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In July 2020, during the global coronavirus pandemic, 
the author returned ‘home’ to care for her elderly 
mother. She embarked on a cooking project to share 
favourite recipes and try to capture her mamma’s 
traditional cooking methods. This e-book charts the 
first 100 days of that journey. Part journal and part 
cookbook, anecdotes are in te rwoven w i th 
photographs, ‘foodie’ facts, recipes, and cooking tips. 
Written with honesty and humour, this work will 
hopefully resonate with ‘carers’ around the world. It’s 
also a treasure trove for those who love cooking, 
especially the Southern Italian peasant style of 
cooking known as ‘cucina povera’. 

Dedication
For my loved ones, family and friends, all 

around the globe. 

And for all who love cooking, especially the 
Southern Italian traditional peasant style of 
cooking known as ‘cucina povera’––rustic, 

intuitive, improvised, seasonal and 
economical.
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This e-book was conceptualised on Tharawal land in 
Wollongong and created on Kaurna land in Adelaide. 

The author acknowledges the First Nations People and 
Traditional Owners of Country throughout Australia and 
recognises their continuing connection to land, waters 
and culture. She pays her respects to their Elders past, 

present and emerging. 
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Disclaimer

This is not a professional cookbook. 
All measurements and cooking time 

frames are approximate.

BEFORE YOU START COOKING
PLEASE READ ‘COOK’S NOTES’ IN 

APPENDIX BELOW
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A note about the use of italics:
In this publication, italics are used to highlight Italian and Abruzzese dialect (ie the 

colloquial language of people from the Abruzzo region of Southern Italy) words, and a 
few other non-English words, as well as to give emphasis to certain words and phrases. 

Also used for titles of television programs and books. 
Dialect words have been cross-referenced with the vocabulary page ‘Treppecore’ on 

the Abruzzo.fm website, which lists hundreds of Abruzzese words. The web page 
promotes itself as, ‘Tramandato nei secoli il vero vocabolario della lingua 

abruzzese’ (The true vocabulary of the Abruzzese language handed down over the 
centuries). However, not all the words and phrases listed on that web page are familiar 

to my mother or myself, and it is important to note that each village (and each family 
even) has its own peculiar variation of the language. 

Where foreign words appear, the English translation will usually follow in brackets.
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In late 2019, a coronavirus emerges in 
Wuhan, China, causing the disease known 
as ‘COVID-19’, also dubbed ‘Corona’ and 
‘Rona’. On January 30, 2020, the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) declares the 
outbreak a global public health emergency 
as more than 9,000 cases are reported 
worldwide, including in eighteen countries 
beyond China. It then spreads to more than 
200 countries and territories. On February 
24, Italy becomes the worst-hit country in 
Europe as cases spike and health officials 
announce the sixth death from the virus. We 
watch in astonishment from the other side of 
the globe as Italy goes into lockdown. 

On Saturday, March 7, I celebrate my 
upcoming 60th birthday at the Red Hot 
Summer Tour concert in Batemans Bay with 
10,000 other people. Only one person is 
wearing a mask, a security guard, who looks 
strangely out of place in the frolicking crowd. 
Two days later, I hop on a plane to Adelaide 

to join sixteen family members at an Italian 
restaurant in Glenelg for a celebratory 
birthday dinner. The next day, I attend a 
Book Signing event in Adelaide for my 
anthology of short stories, ‘Pezzi Pazzi | 
Crazy Pieces’, conscious that truth is 
becoming stranger than fiction

On Wednesday, March 11, the WHO 
declares the coronavirus outbreak to be a 
global pandemic. Two days later, in the midst 
of impending chaos at home and abroad, I 
hop on another plane to Melbourne to attend 
the Ascolta Italian-Australian Women’s 
Forum where I’ve been invited to conduct the 
Melbourne launch of my ‘Pezzi Pazzi’ book. 
Many seats in the auditorium are vacant. 
The tension in the air is palpable. On that 
same day, Italy’s death toll tops 1,000 as 
confirmed cases in the country swell to more 
than 15,000. But Italy seems far away and 
Australia still feels safe. 

prologue
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I return home to Wollongong on Sunday 
March 15 and turn up for work the next 
morning, bearing gifts from Brunetti’s, only to 
be sent home to self-isolate―as a 
precaution―just in case I have picked up the 
virus on my interstate travels. Overwhelmed, I 
wonder whether this might be an over-
reaction. However, as the situation plays out, 
this is only the beginning of the restrictions 
and changes in my life. My job becomes 
untenable. I can no longer perform my usual 
duties. My hours are reduced to three days 
per week, working from home, which 
becomes financially unsustainable. 

On my first outing, shopping for groceries at 
the local supermarket, there is no toilet paper, 
paper towelling or disinfectant, and the only 
pasta available is gluten-free (which I don’t 
mind). The only meat left on the shelves is 
chicken necks. Fortunately, due to my Italian 
cultural background, I know exactly what to 
do with these. And so, I go home and make 
brodo (chicken broth). All my social activities 
are curtailed due to the social restrictions. I 
start cooking. I try to recreate memorable 
meals from my childhood, simple Italian 
dishes prepared by my mother in her little 
kitchen. 

Meanwhile, Mamma is living by herself in 
Adelaide and complaining of loneliness. I ring 
her every day to check on her, sometimes 
twice a day. We talk a lot about cooking. It is 
a point of connection and helps span the 
inter-generational gulf that has always existed 
between us. Over the long Easter weekend, I 
go half mad from social isolation and decide 
to quit my job and relocate to Adelaide to help 
care for Mamma. And thus, begins a period of 
austerity and reflection which has led to this 
creation―an eclectic mix of anecdotes, 
recipes, cooking tips and photographs.

Cooking with Mamma is a kind of 
performance art. It is intuitive, sensual, tactile 
and experimental. Each meal is a unique 
creation, never the same twice. Mamma 
rarely follows written recipes. ‘In cucina’ (in 

the kitchen) she relies on her senses and her 
memory, like her mother did before her. 
Mamma’s dishes are flavoured and seasoned 
to her own taste and pronounced 
‘cotto’ (cooked) when they look and smell 
‘right’. Like a talented pianist who cannot read 
music, she cooks from ‘eye’, using skills 
honed over a lifetime. Rote learning and 
muscle memory play a part in all of this. 

In the kitchen with Mamma, there are no strict 
measurements or set temperatures or definite 
time frames. She does not own a set of metric 
measuring cups or spoons. Her rusty old 
weight scale operates with dubious accuracy. 
Instead of starting with a recipe, shopping for 
ingredients and then following instructions, 
she starts with the available ingredients and 
works back from there. Fresh, seasonal 
vegetables, legumes, herbs and fruits are the 
foundation of her simple, rustic methods of 
cooking, consistent with the ‘cucina povera’ 
style of cooking from the Abruzzo region in 
Southern Italy, handed down to her over 
generations.

‘Cucina della Nonna… delizie con due 
ingredienti segreti: esperienze ed amore’

(Grandma's kitchen... sweet delights with two 
secret ingredients: experience and love)
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Having grown up in a tiny hilltop village, 
situated between the Apennine Mountains 
and the Adriatic Sea, Mamma’s cooking 
repertoire also includes meat, poultry, fish 
and seafood. However, these foods tend to 
be reserved for special occasions. Animal 
protein is used sparingly. A little goes a long 
way. And although she does have a sweet 
tooth, desserts do not feature in her kitchen 
or on her table. As a child and teenager, 
Mamma endured post-war poverty and 
hardship. Sweets were few and far between. 
She did not learn to bake cakes in Italy. This 
luxury was only afforded in Australia. 

One of the things that I love about my mother 
is that she has always been friendly and open 
to embracing people of other cultures. She 
has befriended neighbours from a broad 
range of ethnic backgrounds and over the 
years, her cooking has become infused with 
diverse flavours. Sometimes it’s difficult to 
discern the line between traditional cooking 
and contemporary influences. Mamma 
originally learnt to cook over an open fire and 
then had to adapt to an electric stovetop after 
migrating to Australia. She is stoic, resilient 
and frugal. In these difficult times, I have 
much to learn from her.

I hope you enjoy our recipes, some traditional 
and some with a modern twist.

Magnà! Magnà!
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DAY 1: 
Thursday, July 23 

Arrival 

I arrive, mask firmly in place. The 40-year-old Greek taxi driver, who has cordially 
chatted with me all the way from the Adelaide airport, lifts my overweight 22-kilo 
suitcase out of the boot and carries it to the front door for me. He throws me a wry 
smile and wishes me well. I have practically told him my life story on the journey 
here. He approves of my decision to relocate from Wollongong to Adelaide to care 
for my 86-year-old mother… Mamma greets me at the front door. ‘Well-a-come,’ she 
says, keeping her distance… A pot of minestrone awaits me…  
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Minestrone  
(Soup) 

Minestrone is a staple of Italian ‘cucina povera’. There is no set recipe for this dish. It has a 
long history dating back to Roman times and is based on stock of some kind plus a variety of 
local, seasonal ingredients, including meat and/or vegetables and beans. In late summer, it 
can include green beans, zucchini, squash, tomato, peppers and basil. Every cook in every 
family in every region of Italy does it slightly differently. My mother, hailing from the Abruzzo 
region prefers to make it like this… 

Mamma’s Minestrone (Soup) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 250 g beef (gravy beef, chuck steak or osso buco) 
• 3 tbsp olive oil 
• 1 onion, peeled and diced
• 1 large ripe tomato
• 2 carrots
• 3 celery sticks (ribs)
• 500g pumpkin, peeled
• 1 small potatoes, peeled
• 1½ litres water
• 1 tsp salt
• 2 fresh or dried bay leaves
• 1 large zucchini 
• 1 bunch English spinach, washed & trimmed 
•  a few celery stalk ends, with leaves attached 
• 1 x 400g tin beans (cannellini, borlotti or mixed), drained
• parmesan cheese, grated

Method:

Roughly chop all the vegetables into bite-sized chunks. Place meat and diced onions in a 
heavy-based pan or Dutch oven with the olive oil. Sauté over low heat until the onions are soft 
and meat is browned. Add tomato, carrots, celery, pumpkin, potatoes, salt and bay leaves. 
Cover with water (about 1½ litres). Simmer for about an hour until meat is tender, stirring 
occasionally. Add zucchini, spinach and celery leaves. Simmer for 10-15 mins until leaves 
have wilted and zucchini is soft (test with a fork). Add the beans. Simmer for another 5-10 
mins. Lift out the celery stalks. Ladle soup into bowls and serve with grated parmesan cheese 
and crunchy white Italian bread―pasta dura, pane di casa or ciabatta―also known as 
Continental bread.

