recipes 
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(Scaloppine ai funghi)




Scaloppine (in so many ways)




Restaurants up and down Italy have this dish on their menu as not only is quick to make but as the cut of meat is so thin it is also not expensive. So you do need the meat sliced thinly and/or have a nice meat mullet to thin it out. I will give you the base recipe for scaloppine but then you can make them is so many different styles and will add some variations after the basic recipe. 




Ingredients




Thinly sliced meat (veal, beef, chicken) choice is yours. Also the size each piece should not be bigger than the palm of your hand. Calculate at least two scaloppine each but then depends what else you will be eating or how hungry you are. 

Extra virgin olive oil (but some recipe in the variation might call for butter as well)

Plain flour

White wine (or other liquid see variations)

Salt and pepper to taste




Method




Using a meat mullet ensure that the meat pieces are very thin, put half a cup of plain flour in a plate (or if you want to avoid washing up and a mess in a plastic bag) add freshly grounded pepper (but not the salt yet). Coat the meat with the flour and pepper mixture and shake off any excess flour.

In a large pan heat the olive oil and add the meat when the oil is hot but careful not to burn the meat. The meat will cook very quickly so turn each piece around so it is cooked on both parts, now add about half a cup of white wine, let the alcohol evaporate and add salt to taste and more pepper if you like. The sauce should be nicely thickened thanks to the flour on the meat. It should not take more than 5 minutes to cook the whole dish. Serve with salad or steamed potatoes and veggies.




Now for some variations:




Scaloppine al limone (Scaloppine with lemon)




To the list of ingredients for the plain  scaloppine add a nob of butter and the juice of a whole lemon. Follow the same recipe of the plain scaloppine but before adding the wine add a nob of butter and the lemon and then the wine. 




Scaloppine ai funghi (Scaloppine with mushrooms)




To the list of ingredients for the plain  scaloppine add a nob of butter and sliced button mushrooms. Follow the same recipe of the plain scaloppine but before adding the wine add a nob of butter toss the thinly sliced mushrooms in the pan and then the wine. 




Scaloppine al marsala (or sherry if you cannot find marsala)




To the list of ingredients for the plain scaloppine add a nob of butter and a shot of marsala wine or sherry. Follow the same recipe of the plain scaloppine but cook with both olive oil and butter this time and add the marsala instead of the white wine. This recipe is better with veal or beef.




Scaloppine ai carciofini (Scaloppine with artichokes)




To the list of ingredients for the plain  scaloppine add a few artichokes (preserved in olive oil you can find at the deli or supermarket) and a little bit of chopped fresh continental parsley. Follow the same recipe of the plain scaloppine but once the scaloppine are cooked on both sides add the artichokes, then the wine and just before serving the chopped parsley. 




Scaloppine alla siciliana (Sicilian scaloppine)




To the list of ingredients for the plain  scaloppine add some capers, black pitted olives, preserved eggplant (in olive oil you can find at the deli or supermarket) and dry origano. Follow the same recipe of the plain scaloppine but once the scaloppine are cooked on both sides add the the capers, olives and chopped eggplant and a nice sprinkling of origano then the wine. 




More meat recipe for you:




Pollo alla birra (Chicken with beer)




This is another quick recipe that not only is cooked with beer but also goes very well with a nice cold beer at the end of the day.




Ingredients




Chicken breast (not too thick or cut in half if that is the case)

Half a carrot, half onion and half celery stick chopped (or the equivalent from the pre-prepared frozen base)

Olive oil

Plain flour

Beer

Salt and pepper to taste




Method




Coat slightly the chicken breast with the plain flour shaking off any excess. In a large pan put the olive oil and add the chopped vegetables, slightly cook for a two minute or so till they start to take a bit of colour. Now add the chicken cook for a minute or so on each side and a little salt and pepper and then add the beer. Cover and cook for 15 minutes on a slow flame (or till the chicken cooked so it depends on the thickness). To make things easier this is one of those recipes that uses the prepped frozen base you will find at the end of this booklet.




Serve with salad or steamed veggies




These are not so quick meat recipes but  are good for fire pits or slower cooking and slow enjoyment evenings.




