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HOWTO COOKA
REAL ITALIAN MEAL

Irish restaurants are short-changing their customers by serving up shoddy, inauthentic
ltalian dishes at outrageous prices. Paolo Tullio reveals how it should be done

'm not by nature grumpy,

cantankerous or curmud-

geonly but there is one thing

that pisses me off more than

anything else and that’s so-
called Italian restaurants that
serve bad, inauthentic dishes
made from crap ingredients.

Given that everything in this
country is expensive, I could
Jjust about get my head around
paying €3 for an espresso or
€18 for a pizza or a plate of
pasta if any of it was any good.
But what gets my hackles rising
is being asked to pay silly prices
for stuff that shouldn’t be
offered even as pig swill.

Let’s take an example: Cap-
rese salad. You find it just about
everywhere. It's a salad that
comes from the island of Capri,
which is how it got its name. It
hasjinst four ingredients - moz-
rella, tomatoes, basil and olive
oil. Under that name I've been
handed a dish made of pas-
teurised cows' milk mozzarella
sprinkled with dried basil, inter-
spersed with hard, unripe toma-
toes and the lot then 'drizzled’
with a cheap and nasty olive
l!il.

If a dish has only four ingre-
dients, it works only if all the
ingredients are right. In this
case what you ought to have on
your plate is buffalo milk moz-
zarella, leaves of fresh basil,
ripe tomatoes - preferably San
Marsano - and a good extra vir-
£in olive oil. If you ever taste
that combination, you'll never
again be satisfied with the
ersatz, second-rate crap that
gets passed off here under the
name of Caprese salad.

If you keep substituting infe-
rior ingredients for the right
ones, you end up with an infe-
rior dish. That's not rocket sci-
ence, just plain common sense,
Thirty years ago a restaurateur
could have been forgiven for
substituting bacon for pancetta
in a earbonara, but these days
there's no excuse.

You can get pancetta easily
enough by the simple expedient
of asking for it. Global distribu-
tion means you can get the real
thing if you can be bothered to
look for it.

ere’s an analysis I've heard

many times in my life

from restaurateurs, “It's
fine like this. The Irish aren’t
fussy. Anyway they don’t really
like the dish done the Italian
way.” Oh yeah?

Any Irish people that | know
who've been to Ttaly - and these
days that’s quite a lot - like the
food there just fine. They don’t
ask for a special Irish version in
[talian restaurants; they eat the
dish just the way Italians do

and they enjoy it. So why can't
we get the real thing here?
Another example: the espres-
s0. Just 50 we know we're talk-
ing about the same thing, an
espresso is not a small black

Mama mia! Paolo Tullio tucks in to an authentic spaghetti dish in his mother’s house

coffee. It's made differently from
a filter coffee or a cafetiere.
It's made by forcing water at
high pressure (it's expressed,
hence the name) through 6
grams of coffee grains. When it’s

done with a well-maintained
machine you get a ‘crema) a
beige coloured foam on top that
comes from the oils in the cof-
fee beans.

If it doesn’t have the ‘crema’

on top, then it's as much use as
a Guinness with no head. It's
simply a black coffee. A proper
crema will support a spoonful of
sugar for ten seconds or so
before it drops through into the

The perfect Spaghetti alla Carbonara

of pancetta, salt, pepper,
olive oil and Parmesan
cheese.

Put the water on to boil -

it to the pot. Now add the
pancetta and olive oil and
stir well. Next pour in the
beaten egg yolks.

There is no need to keep
the pot on the gas, the
residual heat of the pasta
will cook the egg. Stir well
and serve with optionally

coffee below.

Next time you're served an
espresso with no crema, com-
plain loudly.

It's not just using inferior
ingredients that gets my goat,
using the wrong ones entirely
has much the same effect.
THERE IS NO CREAM IN CAR-
BONARA. Nor does it have
mushrooms or white wine, nor
is it drizzled with pesto.

Putting cream into carbonara
is simply lazy. It's done to make
sure the eggs don't overcook, a
task that's better accomplished
by keeping an eve on the pasta
while stirring them in.

Truth is, Italian cooking is
labour-intensive; it doesn't have
short cuts. It's also precise.

Prosciutto and melon works
if you use the sweet San Daniele
prosciutto couplefl with a ripe
melon slice. A hard, unripe
melon served with a salty Span
ish Serrano ham isn’t the same
thing at all.

Nor is pasta Amatriciana -
and it's Amatriciana, not Matri-
ciana as some restaurants have
it = cooked with bacon. It's
cooked with guaneiale, and vou
can get it here, so again no
eXCUSEeS.

erhaps the single most bas-

tardised Italian dish is

spaghetti Bolognese. Just
s0 you know, a Bolognese sauce
is not a tomato sauce with some
mince thrown in, it's a meal
sauce to which, after many
hours of simmering, some
tomato is added - see below for
an authentic recipe.

If all this sounds pernickely
and nit-picking to you, good. It
is. Italian cuisine is exact, care-
ful, and places huge emphasis
on the proper ingredients.

In Italy people take as much
time sourcing their ingredients
as they do cooking them - that's
why the food tastes good there.

A good 90pe percent of all
the restaurants in Ireland that
call themselves [talian are that
in name only. The vast majori-
ty serve up a kind of half-Irish,
half-Italian food that only tastes
good to people who haven't tast-
ed the genuine article.

It's artless, inauthentic and
often cooked by people who
have never even been to Italy.
How is that ever going to work?

There are Italian restaurants
in Ireland that do try hard, but
I've only found one to date that
really makes no compromises at
all. It’s called the Via Veneto, but
you'll have to go to Enniscorthy
if you want to try it.

If not, try these two recipes to
discover that real, authentic
Italian taste,

Buon apetito!