COOKING TIP: Mamma sometimes adds a turkey leg to the mix, for additional flavour and 
nutrition. 
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DAY 2: 
Friday, July 24 

COVID Testing 

My Facebook post says it all: ‘Update on my meanderings. I feel chilled to 
the bone. Developed a dry cough overnight. Mandatory COVID test 
booked for this arvo. Keeping well away from mammina, mask firmly in 
place.’ 

With some trepidation, I get out of the Uber and approach the front door of 
North Eastern Respiratory Clinic. The nurse is not pleased to see me and 
tells me I should have gone elsewhere. The high nasal swab is an 
unpleasant experience. The PPE [Personal Protective Equipment] makes it 
surreal… I return home to Mamma. She has made brodo con pastina to 
soothe my soul…
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Brodo di pollo  
(Chicken bone broth) 

Chicken bone broth is a staple in the fridge and freezer of most Italian households. It is 
made by boiling the bones, tendons, feet and other parts of the chicken that are often 
discarded in modern cooking and is the basis of many Italian dishes including pastina, 
Stracciatella (soup), minestrone and risotto. Brodo con pastina (Chicken noodle soup) 
is the ‘go to’ dish when someone is feeling unwell or recovering from an illness. 
Pastina literally means ‘little pasta’ and there are many varieties to choose from, 
including alfabeto, ditalini and stelline. Mamma’s favourite is risoni, inspired by the 
shape of rice grains… 

Mamma’s Brodo di pollo con pastina (Chicken noodle soup) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 2 chicken carcasses + 2 chicken legs
• 1 onion
• 1 celery stick (rib) with leaves
• 1 carrot
• 1 tsp salt
• a few sprigs fresh Italian parsley 
• water
• soup pasta (noodles)
• grated parmesan cheese 

Method: 

Rinse the chicken pieces well and trim excess fat. Place all ingredients in a large stock 
pot and completely cover with water. Cut vegetables into smaller pieces to fit the pot, if 
necessary. Bring to boil. Reduce heat and simmer gently for 2-3 hours with lid on. 
Allow to cool. Lift out meat and vegetables with a large fork into a bowl. Debone and 
shred the chicken meat. Set aside. Strain remaining broth into a large bowl and place 
in fridge overnight. Skim off congealed fat from the surface. Boil soup pasta in salted 
water for a few minutes. Add to boiling broth and simmer for a few more minutes until 
pasta is ‘al dente’ (tender but still firm to the bite). Serve topped with a spoonful of 
grated parmesan. 

TIP: nothing is wasted, so cooked meat and vegetables can be added to soups or 
minced to make fillings for pasta dishes such as ravioli and tortellini. Freeze chicken 
broth in 1-litre portions, in suitable plastic containers, for later use. Best to use within 6 
months.
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DAY 3: 
Saturday, July 25 

Bliss 

No boxes to pack or unpack. No cleaning to be done. No waiting 
around for removalists or real estate agents. No train or plane to 
catch. Nothing to be poked up my nostril today. Bliss. I sit on a small 
lilac-coloured plastic fold-up chair at the arched entry to the front of 
the house, sheltered from the wind. With my eyes closed, like a cat, 
I soak up sunshine. In between bouts of coughing, I concentrate on 
my breathing and try to relax… After a while, the aroma of Mamma’s 
cooking entices me back inside. She’s making sugo di pomodoro… 
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Sugo di pomodoro  
(Tomato Sauce) 

Sugo di pomodoro is another staple of Southern Italian cooking. It is simple and 
inexpensive to make and is the base for many classics such as penne arrabiata, pizza 
margarita and osso buco. Sugo is made using passata (tomato purée) and 
concentrated tomato paste. It can also include other ingredients such as carrots, 
celery, onions, garlic and wine. Sugo can be tossed through any kind of pasta, with a 
generous helping of grated parmesan. In years gone by, Mamma made her own 
passata from home-grown tomatoes but these days she relies on supermarket 
products like most of us must do… 

Mamma’s Sugo di Pomodoro (Tomato Sauce) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• 2 tbsp olive oil
• 1 brown onion, diced
• 2 whole garlic cloves, peeled
• 1 x 700 g bottle passata
• 1 x 400 g tin diced tomatoes
• 250 g tomato paste
• 1 tsp cooking salt
• 1½ litres water
• a few sprigs fresh parsley
• a few baby-celery sticks, with leaves
• 1 carrot, grated
• 1tbsp ground paprika
• a few basil leaves, fresh or frozen (or equivalent dried)

Method:

Place all ingredients in a large saucepan and bring to boil. Lower the heat and simmer 
for 2-3 hours, stirring occasionally. Remove parsley sprigs and celery sticks. Use sauce 
immediately or allow to cool and then place in fridge or freezer for later use. Delicious 
served with homemade tagliatelle (flat ribbon pasta).

This is a basic recipe that can be varied in many ways with the addition of meat, 
poultry, vegetables and other herbs and spices, including fresh or dried chilli. Most 
recipes call for sautéing the onions and garlic before adding the tomatoes. However, 
Mamma just throws everything into the pot. She sometimes ties the parsley and baby-
celery sticks together with cotton thread to form a bouquet garni for easy extraction at 
the end of the cooking process. [Mamma likes to eat the parsley but her youngest 
grandchildren do not, so she has learnt to cater for their preferences.] 
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TIP: Allocate one wooden spoon for 
making your Italian tomato sauce. 
Don’t use it for other dishes, 
especially something like a white 
sauce, as it can flavour more delicate 
recipes. 

You can substitute fresh tomatoes for 
the preserved ones. You will need 
about a kilo and simmer for about 
half an hour, or until the tomato pulp 
is soft and changes colour from 
bright red to more orange-red, and 
the sauce has reduced to a 
consistency that will enable it to cling 
to pasta. It is best to skin and deseed 
the tomatoes before dicing and 
adding to the onions and garlic with 
the rest of the ingredients. Some 
people also like to add finely diced 
celery and carrots to the soffrito (the 
base of the sauce). 
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DAY 4: 
Sunday, July 26 

Quarantine 

Mamma is fed up with me being in quarantine. Only eleven more days to 
go! COVID test result has come back negative, so we relax our social 
distancing a little. But we have yet to hug… My brother Giorgio drops by 
with more provisions to help ease the isolation. Cheese and quinoa 
crackers to go with the Wolf Blass Cab Sav that I have been wolfing down 
under Mamma’s ever-watchful eye. And Red Rock Deli salt and vinegar 
chips. My fave! But first…dinner… Spezzatino di maiale… to ‘give me 
strength’. And a ripe, sweet persimmon. The last of the season…
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Spezzatino  
(Italian stew) 

Some dishes cross cultural boundaries. Spezzatino reminds me of the Lancashire 
hotpot and Irish stew which were staples in the homes of my Irish–English in-
laws. This dish was one of my father’s favourites, one of the few that he learned 
to cook for himself when he was a bachelor. My mother’s version is typically 
simple. She uses beef or pork and adds potatoes, carrots and other vegetables, 
depending on what she has available. As with other ‘cucina povera’ dishes, a little 
meat goes a long way. The flavours can be varied with the addition of tomatoes, 
spices and herbs… 

Mamma’s Spezzatino (Italian stew) Recipe  
                                      
Ingredients: 

• small piece (300 g) of maiale (pork) or manzo (beef) – pork shoulder is 
ideal 

• 2-3 potatoes 
• 1 carrot
• 3-4 tbsp olive oil
• 3 whole garlic cloves, peeled
• a few sprigs fresh rosemary
• salt, to taste

Method:

Chop the meat, potatoes and carrot into bite-sized pieces. Place all ingredients in 
a Dutch oven or heavy-based non-stick frypan, with the olive oil. Set on low heat, 
cover, and let simmer for 1-2 hours. The meat and vegetables will brown during 
the cooking process. Stir occasionally to prevent sticking or burning. The stew 
can be prepared in advance and reheated just before sitting at the table. 

TIP: My father used to add Brussels sprouts and capsicums to this dish. Other 
people like to add tomatoes, celery, zucchini, artichokes, peas and wine. Endless 
variations are possible.
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DAY 5: 
Monday, July 27 

Magical Chaos 

In this mad world, magic still happens. The delivery truck arrives. I could have waited until 
after quarantine, but I was anxious that my uninsured load would get lost or held up 
somewhere. Giorgio kindly comes to receive the goods and sign off on my behalf, as I peer 
through the window from a safe distance. Everything gets randomly stashed in the garage 
and under the carport. My cream linen sofa sits outside, close to the side fence. I pray it 
doesn’t rain. Mamma is spaventata (overwhelmed) and I too find it all very confronting… 
Mamma defrosts lasagna for dinner… 
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Lasagna  
(Pasta casserole) 

Lasagna (also known as Lasagne) is a baked pasta casserole dish consisting of layers of thin 
flat sheets of pasta with alternate fillings of ragù (ground meats and tomato sauce) and/or 
vegetables and cheese, particularly mozzarella, parmigiano (parmesan) and ricotta. This is 
one of the oldest pasta dishes and there are many variations. Seasonings and spices often 
include garlic, oregano and basil. The dish can be enriched with sliced boiled eggs, diced ham 
or bechamel (white cheese sauce). The casserole is baked in the oven and when cooked, it is 
cut into single-serving square portions. Mamma’s version is just delicious…  

Mamma’s Lasagna (Pasta Casserole) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 1 litre sugo di pomodoro (See Recipe―DAY 3)
• 500 g minced beef
• 1 cup frozen peas
• 1 onion, diced
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• 600 g plain flour 
• 6 eggs
• salt
• water 
• 100 g mozzarella cheese, coarsely grated
• 1 additional egg, beaten (optional)
• 2-3 tbsp parmesan cheese, finely grated (optional)

Method:

Prepare the sugo di pomodoro (as per DAY 3 Recipe). Sauté the mince in a tablespoon of 
olive oil with half the diced onion until cooked. Then do the same with the peas. Set aside. 
Tip most of the flour onto a large wooden board or table. (Mamma prefers to work on an old 
kitchen table with a laminated top, which she says is perfect for rolling out pasta dough.) 
Reserve about half a cup (approximately 60 g) of the flour in a small bowl, ready to use if 
necessary. Don’t add all the flour at once. If you add too much flour and then must add water, 
you will end up with flabby pasta that is hard to work with. 