The following recipes are for those times you want to cook something more substantial and perhaps like to share around a camp fire.




Salsicce e fagioli alla toscana (Tuscan style sausage and beans)




For this recipe I will give you ingredients to serve at least 4 people as it is really a dish that needs to be shared and cooked for more than 2 people. This is also a great dish to cook in a cast iron pan over camp fire.




Ingredients




2 tablespoons of olive oil

4 Italian pork sausages (and needs to be pork sausages to be authentic)

A small carrot, half an onion and a piece of celery chopped (or the mix…)

1 clove garlic finely chopped

1 tin of Borlotti beans

2 or 3 leaves of sage

A little sprig of rosemary

A tablespoon of tomato concentrate

1/2 glass of dry white wine 

Salt and pepper 




Method




In you pan add the olive oil and gently fry the garlic with the chopped vegetables (or the frozen mix), the sage and rosemary, cook for a couple of minutes and then add the sausages and brown on all sides. Once the sausages are nice and coloured splash with the wine let the alcohol evaporate and then add the tomato paste and mix just for a minute or so and then add the Borlotti beans from the tin with it’s liquid. 

Cover with a lid and let it cook making sure it does not burn (if you cook on a campfire you might want to move it away from direct flames). You should not need to add any water and once cooked there should be a nice saucy mix of sausages and beans. Adjust with salt and pepper at the end in case sausages are already salty and have pepper in it. 




What can you serve with this? Crusty bread, grilled polenta, steamed potatoes. Or if you need to balance it with something lighter a nice green salad. 







Spezzatino con patate (Beef and potatoes stew)




Another nice recipe for slow and steady cooking, sharing with friends and family over a campfire. Like the other recipe I will give you ingredients to serve at least 4 people, and this one is just as nice reheated the day after if you have any leftovers.




Ingredients




Olive oil (3 tablespoons)

600 grams of beef in chunks (stewing type like chuck steak or gravy meat, this recipe works well with veal as well)

3 or 4 potatoes (depending on size) cut in chunks

1 tin of peeled tomatoes or 1 cup of tomato pasta

A small carrot, half an onion and a piece of celery chopped (or general-purpose starter mix in the prep tips)

1/2 glass of dry white wine 

1 bay leaf

Salt and pepper




Method




In a have bottom pan (perfect for cast iron) put the oil and add the chopped vegetables, let sweat for a couple of minutes and then add the meat chunks and brown well on all sides. Once the meat is nice and brown splash with the wine and let the alcohol evaporate, now add the chopped peeled tomatoes or the passata, mix well add the bay leaf and the potatoes, mix add salt and pepper to taste and cover with a tight lid. Cook gently for at least two hours or till the meat is tender. Check every now and then to ensure that it is not burning and add a splash of water if it becomes too dry and start to stick to the bottom. Check for seasoning before serving.

This is a one pot meal since there is both meat and potatoes so all it needs is a nice salad to complete or some fresh fruit to finish the meal.




And the best for last!




One last meat recipe for those who really want to celebrate the outdoor Italian style…




Bistecca alla fiorentina (Florentine Tbone)




So this recipe is not really a quick dish but what better way to celebrate the outdoor especially in the company of family and friends if not with what is the rock star of Italian steaks, Fiorentina.




Like all masterpieces you need to be prepared to spend time and care if you want to share with your friends and/or family this amazing steak. It is not a cheap dish as you do need the best meat and a lot of it but trust me it is worth for the experience.




This is also a dish for sharing over a barbecue add some grilled veggies, a nice salad or if you really want to be Tuscan all the way borlotti beans cooked with sage and garlic (recipe with the veggie section).




Ingredients




One Tbone steak of at a bare minimum 700 grams if you can find a nice aged piece would be great. It does need a bit of fat on but not too much and go for a Black Angus if you can.  

Salt and pepper 




Method




For the perfect Fiorentina you need very high heat (if you are cooking in a pan possibly cast iron) or if you cook on a barbecue make sure that is not directly on the flame but the surface must be super hot.




