ITALIAN INDULGENCE

THE SETTING
Liguria is the second smallest region of Italy, squeezed between the crystal clear Ligurian Sea, the Appennines and the Alps. In the month of May it is possible to ski in the morning and jump in the ocean that same the afternoon. 
Olive groves border one way streets that are used as two way ones. Road trips discover beautiful villages, with painted doors and incredible trattorias - a unique and ridiculously beautiful part of the world.

THE LOCAL CUISINE
Hugging the coastline the region's cuisine utilizes loads of goodies that the sea has to offer. Anchovies, sardines, octopus, raw red prawns and mussels. Genoa, the capital of the region, is the birthplace of the world-famous Christopher Columbus and the world-famous pesto sauce.  Everything is drowning in olive oil.

CAMPARI
Not everyone loves the bitter spirit, but for me it is a favourite. The liqueur was invented by a Mr. Campari 150 years ago. The secret mixture of herbs, plants and fruit is a closely guarded secret. I love to mix campari with pink grapefruit juice. Pour a nip of the red liquid over ice and top it up with pink grapefruit. De-lish.

LITTLE FISHIES
I'd say 90% of people dislike anchovies, and I used to be one of them. When in Liguria I faced my fear and was pleasantly surprised. Unlike those hairy smelly critters that ruin a pizza, fresh anchovies are delicious and their flavour not in the least bit overpowering. This recipe uses the fresh fish which are stuffed with herbs and ricotta. Very delicate. Even the poor anti-anchovie-sts at the table cleared their plates.
Ligurian Stuffed Anchovies (Serves 8 as a starter) * 

80 g day-old bread, crusts removed

100mL milk

600g fresh anchovies

1 bunch parsley

2 sprigs thyme

½ clove garlic

200g Roman ricotta

1 egg

5 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

Salt and pepper

Pre-heat oven to 180C.

Soak the bread in a bowl with milk.

Clean anchovies by removing heads and innards. Open the fish up, remove the backbone, wash and dry gently on paper towels.

Wash parsley and thyme, dry and mince. Mince garlic. Drain the bread, squeeze it and crumb it into a bowl. Add ricotta, herbs, garlic, egg and a pinch of salt and pepper and mix well.

Place half of the anchovies with their backs down, spread the ricotta stuffing over there and cover with the remaining anchovies. 

Place stuffed fish in an oiled baking disk and sprinkle remaining olive oil over them.  Cook in the oven for about 6 minutes and serve right away.

*Flavours and aromas of Ligurian Cuisine.

AND THE STUFF CONTINUES
After fiddling around filleting and gutting mini-fish I thought I would continue with the stuffing. The main is veal, stuffed with beef and lots of other flavours. Nice served with a fresh salad of rocket and roasted tomatoes.

Stuffed Veal Rolls (Serves 4) * 

8 slices of rump of veal (about 400g)

15g dried porcini mushrooms

2 cloves garlic

30g pine nuts

1 slice bread

1/2 cup milk

250g beef mince

2 eggs

1 sprig thyme

1 bunch parsley

3 tablespoons freshly grated grana cheese

1 pinch ground cloves

Nutmeg

Salt and pepper

4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

½ glass dry white wine

½ cup beef stock

Pound the slices of veal thinly. Soak mushrooms in a little lukewarm water. Mince garlic together with the pine nuts. Drain, squeeze and mince the mushrooms. Soak the bread in a bowl of milk. Drain, squeeze and crumb.

Put the mince meat in a bowl. Add the soaked crumbed bread, garlic, mushrooms, pine nuts, thyme, chopped parsley, eggs, cheese, powdered cloves, pinch of ground nutmeg, salt and pepper. Mix together with a wooden spoon.

Place a little of the filling in the centre of each slice of meat. Roll it up and tie it together with kitchen twine. 

Heat olive oil in a frying pan and brown rolls on all sides over high heat. Add wine and let it evaporate. Add some more thyme, a pinch of salt and pepper and cook for 5 minutes. Add the stock, cook for another 15 to 20 minutes over a moderate hear and then serve piping hot.

*Flavours and aromas of Ligurian Cuisine.
CASTAGNACCIO
Chestnut flour is practically impossible to find in London. At great expense I finally located some to make what I had been told was to be a delicious dessert - a chestnut cake with pine nuts, raisins and rosemary.

The cake was very dry. Perhaps best to serve it with ice-cream, and ensure that enough water is added to make it a very runner dough before putting it in to bake.

Castagnaccio (Serves 8) * 
30g raisins

400g chestnut flour
4 tablespoons of sugar

Salt

6 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

30g pine nuts

Rosemary

For greasing pie dish

Butter

Dry breadcrumbs

Soak raisins in lukewarm water for 15 minutes. Drain and squeeze.

Put chestnut flour in a bowl, add a pinch of salt and the sugar, and blend. Add 4 tablespoons of olive oil, blend and then slowly add enough lukewarm water to make a fluid dough, stirring all the time. 

Butter a pie dish, sprinkle dry breadcrumbs over it and pout the dough into the dish. 

Sprinkle pine nuts, raisins and rosemary leaves over the surface and then pour on remaining olive oil.

Bake at 150C for about 45 minutes. 

Serve castagnaccio cold.
*Flavours and aromas of Ligurian Cuisine.