Shape the flour into a volcano with a large hole in the middle, then crack the eggs into the 
centre. Add a pinch of salt. Using your hands, mix the eggs into the flour a little at time, 
keeping the walls of the volcano intact for as long as possible. Add the reserved flour if the 
dough feels too moist. If it’s too dry, add a little water. (It takes practice to understand what this 
means. Mamma prefers to use less eggs but the generally recommended ratio is 1 egg for 
each 100 g flour.) 

Bring the mixture together with your hands to make a ball of dough. Work the dough with the 
heel of your hand for 10-15 minutes, or until the mixture is smooth and elastic. Cover the 
dough with a stainless-steel bowl and set aside for at least 30 minutes. If you have time, work 
the dough again for a few minutes and then set aside again for another half an hour. (Mamma 
likes to do this a few times but she has all day to cook, so time doesn’t matter!) 
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Dust the wooden board/table with 
flour. Flatten the ball of dough with a 
rolling pin. Roll out the dough into 
thin pasta sheets, less than 1 mm 
thick. If you have a pasta machine, 
divide the dough into four pieces 
before rolling it out. Cut the sheets 
into wide strips and lay them flat on 
a tablecloth or floured surface. 
(Mamma always rolls out the pasta 
with a rolling pin a few times before 
feeding into the pasta machine. She 
says the result is better when she 
works the dough in this way.)

Bring a large pot of water to boil. Add 
1 tsp of salt. Cook the pasta sheets 
in the boiling water for a few 
minutes. You will need enough 
sheets for 4-5 layers, depending on 
the size of your casserole dish or 
baking tray. 

Cover the base of a lasagna 
casserole dish or large baking tray 
with a ladle of sugo di pomodoro. 
Layer the cooked pasta sheets over 
the sugo. Build up layers using 
whatever ingredients you prefer. 
Mamma likes to use minced beef, 
peas and mozzarella cheese, 
alternating with sugo di pomodoro. 
Sometimes she will add a beaten 
egg mixed with grated parmesan 
cheese, drizzling the mixture over 
the mince and peas, dividing it 
between the layers. Finish with a 
layer of pasta and sauce, topped 
with grated mozzarella cheese. Bake 
in a hot oven for about an hour. 
Check regularly. If the top layer 
starts to burn, cover it with a layer of 
alfoil. 

TIP: Mamma usually makes a large 
tray of lasagna and cuts it into single 
servings when cooled, to freeze and 
have available for when family 
members or friends come over for 
lunch or dinner. Leftover sheets of 
pasta can be cut into strips for 
tagliatelle or fettucine and frozen for 
later use also.
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DAY 6: 
Tuesday, July 28 

Unpacking 

Mamma toddles off to the shops to buy a few essentials and leaves me 
to unpack my clothes and toiletries. She returns two hours later, 
flustered and out of breath. I help her unload her shopping trolley. I try 
to bite my tongue but end up chiding her for lugging the heavy 
groceries home on the bus. She says she forgot her taxi vouchers. 
While Mamma nods off in front of the telly, I continue unpacking. She is 
exhausted and too tired to cook, so I order pizza online for delivery… 
Mamma is not impressed… she prefers her own cooking… 
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Pizza  
(Flat, open-faced pie) 

Pizza is an ancient food related to focaccia and other flatbreads which are found in many 
different cultures around the world. Modern pizza evolved in Naples in the 18th or early 19th 
century. The pizza bases in Naples are soft and pliable and this is the way that my mother likes 
them. In Rome, they prefer a thin and crispy base. When my children were little, I used to make 
them mini pizzas using pita bread as a base, which was quick and easy, but vastly different to 
the thick-crust traditional pizza that Mamma still makes on a regular basis…

Mamma’s Pizza Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 3¼ cups (400 g) plain flour
• ½ sachet (1 tsp) dry yeast 
• 1 pinch cooking salt
• 1 cup (250 ml) warm water
• ¼ cup (3 tbsp) olive oil
• tomato purée mixed with fresh basil leaves
• mozzarella cheese, grated
• toppings of your choice eg diced ham, salami, olives, anchovies, mushrooms

Method:

In a deep, stainless steel bowl, mix flour and salt. 
Make a well in the centre and add the yeast and water. 
With one hand, mix and work the dough in the bowl. 
Add more flour if mixture is too sticky. 
Make a ball and place in a floured bowl. 
Cover with a tea towel for 2-3 hours 
until dough has risen. 
Upend onto pizza tray and spread out evenly 
using fingertips. Place in warm oven for 10-15 mins. 
Add tomato purée and other toppings of choice. 
Bake in hot oven (230°C) for one hour. 
Sprinkle with mozzarella when almost cooked. 
Return to oven until cheese is melted. 
Cut into serving portions and serve immediately.

TIP: Remember the KISS Principle: Keep It Simple Sweetheart. Don’t overload the pizza base 
with toppings and go lightly with the mozzarella. Sometimes Mamma likes to fry small amounts 
of pizza dough in a little olive oil in a frypan on the stovetop and serves it simply sprinkled with 
a little sea salt and freshly cracked black pepper.
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DAY 7: 
Wednesday, July 29 

Police Check 

SA Police conduct a compliance check on me while I am still in 
my pjs. Two officers present themselves at the front door. They 
are not wearing masks. ‘Surely if they are checking up on 
potential COVID carriers, they should be wearing a mask…!?’ 
This comment sparks a debate amongst my friends on 
Facebook… I wander around the garden, admiring the herbs and 
flowers. I pick a bunch of fresh parsley. It goes in a pot with 
chicken pieces to make more brodo. Mamma adds cannella 
(cinnamon sticks)… I have never heard of this or seen her do this 
before… 
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Bone broth has a long history and is a staple in most cultures 
around the world. For example, think of the current popularity of 
Vietnamese Pho in Australia. Bone broth is now sold in health shops 
and supermarkets, touted as a health food. Although I have never 
seen her use cinnamon in bone broth before, Mamma swears that 
she learnt to do this from her own mother. The Italian word ‘canella’ 
means ‘little tube’ and is a reference to cannons. In ancient times, 
cinnamon was considered more valuable than silver. In modern 
times, it is valued for its health-inducing properties… 

Mamma’s Brodo con canella (Bone broth with cinnamon) 
Recipe 

Ingredients: 

 • 2 chicken carcasses + 2 chicken drumsticks
 • 1 onion
 • 2 celery sticks, with leaves
 • 2 carrots
 • 1 tsp salt
 • a few stalks fresh parsley 
 • 2 cinnamon sticks (quills)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
 • water

Brodo con canella  
(Bone broth with cinnamon) 
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Method: 

Place all ingredients in a large stock pot and cover with water. (Chop the vegetables to fit in 
the pot if necessary.) Bring to the boil, then reduce heat and simmer over low heat for 2-3 
hours. Lift out meat and vegetables with a large fork into a bowl and set aside. You should 
be left with a thick, rich gelatinous stock. Debone the meat when cool, using your fingers. 
Shred and place in a bowl. The cinnamon gives the boiled chicken meat a delightful 
aromatic flavour. Cook pastina in a separate pan in boiling salted water until just cooked. 
Sieve the broth and ladle into bowls. Add pastina, shredded meat and/or grated parmesan 
cheese. Serve immediately. 

TIP: The shredded meat can also be served as a ‘secondo piatto’ (second course) with 
salad or reserved for use in other dishes such as ravioli or tortellini.



 46

DAY 8: 
Thursday, July 30 

Red & green 

My little red Mazda 2 arrives safely. This sparks joy! Mamma does not drive, so private car 
transport will add to her quality of life. She can’t wait for me to chauffeur her around… In 
quarantine delirium, I watch as she waddles up the deserted suburban street, admiring the 
pretty pink wattle flowers that provide a soft carpet on the footpath… Later we watch free-to-
air programs on TV to pass the time. I have been unsuccessfully trying to get the internet 
connected since Saturday… Feeling bloated from eating too much gluten, Mamma and I 
agree to have verdure for dinner…
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Verdure stufate  
(Smothered greens) 

Verdure refers to vegetables and leafy greens such as spinaci (spinach) and cicoria 
(chicory). In trying to name this dish, I researched the internet and discovered that 
Mamma’s preferred style of cooking is known as ‘smothering’ – cooking in a covered 
pan over low heat with a moderate amount of liquid – a form of stove-top braising. She 
likes to smother verdure and then toss with garlic that has been sautéed in olive oil, 
often adding dried peperoncini (hot red chilli peppers) for extra spice and colour. She 
cooks a wide variety of vegetables in this way, often adding potatoes for substance…

Mamma’s Verdure Stufate (Smothered greens) Recipe  

Ingredients: 

• 500 g bunch of leafy greens e.g. spinach and chicory
• 2 cloves garlic
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• water
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

The usual method is to simmer the greens in a 
little water for a few minutes until wilted. Drain 
well, then toss with garlic that has been sautéed 
in a little olive oil. But these days Mamma just 
throws everything into a pot and puts the lid on, 
cooking gently over low heat until the leaves are 
tender (about 20 minutes). She is good at cutting 
corners and simplifying even the simplest cooking 
techniques. She doesn’t even bother with 
draining and consumes the cooking water too, 
despite my admonishments to the contrary, 
sometimes even dunking chunks of bread in the 
liquid to soak it up. (Many leafy greens and 
vegetables are full of oxalates and it is best not to 
consume the water in which they are cooked.)