The meat needs to be out of the fridge at least two hours before cooking for the best result and do not put any salt, pepper or oil on the steak the steak fat is the only thing needed.




When the grill (or pan) is super hot put your steak on and let it sizzle for at least 5 minutes do not move it as it needs to take colour, this stake needs to turned only once. So you should aim for a 700 gram steak to have 5/6 minutes each side for rare and just a minute or so more for medium rare. The last cooking step is to put then the meat on the side at the bone part (standing up) for another 5 minutes as the last step. Do not use a fork or anything that could pierce the meat to turn it or move it.




This steak needs to rest so once cooked put it on a warm plate and cover with aluminium foil and let rest for 4 to 5 minutes before serving. Now you can slice it and serve with salt and pepper (no gravy please)




The last tip is that this steak is for those who like their meat rare to medium rare as an overcooked Fiorentina is as the Tuscan will say “a sin”.




Fish recipes 




If you are lucky enough to be near the sea or have access to fresh fish from the fish market the following recipes are perfect for a quick lunch or dinner and do not require too many special ingredients.




Filetto di pesce alla siciliana (Fillet of fish Sicilian style)




For this dish the type of fish has to be with with firm flesh so not to come apart too much during cooking. Traditionally this dish is made with tuna, marlin or sward fish but you can try it with other type of fish providing it is in fillets. 




Ingredients




Fillets of fish (depending on the size one fillet per person)

A small punned of cherry tomatoes

Capers 

Pitted black olives

Dry oregano

1 clove of garlic

Olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste




Method




In a skillet or fry pan put the olive oil and gently fry the clove of garlic you have bruised so that can be removed at the end, when the garlic starts to take a little bit of colour add the capers and cherry tomatoes (cut in half of they are too big), now place the fillets in the pan and cook for a few minutes on one side, now turn the fish on the other side cook for a minute or so and then add the olives and sprinkle with a nice teaspoon of oregano. Cover and let cook for a few more minutes until the fish is cooked to your liking, add salt and pepper only at the end before serving.

This goes well with some crusty bread and a nice white crisp wine.







Impepata di Cozze (Mussels Neapolitan style)
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This dish is a traditional Neapolitan fishermen recipe. Is very simple to make and can be a dish to share and actually cooks well even on a campfire. You do need mussels that are already cleaned if you want to spare the time of cleaning them (these days most fishmongers do sell them cleaned) also the mussels need to be very very fresh and need to be black mussels not the green ones or the frozen variety, you need the “flavour” of the sea in it. It is really simple and only requires aside from the mussels just a couple of ingredients to cook and just some fresh lemon to serve.




Ingredients




Olive oil

Freshly ground pepper

1 clove of garlic smashed

A couple of tablespoons of tomato passata or fresh cherry tomatoes if you are lucky to find some nice and ripen

1 lemon cut in wedges to serve




Method




If your mussels are clean just discard any that are broken. If are not clean clean them and set them aside.

You will need a heavy bottomed pan and a lid that fits snugly for the perfect “impepata” as the name implies the star ingredient is pepper that needs to be freshly grounded. In the pot over high heat put just a table spoon of olive oil, the garlic and then sprinkle with the pepper let it sizzle for just a minute and add the tomato pasta or cherry tomatoes and the mussels, cover with the lid and shake the pan to move the mussels around so will start to open. Check after 5 minutes or so and shake and cover again if more needs to open. It will not take long for the mussels to open. 

The “liquid” is nicely mopped up with some crusty toasted bread that usually in Italy is served with this dish. As said before you can cook this over a campfire and can be put on a communal table still in its pot where your guest can serve themselves and squeeze some lemon over the mussels before tucking in.







Fritto misto di mare (Fisherman basked Italian style)
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Talking about those fish dishes that scream holiday by the Mediterranean you need to try the Italian version of fisherman basket. Is very very easy to make providing you have very fresh ingredients and follow some simple rules, so again the perfect way to enjoy a stay near the sea.