TIP: Take care not to burn the garlic otherwise it 
will make the dish bitter. Ditto with the chillies if 
you are using them. You can also use this recipe 
to cook ‘rapa’ (another popular bitter green) when 
it’s in season. 
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DAY 9: 
Friday, July 31 

Something fishy 

My cough has settled down. I’m going stir crazy. I know this sounds totally 
pathetic in view of what other people have had to endure in lockdowns around 
the world―weeks and weeks of being shut up in their tiny apartments… I ring 
my youngest daughter for a chat. She tells me there’s been a positive test at the 
café around the corner from her place in Marrickville, Sydney. She was there 
yesterday but luckily not at the same time as the infected person. A close call, 
too close for comfort… It’s Friday. Time for pesce fritto? Mamma nods in 
agreement… 
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Pesce fritto  
(Fried fish) 

My mother’s village, Monteodorisio (Abruzzese: Mundrìscë, Mundrèiscë), lies between the coastal 
town of Vasto and the Abruzzo Mountains. Vasto is renowned for its fish and seafood but in my 
mother’s family these foods were mainly reserved for festive occasions such as Christmas Eve. 
Growing up in Whyalla, fish was a staple in our household. My Uncle was fond of fishing and I 
remember many late-night whitebait fry-ups at his house, after he and his mates returned home 
from fishing trips in the Spencer Gulf. In addition to garfish, snook, tommy ruff, snapper and 
whiting, Mamma says they brought home swordfish(?)...

Mamma’s Pesce saltato in padella (Pan-fried fish) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• 4 white fish fillets, with skin on 
• 2-3 tbsp olive oil 
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

Heat oil in frypan over medium heat. Place the fish fillets in the pan, skin side down. Sprinkle with 
salt. Fry for a few minutes and then turn over with a spatula. Lower the heat and cook for a few 
more minutes. Test with a fork. Fish is cooked when the flesh flakes easily. Add freshly cracked 
black pepper if you wish. Serve with a fresh, green garden salad.
 
TIP: Tossing the fillets in plain flour before frying adds a crispy layer. For those who are coeliac/
celiac or gluten-intolerant, use rice flour, cornflour or any other gluten-free flour.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neapolitan_language
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DAY 10: 
Saturday, August 1 

The Blues  

Mamma is irritable with me today. The quarantine is taking its toll on both of 
us. I am overcome with sadness, missing my daughters and friends… I 
escape into the garden and weep about my failed marriage and fractured, 
fragmented family. To cheer myself up, I pick violets to place in a vase for 
Mamma. Later, I gaze across the rooftops to the foothills that lie behind 
Modbury Hospital and admire the pretty pink sunset. It reminds me of 
Wollongong. I try to maintain my equanimity… Mamma decides to cook 
polenta for dinner, served with smothered greens from the garden…
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Polenta  
(Cornmeal) 

Polenta is made from ground yellow cornmeal (maize) which is boiled and served hot, like 
a porridge, or allowed to cool and set like a loaf and then cut into various shapes and 
baked, fried or grilled. It is considered to be mainly a Northern Italian dish but is found in 
various forms throughout Italy. The finer the grind, the creamier the polenta. Mamma likes 
to serve it in dollops on a bed of sugo di pomodoro or a ragù (tomato sauce with meat) 
made with chunks of beef or Italian sausage such as cacciatore, topped with grated 
parmesan cheese…

Mamma’s Polenta (Cornmeal) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 250 g yellow cornmeal
• 1 litre water 
• 10 g salt
• sugo di pomodoro or ragù 
• parmesan cheese
• 2-3 peperoncini (red hot chilli peppers)
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Method:

Bring the water to the boil in a saucepan. Add salt. Slowly pour in the cornmeal. 
Stir. Lower the heat and put the lid on. Leave for 15-20 minutes. [Most recipes 
recommend stirring continuously for 30 minutes but Mamma just puts the lid on 
and allows the polenta to cook by itself. She has a laissez-faire cooking style.] 
Polenta is cooked when it tends to pull away from the walls of the pot. 
Ladle a little hot sugo onto the base of a dinner plate and spread it around. 
Spoon dollops of polenta onto the sugo. Ladle a little more sugo on top. Sprinkle 
with parmesan. Allow to set for a couple of minutes, then dig in. 

TIP: To use up leftover polenta, sauté peperoncini in olive oil and add chunks of 
cold polenta to the frypan. Heat on low, turning once, and serve immediately for a 
quick lunch or dinner. 
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DAY 11: 
Sunday, August 2  

Kitchen ninjas 

Most of the day spent on the phone to Telstra trying to get the internet set up. Finally, it 
happens. Victoria goes into lockdown… I text my eldest daughter who lives in Melbourne, 
overcome with concern for her, ‘Stay safe honey Xx’… Mamma and I decide to make 
gnocchi. This is the first time in my 60 years that I have tried to do this. I watch from a 
respectful distance, then try to follow her instructions as she coaches me… Mamma is 
hooked on Australian Ninja Warrior… After dinner, we sit watching in amazement at the 
gymnastic skills displayed…
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Gnocchi di patate  
(Potato dumplings) 

Gnocchi vs gnoccoli

Another staple. Mamma calls this dish gnoccoli, which always makes me smile. I google 
Treppecore, my ‘go to’ website for Abruzzese words, and find a reference to ‘gnucchele (li): 
gnocchi’. So gnoccoli seems to be a hybrid word, a bridge between the Abruzzese dialect 
and Standard Italian. And this is the world I live in―a fusion of Abruzzese dialect, Standard 
Italian, ‘The Queen’s English’ and Strine! Perhaps I should use dialect words to name all of 
Mamma’s dishes from now on?! Mamma tells me that my Zia (Aunt) Lucia makes gnocchi 
without potato. Glutinous and hard to digest, I imagine…
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Mamma’s Gnocchi  (Dumplings) 
Recipe 

Ingredients:

• 2 cups (250 g) plain flour
• 1 egg
• salt
• water, as needed
•

Method:

Make a ‘volcano’ on the table with 
the flour. Crack an egg into the 
centre of the flour. Mix with your 
hands, working the egg into the flour. 
Knead the dough until it forms a ball. 
Add a little water if necessary. Cut 
the dough into quarters. Working 
with one piece at a time on the 
floured table surface, roll into a 
snake about 1½ cm thick. Cut into 
pieces 2 cm in length. Roll each 
piece along the tines of a fork. Bring 
a large saucepan of lightly salted 
water to a boil. Cook the gnocchi in 
batches for 3-5 minutes or until 
gnocchi float to the top, then cook for 
another minute. Remove with a 
slotted spoon, drain well and serve 
with sugo di pomodoro or ragù or 
your sauce of choice, topped with 
grated parmesan. 
TIP: Gnocchi can be frozen. Place 
on waxed paper on baking trays and 
freeze, then remove and place in zip-
lock plastic bags and return to 
freezer. Use within 2 months.
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DAY 12: 
Monday, August 3 

Frozen  

Second COVID test. Two and half hours waiting in line at the Women and 
Children’s Hospital in the bitterly cold wind, then another hour waiting inside near 
the front door, segregated from everyone. Freezing! I can’t feel my toes. The 
weather app says 15 degrees Celsius, but it feels so much colder… I have been 
having nightmares about precisely this moment―stuck in endless queues, 
surrounded by stressed-out people… I quell my anxiety and remind myself of 
how much worse things could be. Be stoic and resilient!… Meanwhile, Mamma 
makes patate arrosto with peas and broccoli to go with leftover polenta… 
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Patate (Potatoes)

Italian cuisine has its origins in Etruscan, ancient Greek and ancient 
Roman cuisines. The discovery of the ‘New World’ by Europeans in 
1492 saw the introduction of potatoes, tomatoes, bell peppers and 
maize, which transformed the diet of people living on the Italian 
peninsula by the eighteenth century. The area that is known as Abruzzo 
today was under Spanish rule for 200 years and this too is reflected in 
the cuisine. Potatoes are greatly loved by people of many cultures, 
including the Abruzzese, and especially Mamma and me. There are 
many mouth-watering ways to cook potatoes. One of them is…

Patate al forno 
(Roast potatoes) 
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Mamma’s Patate al forno (Roast potatoes) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• potatoes (allow at least one per person)
• fresh rosemary sprigs 
• olive oil 
• salt & pepper, to taste
• ground paprika (optional)

Method:

Peel the potatoes. Cut lengthwise into wedges. Place in roasting tray. Drizzle with olive 
oil and season with salt, pepper. Spread them out – give them room to breathe. Toss in 
the Add rosemary sprigs. Roast in oven at 200°C until potatoes are cooked and slightly 
brown – about an hour. Mamma doesn’t bother turning them but other recipes 
recommend turning them at least once so they don’t burn.
Mamma likes to sprinkle with ground paprika too and since my late Papa developed 
health problems (high blood pressure/hypertension), she has substituted ‘Vegeta’ stock 
powder for salt. She says it adds a nice flavour to the food, but I prefer it without 
(otherwise everything ends up tasting the same). 
Some recipes recommend blanching the potatoes before roasting in the oven but that 
adds another layer of complexity. At 86 years of age, Mamma prefers to keep it 
‘semplice’ (simple). 

TIP: White or yellow potatoes are best but red ones work well too. I like to toss in whole 
cloves of garlic, unpeeled. But this is optional. If you don’t have fresh herbs, then dried 
will do. I like to use thyme sometimes, in place of rosemary. Don’t bother using Extra 
virgin olive oil (EVOO) for roasting anything. Keep it for the salads.
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DAY 13: 
Tuesday, August 4 

In-security 

Centrelink application. Shall I apply for Carers Payment or Jobseeker Allowance? 
Or neither? The process is so complicated… My COVID test comes back 
negative. I give Mamma a big hug. 😊  One more day and I will be free to roam. 
An image depicting Maslow’s hierarchy of needs pops up on my Facebook page, 
reminding me of so many unmet needs…We Videocall my eldest daughter, 
Sarah. Although an introvert and quite capable of spending time by herself, she 
too is feeling stressed by the prolonged Melbourne lockdown… Mamma decides 
to add fagiolini (green beans) to our vegetable leftovers from yesterday…
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Fagiolini (Green beans)
The internet tells me that the 
green bean (Phaseolus vulgaris) 
originated in Central and South 
America and there’s evidence 
that it has been cultivated in 
Mexico and Peru for thousands of 
years. Thank the Cosmos it found 
its way to Italy. Fagiolini con 
pomodoro is super easy to cook 
and makes an excellent 
vegetarian/vegan side dish, or 
first course instead of pasta. It 
can be prepared ahead of time 
and reheated just before serving 
or served cold. Mamma enjoys 
making this dish in summer with 
green beans picked fresh from 
her garden – works well with 
either fresh or tinned tomatoes…  

Fagiolini con pomodoro  
(Green beans with tomato)
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Mamma’s Fagiolini con pomodoro (Green beans with tomato) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 500 g green beans
• 250 g diced tomatoes, fresh, tinned or bottled
• 1 tbsp olive oil
• 1 clove garlic
• a few sprigs of fresh parsley or fresh basil leaves
• 1 tsp cooking salt
• water
• ground pepper, to taste

Method:

Wash and trim (‘top and tail’) the beans. Throw them with the other ingredients into your 
favourite pot. Add some water to the empty tomato tin or bottle (if you are using preserved 
tomatoes), swish around and add to the pot. Otherwise, just add a little water to the pot. Simmer 
over low heat with the lid on until beans are tender – about 30 minutes. 

TIP: This dish also works well with passata (tomato purée). Mamma sometimes adds capsicum 
or zucchini to the green beans. The beans can also be cooked without the tomatoes – add 
chopped mint leaves and lemon juice at the end of the cooking process (once the beans have 
cooled) for a fresh summer taste sensation.
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DAY 14:  
Wednesday, August 5   

On the cusp 

Last day of quarantine. It’s a very cold day. 5 DEGREES CELSIUS. Mamma’s 
house is freezing. I am so glad I can stay indoors, warming myself in front of 
the gas heater… I lodge a ‘Separation’ form with Centrelink, having to nominate 
two referees to verify my marital status. I can’t apply for any type of income 
support until this form is processed. Despite three years of living apart, it feels 
like a big step… Mamma and I decide to experiment and make pizza dough 
with wheat flour and polenta. It turns out okay – a bit crunchy around the 
edges…
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Pizza di polenta  
(Cornmeal pizza) 

My former Year 10 science teacher, Dennis Pack, told me that when he worked in a pizzeria 
many years ago, they added polenta (cornmeal) to the pizza dough and sprinkled it between 
pizza bases to stop them from sticking together. Mamma loathes polenta pizza. It brings 
back unhappy memories for her, as during the war, wheat flour was scarce and they had to 
substitute coarse cornmeal to bake bread and pizza bases. I started using more corn 
products some years ago when I was diagnosed by a naturopath with ‘gluten-intolerance’. 
Although not coeliac/celiac, I do feel better ‘senza glutine’ (gluten-free)… 
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Mamma’s Pizza di polenta (Cornmeal pizza) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 3 cups plain white flour
• ½ cup finely ground cornmeal
• 1 sachet dry yeast in ¼ cup warm water
• 1 tsp cooking salt 
• 150 ml warm water
• ¼ cup (3 tbsp) olive oil
• tomato purée mixed with fresh basil
• toppings of your choice eg diced ham, salami, olives, anchovies, mushrooms
• mozzarella cheese, coarsely grated

 
Method:

In a deep, stainless steel bowl, mix flour and polenta and salt. Make a well in the centre 
and add the yeast and water. Using one hand only, mix and work the dough in the bowl. 
Add more flour if mixture is too sticky. Place in floured bowl. Cover with tea towel for 2-3 
hours until dough has risen. Upend onto pizza tray and spread out evenly using fingertips. 
Place in warm oven for 10-15 mins. Add tomato topping and other toppings of choice. Bake 
in hot oven (230°C) for one hour. Sprinkle with mozzarella when almost cooked. 

TIP: Mamma prefers her pizza base to be quite thick, with minimal toppings. Spread the 
dough more thinly if preferred. Use toppings of your choice. Experiment and be creative.
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DAY 15:  
Thursday, August 6 

Sweet Freedom 

First day of freedom. Post Quarantine outing with Mamma. Morning tea at the iconic 
Lucia’s [Pizza and Spaghetti Bar] at Adelaide Central Market. It is cold. 9 degrees Celsius. 
We FaceTime my youngest, Emma, and do a walk around the Market. People smile at her 
pretty face, visible on my iPhone screen. My niece postpones her wedding in Adelaide until 
October next year, due to the COVID restrictions. Mamma is so disappointed… 
Facebook post: ‘Today we are making bone broth with two chicken carcasses and a turkey 
neck. Mamma says they used to do it like this in Italy. Again with the cinnamon sticks’…
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Brodo di pollo e tacchino  
(Chicken and turkey bone broth) 

Bone broth is rich in vitamins and nutrients, including calcium, magnesium, and phosphorous. 
Also, brewing connective tissue into bone broth provides the body with natural compounds from 
the cartilage. The increasingly popularity of bone broth over the last few years is another example 
of ‘cucina povera’ becoming trendy, just like the bitter greens, which were once considered by the 
wealthy to be mere ‘weeds’, are now being recognised for their health-giving properties. When 
Mamma suggested using a turkey neck, I was sceptical, just as I was previously wary about her 
using cinnamon quills. But the broth tastes amazing. Try it...

Mamma’s Brodo di pollo e tacchino (Chicken and turkey bone broth) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 2 chicken carcasses
• 1 turkey neck
• 1 onion, peeled
• 2 celery sticks, with leaves
• 2 carrots
• 1 tomato
• 1 tsp salt
• a few sprigs fresh parsley
• 2 cinnamon sticks (quills)
• water 

Method: 

Place all ingredients in a large stock pot and cover with water. Bring to the boil, then reduce heat 
and simmer over low heat for 2-3 hours. Lift out meat and vegetables with a large fork into a bowl 
and set aside. Debone the meat using your fingers, shred and place in a bowl. Sieve the broth 
and ladle into bowls. Add pastina, shredded meat and/or grated parmesan cheese. 

TIP: When it comes to bone broth – any bone broth – fresh and homemade is best! The 
shredded meat can be minced (put through a mouli or in a food processor) and used to make 
fillings for ravioli or tortellini. 
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DAY 16:  
Friday, August 7  

Snappy 

Working on my Centrelink application. Carers Payment proving difficult, with a million 
questions I can’t answer. For example…
‘Ma, when did you last enter Australia?’
‘15 Febbraio 1959.’
‘No. That’s when you arrived. When was the last time you entered the country?’
‘Cosa?’ 
‘When did you last go away on holiday and come back?’
‘Du mille uno... o due..’ 
‘Which year was it? I need a date.’
She shrugs. 
I give up. 
Mamma randomly discloses that her mother was ten when she survived the Spanish ‘flu. I 
am gobsmacked!…We proceed to cook up a seafood feast… beginning with fish…



 77



 78

Like all good Catholics, Mamma likes to cook fish on Fridays. 
Even though I am ‘lapsed’, I try to keep up the tradition, as I think 
it is a good way of ensuring that everyone gets their weekly dose 
of fish oils. Mamma’s preferred method of cooking fish is to pan-
fry fillets in olive oil. I decide to introduce her to my preferred 
method of baking whole fish in the oven with sliced potatoes. She 
suggests we use fennel fronds and garlic sprouts to add flavour. 
This is a novelty for me and an interesting experiment for both of 
us… 

Pesce intero al forno (Oven-baked whole fish) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 1 small, whole fish, cleaned and scaled e.g. Tropical 
snapper

• a few fresh fennel bulb fronds
• a few sprigs fresh parsley
• a few cloves fresh garlic (or garlic sprouts)
• 2 lemons, sliced 
• 6 baby potatoes
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

Preheat oven to 200°C. Cut the baby potatoes into thick slices. 
Parboil them in salted water for 5 minutes. Oil a baking tray or 
casserole dish long enough for the fish to lay flat. Place the fish 
in the baking tray or casserole dish. Tuck a few lemon slices 
underneath it. Layer the fennel bulb fronds, garlic sprouts and 
parsley sprigs inside the fish. Add a few lemon slices. Drizzle with 
olive oil and sprinkle with sea salt and freshly cracked black 
pepper. Surround the fish with the sliced potatoes. Bake in oven 
for about half an hour until the fish is cooked. Test with a fork. 
Fish is cooked when the flesh flakes easily.

TIP: A word about garlic sprouts– 
I always used to throw garlic out when 
it started to sprout but Mamma has 
taught me that you can still cook with 
it.

Pesce al forno  
(Baked Fish)
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DAY 17:  
Saturday, August 8  

LossES & gains 

We go shopping at Tea Tree Plaza – never again on a Saturday morning. I 
accidentally back into a car trying to avoid being hit by a car backing up towards me. I 
leave a note. Because I believe in karma!… Mamma cooks snook (robalo) in tomato 
sauce. She says in Italy they made this dish with little red fish called ‘ruscelette’… We 
watch At War for Love on STAN which triggers a deep sense of loss. Mamma laughs 
and cries – tells me stories I haven’t heard before… Afterwards, I go down a ‘virtual 
rabbit hole’ trying to identify the fish…
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Ruscelette  (Little red fish)
Rosce (Abruzzese) = rosso (Italian) = red (English)
Rrussce (Abruzzese) = rosse (Italian) = red (English)
So, I think that ruscelette may mean ‘little red fish’.
I google it and show Mamma images. 
‘No! No! No!’ she says. ‘Too big-a!’ 
So, it’s not red porgy or seabream. Maybe red mullet? 
‘Red mullet is a favored [sic] delicacy in the Mediterranean, and in antiquity was "one of the most 
famous and valued fish"’.  (Ref: Wikipedia) 
‘Si! Si!’ she exclaims. ‘That look-a like…’ 
So, ruscelette (Abruzzese) = triglie (Italian) also known as roscioli = red mullet (English). 
Yes! Yes!
But snook is a poor substitute methinks… 

Mamma’s Robalo in sugo di pomodoro (Snook in tomato sauce) Recipe
 
Ingredients:

• 1 snook, cleaned and scaled 
• 1 x 440 g tin diced tomatoes
• 3 sprigs fresh parsley
• 2 whole garlic cloves
• 4 tbsp olive oil 
• pinch salt 

 
Method:

Put everything in a pot, except the fish, and simmer with the lid on over low heat for about half an 
hour. Chop off fish head and tail. Slice body into segments about 10 cm long. Add the fish pieces 
to the tomato sauce and simmer for about another half an hour, until the fish is tender and flakes 
with a fork. Serve with pasta of choice or crusty bread and/or salad. Fettucine works well with this 
dish.