Ingredients




A selection of fish but you should have some calamari rings (try to go for small calamari not really big ones), some prawns no shell, small chunks of fish suitable for frying, 

Oil for frying 

Semolina flour

Sea salt

1 lemon cut in wedges to serve




Method




Prepare your fish and pat dry with some paper towels. The trick to make this dish perfectly is to toss the fish in the semolina flour only when you are about to add it to the hot frying oil, therefore you cannot have the fish sitting in the flour to wait. The method you need to follow is to have your fish pat dry on a plate, the semolina in a bowl and the cook in batches by simply toss the fish in the flour, shake excess and then straight into the hot oil, when cooked transfer over to paper a paper towel and then proceed till you have cooked all your fish. Also cook the variety one at the time therefore first all the calamari then all the prawns and lastly the fish pieces.

The oil has to be very hot and not olive oil as you need an oil that is specific for frying at high temperatures.

Serve with sea salt and wedges of lemon all you need is a nice salad and you will think you are in Positano.
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(Patate al prezzemolo)




I contorni (vegetable sides and more)




Although in this section I will cover what in Italy are called contorni (or side dishes that are usually vegetables based) nothing prevents some of these to be quick and easy lunch fare on the go.







Fagioli all’uccelletto (Italian style baked beans)




We love this not only as a side for steaks (Fiorentina) but it goes so well with sausages and other types of meat as well as on their own on pan fried polenta.




Ingredients




1 tin of Borlotti beans (this recipe really needs Borlotti not any other type of beans)

1 fat clove of garlic smashed

2 or 3 leaves of fresh sage (you can also use frozen sage see my prep section)

1 tablespoon of Mutti tomato concentrate

Olive oil

Salt and pepper as needed




Method




In a small saucepan put the olive oil and the garlic and let it take a light gold colour but careful not to burn it. Add the sage leaves and after just a few seconds while their flavour releases in the pan add the tablespoon of concentrate and mix well. Now tip the Borlotti beans with all their liquid from the tin in the saucepan and cook on a low heat for just 5 or minutes or so. The beans are already cooked in the tin so all is needed is for the sage/garlic/tomato base to mix with the beans and their liquid. Adjust salt and pepper to your liking at the end of the cooking time as more than often the beans already have salt and the tomato paste also is salty. Serve with your favorite grilled or barbecued meet or as I said earlier on pan fried polenta.







Cannellini bean salad




Since we are talking about beans this cold bean salad is another great side dish or lovely lunch over  toasted sourdough bread.




Ingredients




1 tin of Cannellini beans 

1 fat clove of garlic finely chopped or mashed

1 small onion finely sliced

Olive oil

Optional a splash of vinegar

Salt and pepper as needed




Method




In a bowl pour the content of the Cannellini beans keep some of the liquid but not all of it. Now add the sliced onions and the garlic, generously add the olive oil sat and pepper (taste to see that the beans are not already salted), mix well and let it rest in the fridge for 30 minutes or so before serving. Another great side for meat but also fish or as a “solo” meal with just some toasted bread and some cured meats for a cold lunch. You can also do a version with a splash of white wine vinegar.




Patate al prezzemolo (Potatoes with parsley)




This sort of potato salad is nice both warm or cold and goes well with a number of things but especially with grilled fish. You do need fresh parsley for this recipe.




Ingredients




2 or 3 potatoes peeled (depends on size)

A handful of continental parsley roughly chopped

Olive oil

Salt and pepper




Method




Boil or steam your potatoes whole. Once cooked put in a bowl and roughly smash them with a fork (you should break them in pieces not make it look like mashed potatoes), add the parsley and a generous amount of olive oil, add salt an pepper to your liking and serve (if you like it warm) otherwise you can set it aside or put it in the fridge and eat it cold. 




Funghi trifolati (Italian style mushroom)




I love this mushroom recipe not only is a great “contorno” for lunch or dinner but it is also a great side for breakfast along with eggs in any way you like.  




Ingredients




Olive oil

1 small knob of butter

400 grams of button mushrooms sliced

1 clove of garlic thinly sliced

A handful of continental parsley roughly chopped

1/4 teaspoon of cinnamon (optional see the method for reason)

Salt and pepper




Method




In a skillet put the oil and the butter and when the butter is melted add the garlic and gently fry without burning. Add the mushroom and mix well, add the tip of a teaspoon of cinnamon this is a trick to give your mushroom a “forrest” taste like the wild ones but make sure it is really a very small amount of cinnamon and don’t use it if you do not like this spice. 