TIP: You can substitute any fish for snook in this recipe. Mamma says the best fish is snapper. 
But this is more expensive, of course!

Robalo in sugo di pomodoro  
(Snook in tomato sauce)
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DAY 18:  
Sunday, August 9  

Artistic 

Facebook post: ‘Now I know where I get my artistic temperament/madness from. Found this 
item stashed in a cupboard. [Small wooden container covered in stickers, with an old bottle 
of blood pressure tablets in it.] Papa made it to store medicines in and decorated it using 
prescription labels. I can totally relate to this.’  
I miss artmaking. For the past few years, I have concentrated on writing. I have dragged my 
art materials around with me from place to place, currently stored in Mamma’s garden shed. 
As I don’t have the headspace or room to create art with paints and inks, I decide to play 
with edible ink instead and introduce Mamma to squid ink risotto...
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Risotto con inchiostro di calamari   
(Rice with squid ink)  

Risotto is a northern Italian rice dish cooked with broth until it reaches a creamy consistency. The 
broth can be made from meat, fish, or vegetables. Many types of risotto contain butter, onion, 
white wine, and parmesan cheese. It is one of the most common ways of cooking rice in Italy. 
Saffron was originally used for flavour and colour. Mamma does not cook risotto and has never 
used squid ink, so this dish is a novelty for her. I am using Arborio rice (can’t find Carnaroli) but 
my friend Vinicio, a chef originally from Verona, highly recommends Vialone Nano…

Risotto con inchiostro di calamari  (Rice with squid ink) Recipe

First make the fish broth…

Ingredients:

• 2 large fish heads e.g .Barramundi
• 1 carrot, peeled and roughly chopped
• ½ brown onion
• 2 celery sticks, roughly chopped
• 3 flat-leaf parsley sprigs
• 1 ripe tomato, roughly chopped
• 6 black peppercorns
• 1 big pinch cooking slat
• sea salt and ground white pepper
• 1.5 litres water

Method: 

Wash the fish heads and place in a large saucepan. Add the rest of the ingredients and cover 
with water. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat, cover and simmer for 45 minutes. Remove the 
fish pieces and vegetables with tongs and set aside. Then pass the broth through a fine sieve or 
piece of muslin. Pour the broth into a clean medium saucepan and cook for another 15-20 
minutes until it has reduced sufficiently, and the flavours have intensified – you will need to taste 
it to determine this. Add salt and white pepper, to taste.
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Then make the risotto…

Ingredients: 

• 1 large shallot, minced
• 1 garlic clove, minced
• 1 tbsp olive oil
• 2 knobs of butter
• 200g arborio rice
• 200 ml white wine
• 1 tbsp squid ink 
• 500 ml fish stock
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

Bring the fish stock to simmering point in a small saucepan. Sweat the diced shallot 
and garlic in a wide bottomed frypan with a little olive oil and a knob of butter, until 
soft. Add the rice and fry for a few seconds until lightly toasted. Add the white wine 
and simmer until the wine has been absorbed into the rice. Add the squid ink into 
the pan and stir. After a minute, start to ladle in the fish stock. Wait until each ladle 
of stock is absorbed before adding the next. Do this until all the fish stock has been 
added. Stir continuously, cooking on a medium heat. The process should take 
around 25 minutes. When the risotto is nearly cooked but still has a soft, fluid 
consistency, add another knob of butter and stir through. Serve on a flat plate with 
rings of stuffed calamari on top (See next Recipe―DAY 19). Do not add parmesan 
cheese. This would be a sacrilege.

TIP: You can purchase squid ink from a specialist fishmonger or buy whole calamari 
and extract the ink sacs yourself – check out YouTube videos to learn how to do 
this. The ink sacs are entirely edible and have a fishy flavour. Squid ink can be 
frozen but as with all seafood, best to consume it within a few weeks. The more ink 
you use, the darker the risotto will be. Be careful not to pierce the ink sacs during 
the extraction process as they will make a big mess.
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DAY 19:  
Monday, August 10  

Stuffed  

The removalists come back to shift furniture around. Linen sofa brought inside the 
house and cabinets in the garage turned around, so that I can unpack and stash 
stuff inside them. Feeling a tad overwhelmed. Trying to make some sense of my 
chaos. Mamma is catastrophising my mess… We eat dinner at the tiny kitchen 
table, on the tablecloth that Mamma’s paesana (friend from the same village) 
Grazia gave her – now sadly passed away. There are two other dining tables that 
we can use but Mamma has always preferred to huddle in the kitchen… Still eating 
the Calamari ripieni that we cooked on the weekend…
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Calamari (Squid)
Calamari is the Italian word for squid. The first human to try eating these weird-
looking sea creatures was a very brave soul indeed. Perhaps they watched 
another mammal eat it and decided it was safe to copy. According to 
nutritionists, squid is low in fat and has less toxins than most red meat, whilst 
still being a good source of protein. A hundred grams of squid yields about 16 
grams of protein, of which we need about 56 grams every day. Squid is also 
high in calcium, selenium, potassium and other vitamins and minerals. I love my 
Mamma’s special recipe…

Mamma’s Calamari Ripieni (Stuffed Squid) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 2 small squid
• 1 egg, beaten
• 2 tbsp fresh parsley, minced
• 1 tbsp garlic sprouts or 2 garlic cloves, minced
• 2 tbsp parmesan, grated
• 4 tbsp fresh breadcrumbs, grated (use day-old crusty white Italian bread)
• 250 g tomatoes, diced
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

Clean the squid – if you haven’t done this before, there are videos on YouTube 
that will show you how to do it. Chop off the tentacles and dice finely. Slice off 
the bottom ends of the squid tubes and dice finely – Mamma says that the 
calamari need to ‘breathe’ while cooking. Remove the side flaps and finely dice 
these too. Mamma sometimes leaves the side flaps on but the finished product 
looks more appetising if they are removed. 
Mix diced squid tentacles and flesh with beaten egg and the rest of the 
ingredients. Loosely stuff the squid tubes with the mixture (approximately 2 
tablespoons per squid). Do not overstuff, otherwise the squid body will burst 
during cooking. Secure top end with a toothpick. 
Pan-fry in moderately hot olive oil for a few minutes until brown. Turn over 
carefully with a spatula and brown the other side. Reduce heat and cook with lid 
on, turning regularly, for about 15–20 mins until the squid is tender when pricked 
with a fork. Serve fried squid sliced in rings with lemon wedges and a green side 
salad.
Alternatively, lift calamari from the frypan after browning and place in a pot of 
sugo di pomodoro. (See Recipe―DAY 3). Simmer on low heat for 20 mins. 
Serve in a bowl with chunks of crusty bread to soak up the tomato sauce. 

TIP: If there is stuffing left over, this can be rolled into balls and pan fried and 
served as a side dish.

Calamari ripieni  
(Stuffed squid)



 89

DAY 20:  
Tuesday, August 11 

Three quotes 

Grocery shopping with Mamma. I find this so frustrating as she needs three 
quotes to buy a lemon! I try to be patient. We go home and stuff two melanzane 
(eggplants) and a red capsico (capsicum)… Afterwards, we watch the Made in 
Italy series about the pret-a-porte fashion industry in Milan, which inspires me to 
make clothes again. The program reminds me of Mamma’s older brother, Zio 
Nicola, who was an exquisite tailor. I wish I had known him better… I have begun 
to write down some of Mamma’s dialect words, such as ‘Li muscille’ and 
‘indrupliate’ (impossible to translate)…
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Melanzana (Eggplant)
According to the National Gardening Association of America, eggplant is the queen of the 
garden. ‘Almost purple-black in color with a glossy sheen and a cap like a crown, it looks like 
royalty. The taste is fit for royalty, too!’ Eggplant originally came from India and probably 
arrived in Italy during the 15th century with the Arabs travelling to Sicily. Today eggplant 
comes in many varieties, some as large as melons or as small as eggs, and in colours of 
purple, white, green, or violet and white striped. It is staple of ‘cucina povera’ and this recipe 
is my favourite…

 Melanzane ripiene  
(Stuffed eggplants)
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Mamma’s Melanzane 
Ripiene (Stuffed 
eggplants) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 2 purple eggplants

For the stuffing:
• 100 g minced beef
• 2 cups breadcrumbs 

(2 large thick slices), 
coarsely grated (use 
2-3-day old white 
Italian bread)

• 3 tbsp grated 
pecorino or 
parmesan cheese

• 1 cup Italian parsley 
leaves, minced 

• 1 garlic clove, 
minced

• 2 eggs, beaten
• ½ tsp salt
• pinch ground pepper
• 2-3 tbsp olive oil
• 1 large fresh tomato, 

peeled and diced

For the sauce:
• 400 g tinned diced 

tomatoes
• 2 cloves garlic, 

smashed 
• 2 fresh parsley 

sprigs
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• salt & pepper, to 

taste
• water, as needed
• 1 small round 

Cascabel chilli 
pepper or 
peperoncini 
(optional)
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Method:

Preheat oven to 180°C. 
Roll the eggplants between your palms 
to soften them. Cut the tops off. Trim 
with a sharp knife, creating a ‘plug’ for 
the top of the eggplant. Remove the 
insides by running a knife along the 
inside edge. Use a fork to pull out the 
insides of the eggplant. Place in a bowl 
of water to remove bitterness. Soak for 
about 10 minutes. Squeeze the water 
out of the flesh. Chop roughly. Mix with 
other ingredients for the stuffing. Set 
aside for 10 minutes to allow the oil to 
be absorbed into the mixture. Add a 
little more oil if the stuffing feels dry. 
Stuff the eggplants using a spoon, 
or your fingers. Plug with section cut 
from the top of the eggplant. 
Lay in a pot with diced tomatoes, 
garlic, parsley and chilli (optional). 
Season with salt and pepper, to taste, 
and drizzle with olive oil. 
Simmer with lid on until skin of 
eggplant is tender, about half an hour. 
Add a little water to the sauce if it dries 
out or becomes too thick. Slice 
eggplants in half lengthwise or cut 
into thick rings. Serve with crusty 
Italian bread.