Cook till the mushroom are soft and add fresh parsley only a couple of minutes before serving, same goes for salt and pepper taste and add at the end to your liking. 




Serve as a side dish with steaks, other grilled meats, sausages or as I said earlier an addition to your breakfast.  




Insalata di finocchi e arancia (Fennel and orange salad)




This is such a nice refreshing salad if you can find fennels at the market or greengrocer. It looks and taste even better if you can find blood oranges instead of normal ones but it is still worth making it even if blood oranges are not available. There is another version I will talk about at the end of this recipe




Ingredients




1 nice large fennel thinly sliced (keep some of the green feathery bits from it to garnish)

1 orange (better if a blood orange) peeled and sliced thin or in chopped segments (whatever is easier for you)

Salad dressing made of two teaspoon of balsamic vinegar a little of the orange juice, salt, pepper and a little olive oil. Do this dressing in a cup




Method




Arrange the fennel and orange slices/segments on a plate and pour the salad dressing only at the last minute before serving, garnish with the green fennel tops.

This is a great salad to have with smoked salmon or a side for steamed fish or grilled chicken.




Now for a variation: you can also do this salad using pomegranate instead of the orange just substitute the orange slices for the pomegranate kernels and add some of the pomegranate juice to the salad dressing.




Peperonata (Capsicum stew)




Another of those side dishes that is easy to make and can be used as a side but also a quick lunch or dinner dish with scrambled eggs.




Ingredients




2 or 3 capsicums (depending on size and of different colours if you can) cut in strips

2 gloves garlic

1 small onion chopped

4 or 5 leaves of fresh basil (but you can use the frozen ones see my prep section)

Olive oil

A couple of teaspoons of Mutti tomato concentrate

Salt an pepper to taste




Method




In a saucepan put the olive oil, the onions and the garlic and gently fry till golden but not burned. Add the capsicums cut in strips not too small (you can slice them across their length), add the tomato concentrate and stir to mix everything. Add just a couple of tablespoon of water as the capsicum will release their moisture and you do not want the peperonata too wet, put in the basil, add a little salt and some pepper and with a lid on cook for about 15 minutes on low heat checking every now and then that it still has some liquid and not sticking to the bottom.  At the end of the cooking time taste to adjust seasoning. This side dish is particularly suited for barbecued meats but works equally well with scrambled eggs or frittata. It is delicious hot but equally nice cold.




Polenta




Polenta is such a great side dish and it can be used in so many ways. Although real polenta takes a bit of time and skill to cook, these days you can find some really good instant polenta and we always have some in our cupboard for those times that we need something quick and easy to serve with sausages, grilled meats but also as a the main dish with sides like beans or peperonata. I will give you here the recipe for the instant polenta as it is what I would recommend while travelling. 




Ingredients




1 Packet of instant polenta (there are several brands you can find in the deli section of your supermarket or specialty shops) 




Rock salt




Method




In a large saucepan put the amount of water that is specified on the instant polenta packet. Add half a tablespoon of salt and when the water boils slowly add the polenta flour mixing with a whisk so not to make it lumpy. Cover with a lid for a minute so that it does not splatter everywhere as it will start to bubble away like a little volcano (polenta burns on your hands and arms are not fun). Now take the lid off and with a wooden spoon mix the polenta and cook for the recommended time you find on the packet (some cook in 3 minutes some in 5).




Once the polenta is cooked you can either pour in a large serving dish and serve from there (it should not be runny but the consistency of mashed potatoes)

Or you can spread on an oiled tray and slice to serve. This latter one is the method I use if I want to keep the left overs to fry in butter for other meals (as I have mentioned in some recipes in this booklet.  




The polenta pack makes quite a bit of polenta, as I said earlier is such a good thing to have and use pan fried or grilled so left over (at least for us) never last long. However if you do not want to have left over just half the content of the pack and the amount of water required. 
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(My bulk bag of prepared base for many Italian recipes ready to be frozen)




Trip preps




The funny story about the cooking preps is that as I like cooking so I have always cooked extra thing to put in the freezer to have handy when I don’t have time to cook but the takeway stuff really does not hit the spot. But during Covid I really had to learn ways to get my groceries go further as it was difficult to go out shopping and I really hated the idea of trowing away stuff as either it did not last for long in the fridge or we had gone overboard with shopping since could not be done often. Also popping down to the takeaway was not possible therefore I had to refine my art of cooking and storing. Little did I know that all of this can be a handy thing to have when planning to go away exploring with your caravan or motorhome. 




So here we go…..




I don’t know about you but when I travel the last thing I want to do is spend time chopping and prepping the usual things that I could have done at home instead ready when needed to cook something quickly. These days I do this all the time for my home cooking so it makes even more sense when you are on the road. So the following are some prepping ideas and tips I use to save time or what I cook ahead and freeze ready for home or to come and travel with us.




Tip 1 - Prep pack 1(General-purpose starter mix)




General-purpose starter mix (to be frozen and used as it is), 

In Mediterranean cooking many recipes start with the usual suspects finely chopped onion, celery, and carrots. From Bolognese sauce to chicken cacciatore, is the so-called holy trinity that goes in so many dishes. Therefore I am pretty sure that most almost every cuisine of the world starts with some sort of vegetable base that is used in a range of dishes. 




Before Covid I would normally have these trusted cooking friends in the fridge waiting to be cleaned and chopped for the occasion, however often it would happen that the carrots were not so fresh, that the celery would be nearly finished or not in its best state and the onion too big that I had to waste or put the part not needed back in the fridge. Covid made it more than ever important to use everything and not waste food. Not any more!!! Since then I set aside once in a while (well until I start being low on my stock in the freezer) a bit of "shopping, prepping, chopping and food processing time" and get it all done at once in big quantities that I store in the freezer in bags or containers or portions (depending if used at home or travelling) for when I needed. 




I was quite skeptical in the beginning about the flavour and results in using the base from the freezer instead of fresh, but I have surely changed my mind. What are the advantages:


  	You start with everything fresh at the same time, it is also more cost effective, some vegetables like celery for example are cheaper if you purchase the entire one than half or the small pre-washed conveniently packed bits. 

  	If you (like me) use a vegetable chopper or the food processor to chop things finely you have to clean and wash once only and not every time you need the base chopped finely.

  	You can decide at the last minute to cook something and not worry about the time you need to peel and chop the base as all you have to do is take the amount you need out of the freezer and put it in the pot to start your recipe.

  	You do not use limp celery and carrots anymore or discover that one of the ingredients has run out.       






These days I decide when I need to do the bulk preparing job, buy the veggies, put some music on and get prepping by peeling chopping, and food processing to create a mix of my base all at once. Trust me the time you spend doing this once in a while is amply repaid back when you don't have to do it every time you need your base for something. Then I store it in the freezer both in bulk (in a big freezer bag like the photo) or in portions in small containers or small plastic bags I can pack when travelling and need my chopped base ready to go with me. 




Tip 1 - Prep pack 2 (veggie packs)




These prep-packs are for vegetables to be used for soups and other recipes that require larger mixed fresh or frozen veggies. I know what you will say, they are already available in the freezer or veg section of the supermarket. So why bother, well for a start for my needs, most of the freezer mixes don't have the veggies I need in the quantity I need, then the cheaper they are the worst the quality it is once they are cooked. The fresh shop version is actually more expensive than chopping it yourself so yes you save time but you do not save money. 




I have also often found that the pre-cut fresh veggies mixes do not contain the freshest of produce as shops chop things that have sat on the shelf for a while to move stock. So here is my plan (that you can adapt to your needs). Frozen bags are mixes of typical veggies that I would normally use for minestrone or another type of soups or vegetable stews/casseroles. Fresh bags are for recipes that need vegetables to hold the texture.