TIP: You can use this recipe to stuff capsicums as well. Try 
adding chilli to the sauce for extra spice but be careful with the 
small round Cascabel chilli peppers. ‘Ring of fire!’ is how one of 
my boyfriends described the effect the day after he tried this 
dish, which I had inadvertently made too hot for him to handle. 
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DAY 21:  
Wednesday, August 12  

Aromatic 

Memories pop up on Facebook. Tales from the pre-COVID world. A quote: 
‘Mistakes are the portals of discovery―James Joyce’. Yes, indeed. And I keep 
finding more and more portals! 
By day, I cook with Mamma… we make ravioli using ground turkey and chicken 
meat, infused with cinnamon… such an exotic aroma and flavour… By night, we 
sit and watch TV and after Mamma retires to bed, another ‘virtual’ world opens to 
me. Sipping red wine, I chat online with a friend, secretly, like a schoolgirl. 
Mamma would not approve. I wonder what kind of secrets my offspring keep 
from me…  
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Ravioli (Pasta parcels)
Ravioli is a pasta dish which consists of small amounts of filling encased in thin pasta dough, 
like Asian dumplings. For Mamma, making ravioli goes together with making brodo. She uses 
leftover boiled meat as the basis for the ravioli filling. Mamma favours a square shape but 
ravioli can be circular and semi-circular (mezzaluna). Wikipedia states that written references 
to this dish date back to the 14th century with the Venetian manuscript  ‘Libro per cuoco’ 
offering ravioli of green herbs blanched and minced, mixed with beaten egg and fresh 
cheese, simmered in broth and seasoned with ‘sweet and strong spices’… 

Ravioli di pollo e tacchino  
(Pasta parcels stuffed with chicken 

and turkey mince)
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Mamma’s Ravioli di pollo e tacchino (Pasta parcels stuffed 
with chicken and turkey mince) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• a quantity of fresh homemade pasta dough (See 
Recipe―Day 5)

• 500 g chicken and turkey meat, cooked and minced (See 
Recipe―Day 7)

• 4 eggs, lightly beaten
• 100 g parmesan, grated
• salt and cracked pepper, to taste
• sugo di pomodoro (See Recipe―DAY 3)
• extra parmesan cheese, finely grated

Method:

To make the filling: mix the minced chicken and turkey meat, eggs 
and parmesan cheese. Season to taste. 
Roll out the pasta dough in sections wide enough to cover the 
ravioli mould (metal tray). Lay the pasta sheet over the mould. 
Place ⅓ teaspoon of filling in each square. Lay another pasta 
sheet on top. Press down gently with palm of hand to remove any 
air that is trapped between the sheets of dough. Run a rolling pin 
over the dough so that the filled ravioli are cut from the mould. 
Prick each square with a pin. Turn the mould over to release the 
formed ravioli. Repeat. Boil ravioli in salted water until cooked. 
Serve with sugo di pomodoro and grated parmesan cheese. 

TIP: The aromatic flavour in the meat from the cinnamon quill in 
the brodo adds a delicate sweetness to the ravioli. This is a special 
and aromatic dish, one fit for a special occasion. 
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DAY 22:  
Thursday, August 13  

Kching! Kching! 

Trevor the plumber visits. This is considered an essential service in these 
COVID-19 times. Salt damp rising in the second bedroom wall, adjacent to 
ensuite of main bedroom, indicates that there’s a slow leak somewhere. He 
did a ‘band-aid job’ a couple of years ago, he attempts to apply another ‘quick 
fix’, but I wave him away – a professional leak detector is what we need. A 
strip of black mould underneath the lino flooring tells me that this problem has 
been here for years. Dangerously unhealthy… Mamma and I decide to eat 
brodo con polpettini di pollo to revitalise us…
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Polpettini di pollo  
(Mini chicken meatballs)

Polpettini (Mini meatballs)
Brilliant, brilliant, brilliant. Ingenious ‘cucina povera’. A tiny amount of meat goes such a long way. 
The true origin of meatballs seems to be unknown. It is a food that transcends cultures, most 
likely descended from the Persian dish, kofta. The Oxford Companion to Food states that kofta 
appears in some of the earliest Arabic cookbooks, where it consisted of ground lamb rolled into 
orange-sized balls and glazed with egg yolk and saffron. They most likely travelled from the Arab 
world along trade routes to Greece, North Africa, and Spain. And to Italy and beyond. Chicken 
meatballs are my favourite…

My Polpettini di pollo (Mini chicken meatballs) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 200 g chicken mince
• 1 beaten egg
• 2 tbsp fresh parsley, minced
• 1 garlic clove (or 1 tbsp fresh garlic sprouts)
• 6 tbsp dry breadcrumbs (made from 2-3-day old Italian bread)
• 2 tbsp grated parmesan cheese
• ½ tsp salt
• freshly cracked pepper, to taste
• parmesan cheese, grated (optional)
• 1 litre chicken broth 

Method:

Mix ingredients together. Roll mixture into small balls. One teaspoon measure makes 42 balls. 
Drop balls into broth and simmer for about 5 minutes until they float to the surface. Ladle into 
soup bowls and serve immediately, topped with a spoonful of grated parmesan, if desired. 
Alternatively, add the raw chicken meatballs to sugo di pomodoro and simmer for 5 minutes, then 
serve with cooked pasta of your choice, topped with grated parmesan. 

TIP: Substitute rice flour for breadcrumbs to 
make this recipe gluten-free. Place raw meatballs 
on metal baking trays lined with waxed paper. 
Freeze. Once frozen, pop meatballs into zip-lock 
bags for later use. Drop them into boiling broth with 
any kind of pastina (soup pasta) to brighten up 
a cold winter’s day.
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DAY 23:  
Friday, August 14  

Time-out 

Mamma and I tussle over the vacuum cleaning. I loathe her heavy cumbersome 
vacuum cleaner and she will brook no suggestion of replacement with a lighter 
Dyson… After a fractious day, I take my leave for much-needed carer respite – 
fish ‘n’ chips with my cousin Karen at her local. Karen is warm and hospitable and 
introduces me to all her friends. My first night away from Mamma serves as a 
reminder that I am an independent, mature woman with a life of my own… 
However, had I not gone out, I would have enjoyed Mamma’s whiting fillets pan-
fried with parsley…
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Fishy stories
When I was three, for reasons unknown, my father relocated our little family (himself, my 
mother, my younger brother Giorgio and me) from Newcastle on the east coast of Australia 
(where Giorgio and I were born) to the dusty, industrial town of Whyalla, located on Eyre 
Peninsula between the Spencer Gulf and the South Australia desert. When I first visited Vasto 
on the east coast of Abruzzo, close to where my father was born, I was struck by the 
similarities between the beach there and the one in Whyalla. Both are long and shallow, with 
jetties to facilitate catching fish… 

Mamma’s Filetti di Merlano con prezzemole (Whiting fillets with parsley) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 4 small whiting fillets (for 2 people)
• 2-3 tbsp olive oil
• a few sprigs of fresh parsley 
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

# Same as Recipe―DAY 9, except with parsley sprigs added to the frypan.
Heat oil in frypan over medium heat. Place the fish fillets in the pan, skin side down. Top with 
parsley sprigs. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Fry for a few minutes and then turn over with a 
spatula. Lower the heat and cook for a few more minutes. Sprinkle with freshly cracked black 
pepper, if you wish. Test with a fork. Fish is cooked when the flesh flakes easily. Serve with a 
green salad.

TIP: Extract the parsley sprigs before serving. Mamma likes to eat the cooked parsley, but 
this can be unpalatable for some people, especially children. 

Filetti di Merlano con prezzemole  
(Whiting fillets with parsley)
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DAY 24:  
Saturday, August 15 

Ferragosto 

Caffe e sfogliatelle at Lucia’s, followed by shopping for fish and organic 
veggies. Today is Ferragosto and in a former life, I would be attending the 
annual street festival in Five Dock, Sydney… When I return home, Mamma 
tells me that when she lived in Italy, Ferragosto was a time of seasonal 
rotation, where peasant families moved from one masseria (farm) to another, 
to work different land and grow different produce for the Padrone 
(landowner)… These days, Ferragosto is a Summer feast day in Italy and 
despite being in Winter here ‘down under’, we decide to prepare a traditional 
holiday dish… 
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Pomodori ripieni  
(Stuffed tomatoes)

Pomodori ripieni (Stuffed tomatoes) 
Wikipedia tells us that the tomato is the edible berry of the plant 
Solanum lycopersicum, which originated in western South America 
and Central America. The Aztecs referred to the fruit as tomatl 
which gave rise to the Spanish word tomate, from which the English 
word tomato derived. Mamma is incredulous when I tell her this. It is 
hard to imagine what Southern Italian cuisine would be like without 
tomatoes. Rice-stuffed tomatoes are a refreshing summer dish, that 
is habitually made on Ferragosto. There are many recipes for this 
dish but as always, Mamma’s version is simple and easy to make… 

Mamma’s Pomodori ripieni (Stuffed tomatoes) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• 4 large ripe tomatoes
• 200 g ground lean beef
• ½ cup long-grain rice
• ½ onion, diced
• ½  cup parsley leaves, chopped
• ¼ cup basil leaves, chopped
• 5 tbsp olive oil
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method: 

Preheat oven to 180°C. Slice tops off each tomato, creating a ‘lid’. 
Scoop out insides of tomatoes with a teaspoon and place pulp in 
small bowl. Parboil the rice for a few mins and place in another bowl 
with mince and other ingredients. Mix. Stuff tomatoes using a 
teaspoon and place in casserole dish, topping each tomato with a 
lid. If there is leftover stuffing, use it to stuff other vegetables such 
as capsicum or zucchini. Arrange the tomatoes (and other 
vegetables) in a casserole dish. Add the tomato pulp to the 
casserole dish. Season with salt and pepper and place in the oven 
for an hour and a half, until tomatoes are soft, and rice is cooked. 