The beauty of this is that I can have some variations so some bags might have potatoes, carrots, zucchini, celery, french beans, onions, and spinach (all chopped in appropriate sizes and bagged ready to go) others might have carrots, potatoes, pumpkin, celery, tomatoes and onions, etc you get my idea. I did try to make an Asian mix with capsicum, onion, celery, etc but the freezer version did not leave the veggies crunchy as I like so now I do the chopped fridge version instead but I do have to remember to use it in a few days after prepping, but it still worth doing.




So the tip is anything that once is cooked is o.k to be soft (like soups, veggie stews, etc) use the freezer option. Anything that needs to be crunchy or have more texture uses the fridge option but these do not keep for long and loose freshness so I use them first. Again when I need to bulk prepare I buy the freshest veggies and then set time aside to peel, wash, chop and prepare the packs with the range I need for the use I want. Label (this is important for the frozen ones) and you are done for a while.  I do prefer to sauté the frozen veggies first to bring them back to life before adding any other ingredients from the recipe I use. 




Trust me since I have been doing this it has happened so many times that I decided at the last minute that I wanted a nice veggie soup or veggie stew and all I had to do was to get my appropriate pack out of the freezer and in just a couple of minutes I had dinner going without peeling, washing and chopping. Same for stir-fried Asian recipe or Mediterranean recipes got my ready veggies out of the fridge and ready to cook. My advice is to start small and test a few mixes and see what works for you and the kind of cooking you do. The other advantage, when travelling, is that you will have all your veggies clean and ready (time saver) but also have less rubbish to dispose of and the packs will take less space in the fridge then the equivalent whole fresh variety. 




Tip 3 - Prep pack 3 (herbs)




This time I would like to talk to you about herbs like sage, rosemary, etc. For a start if you are buying them in the shop these are very expensive and most of the time do not last for very long, if you are lucky enough like me to have them in the garden why spend money when you are on the road to buy something that is far inferior to the one you grow yourself. 




For many cooked recipe herbs can be added frozen straight from the freezer instead of fresh especially if the recipe (like the fagioli all’uccelletto in this booklet) are meant to have a nice sauce. The tip is to freeze the herbs washed but well dried (not wet) so I have in my freezer ready to come with me parsley, basil, sage, thyme, bay and rosemary in small zip lock bags. But when in season also oregano and marjoram.  One more tip I use the same system for chillies, I freeze them and chop the required quantity with a pair of scissors still frozen in the pot as needed. 




These days, therefore, I only use the fresh variety when are in recipes that need to have herbs added at the last minute to keep their fresh zesty taste (like the potato and parsley recipe) otherwise I get out my frozen version and just add it as needed, for delicate herbs like parsley and basil the frozen version can be simply crumbled in the cooking process while still frozen instead of chopping it.




Tip 4 - Time and food saving - bulk cooking 




O.k. this is not a novel idea and I have been doing this for a very, very long time especially with dishes that do take some time to make like lasagne, Bolognese, chicken stock, etc. If you have the freezer space it is really worth your while to cook in bulk things you like to eat while on the road but that will take time and resources (gas, power, etc) to cook. 




These days I set aside periods (weekends or days that I work from home) to cook "long cooking dishes" things that really do not take a huge amount of time to prepare but do need to gently cook for hours with the occasional stirring and checking also things that can be cooked with a slow cooker to make it even easier. As for the previous tips, choose the time and have all the things you need ready including freezer suitable containers and labels so once everything is cooked and cooled you can pack it up and put it in the freezer ready to come with you. What I usually also do is to plan it on a day or weekend that not only I have the time to cook  but also that I fancy eating those dishes so I cook both for dinners and for storing. The result is like having your own takeaway at home or while on the road,  the night you do not feel like cooking or cooking lightly take out of the freezer your ready-made dinner and re-heat it. Done! 

There is so much more you can cook and freeze than just the usual lasagne and pasta bakes, I do roasts (sliced and in it’s gravy ready to go), gnocchi, pasta sauces, minestrone, eggplant parmigiana, etc. Again try and test small and see how you go.







Well there is so much more I could add but hopefully you get the idea that you can enjoy both the fun of travelling while not giving up the home comfort of Italian inspired meals. I promise another booklet soon!




Happy travelling and happy cooking
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Ciao ciao

Grazia
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