TIP: Let stand for 15 minutes before serving. Can also be served 
cold, especially on a hot summer’s day. 
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DAY 25:  
Sunday, August 16 

Bittersweet  

Mamma and I bake a cake using a recipe handed down from her 
mother, my Nonna Grazia. Mamma wrote down the recipe when she 
visited Italy in 1981 but has never tried it until now. Time for something 
sweet in our lives… My future daughter-in-law texts me regarding 
another change in wedding plans. The ceremony will now be held in 
Sydney on 3 October. They are not sure about the reception. Can I go 
through two more cycles of quarantine and COVID tests?… We watch 
Julie and Julia, a movie about cooking recommended by a friend. 
Mamma finds it confusing…
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Ricetta di Nonna Grazia (Grandma Grace’s recipe) 
The only written recipe that my mother has handed down to me from my 
maternal grandmother is ‘Torta di Nonna’:  
3 uove
mezzo bicchiere di olio
1 bicchiere di latte
200 g di farina S.R.
15 g [?] di zucchero
1 busta di vanilla
1 limone grattigiato
 
Mamma wrote down ‘15 g’ for zucchero (sugar) but I’m guessing this is meant 
to be 150 g. There is a lot of guessing that goes on in her kitchen. This 
process of writing down and photographing what she does is more for my 
benefit than hers. But I’m not doing this just for myself. I’m hoping that other 
people will also be interested, particularly future generations… should we be 
so blessed…

Torta di Nonna Grazia (Grandma Grace’s cake) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 3 eggs
• ½ glass olive oil
• 1 glass milk
• 200 g self-raising flour
• 150 g sugar
• 1 sachet of  vanilla
• 1 lemon [zest], grated

 
Method:

There is no method written down for this recipe. Just the list of ingredients. 
Basically, Mamma places everything in a large bowl and mixes it together 
using electric beaters on medium speed until smooth. She pours the batter 
into a 23 cm round cake tin and bakes it in the oven at 180°C for about an 
hour or until a wooden skewer inserted into the cake comes out clean. 

TIP: You could also try mixing this by hand with a wooden spoon in a ceramic 
bowl, like they used to do in the pre-electric era. My Nonna Grazia would 
have hand-mixed this cake and baked it in the communal wood-fired oven, 
probably at the same time as baking the family loaves of bread.

Torta di Nonna Grazia  
(Grandma Grace’s cake)
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DAY 26:  
Monday, August 17  

Sad Salty Sardines 

Facebook post: ‘Sad sad sad. Sad for a friend of mine whose husband had passed away. 
Hug your loved ones, people! (COVID restrictions permitting). Life can be short and 
unpredictable.’ 
Mamma and I quarrel over the salt lamp. My ‘therapy’ is her ‘waste of electricity’… 
Today’s cooking experiment involved Sarde/Sardelle (Sardines). Mamma has a 
hankering for the little fish, perhaps because she’s been reminiscing about favourite 
dishes from the past and the coastal strip near her home village in Italy is renowned for 
its sardines… She pan-fries them in olive oil. I try something fancier and make a horrible 
mess… 
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Sarde (Sardines) 
Humans have eaten sardines for millennia. They are small, oily fish that belong to the family 
called Clupeidae, also known by the name pilchards. Mamma calls them ‘Sardelle’. The most 
popular species of sardines include sardina, sardinops, sardinella, and dussumieria. These 
fish are found mostly in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, as well as in the Mediterranean Sea. 
They are also harvested in Australian waters, including highly prized specimens from Port 
Lincoln, available at the Adelaide Central Market. Sardines are reported to have many 
wonderful health benefits, although their strong salty flavour does not appeal to every 
palate… 

Sarde impanate (Breaded sardines) Recipe

Ingredients: (Serves 4)

• 8 fresh whole sardines, cleaned and filleted with tails on
• 100 ml good olive oil 
• finely grated zest and juice of 1 unwaxed lemon 
• 2 garlic cloves, thinly sliced 
• 3 tbsp chopped fresh flat leaf parsley, plus extra to serve 
• 1 tbsp salted capers, rinsed, drained and chopped 
• 3 tbsp dried breadcrumbs 
• sea salt and freshly cracked black pepper 
• lemon wedges, to serve 

Method:

Put the oil, lemon zest and juice in a large bowl, whisk well, then stir in the garlic, parsley, 
capers, salt and pepper. Holding each sardine by the tail, dip in the lemony olive oil then put 
skin side up in the ovenproof dish. Pour in any remaining liquid, sprinkle with the 
breadcrumbs and bake in a preheated oven at 200ºC for 15 minutes.
Serve warm immediately or let cool and store overnight in the refrigerator. Serve the next day 
at room temperature, when the sardines will have marinated in the oil, lemon and herbs. Add 
the parsley and lemon wedges, then serve.

TIP: Don’t do as I did. Do not use packet breadcrumbs. Best to use 2-3-day old Italian bread, 
crusts removed and coarsely grated. 

Sarde impanate  
(Breaded sardines)
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DAY 27:  
Tuesday, August 18 

A space of one’s own 

Facebook post: ‘Creating a little space for myself in this crazy world.’ 
I set up my writing desk and sofa bed in the small living room at the back of 
Mamma’s house… Plumber #2 visits. Another Trevor. He detects a water leak 
under the vanity in the ensuite… Meanwhile Mamma knits. It’s a good thing I’m 
here to help her deal with life’s little dramas. I notice a bump on her head. She 
admits to falling three times in three weeks but won’t let me make a doctor’s 
appointment. ‘E niente,’ (It’s nothing) she insists… She cooks Chicken Maryland 
Italian-style… 
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Pollo (Chicken) 
In Italian, a chicken is called a gallina when it starts to lay eggs (older and fatter). Once 
it stops laying eggs, it is best for brodo (broth/stock) or soup. Old chooks make the best 
broth. Pollo is a generic name for a young chicken (always female for commercial use) – 
best grilled, fried or roasted. Growing up in Whyalla, Mamma reared chickens. 
Occasionally she slaughtered a gallina and hung it up to drain the blood. I found it a 
gruesome sight. Chicken Maryland is one of Mamma’s favourite cuts of meat… a whole 
leg consisting of the thigh and drumstick… 

Mamma’s Cosce di pollo arrosto (Roast chicken legs) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 4 chicken legs 
• olive oil
• 3 garlic cloves, peeled
• small bunch of parsley
• cooking salt 
• freshly ground black pepper

Method:

Preheat oven to 200°C. Wash the chicken legs under running water and pat dry with a 
tea towel [or kitchen paper towels]. Mince the garlic and parsley and grind together in a 
pestle and mortar with a generous pinch of cooking salt. With your fingers poke lumps of 
the parsley-garlic paste under the chicken skin at regular intervals. Rub the skin with 
olive oil and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Place in roasting pan with more olive oil and 
roast for about 40 minutes until the skin is golden. Serve hot with roasted potatoes and 
a green salad. 

TIP: For children or adults who prefer a less robust or more delicate flavour, remove the 
skin and the lumps of parsley-garlic paste before serving. 

Cosce di pollo arrosto  
(Roast chicken legs)
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DAY 28:  
Wednesday, August 19  

Rejected 

My Centrelink claim is rejected and I don’t know why… I text ‘H.E. 
Husband Estranged’ requesting tax information. He doesn’t read the 
message or reply. So frustrating!… Insurance company sends me a text 
regarding Mamma’s water damage claim. Another headache… I receive a 
text from Emma. She says she walked from Bondi to Coogee and back. 
I’m envious and miss her terribly. We FaceTime and this helps a little… 
Mamma fries more sardines for dinner and I make a green salad. She also 
makes parsley frittata and it all works surprisingly well together...We then 
watch The Godfather Part II…
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Frittata (Omelette)
A good frittata is a classic Italian egg dish that can be served for breakfast, lunch, 
or dinner. It can be eaten warm or cold and the ingredients can be varied 
endlessly. This versatile dish hovers between a quiche and an omelette and is 
quick and easy to prepare for a nutritious meal or snack. The dish is traditionally 
made in a frypan and flipped over to brown on both sides. If cooked in an oven-
proof pan, it can also be placed in the oven or under the griller instead of flipping in 
the pan. Mamma’s version is the simplest… 

Mamma’s Frittata al prezzemola (Parsley omelette) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 2 eggs
• 1 cup parsley, chopped
• 1 tbsp self-raising flour
• 1 tbsp grated romano cheese
• olive oil
• salt 
• 2-3 peperoncini, diced (optional)

 
Method:

Beat the eggs lightly, until just combined. Add the rest of the ingredients. Pour into 
a frypan and cook over low heat. Flip to cook on both sides. Eat with bread to soak 
up the oil. 

TIP: Don’t overbeat the eggs otherwise the frittata will rise and then sink into a 
dense thin layer, which will be akin to eating cardboard.

Frittata al prezzemola  
(Parsley omelette)
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DAY 29:  
Thursday, August 20 

Accidental gourmet 

I help Mamma set up bamboo stalks to support the broad bean plants. I 
notice a deep purple bruise on her arm, probably from the last fall and 
make a GP appointment, despite her protestations. ‘Ma non mi fa 
male!’ (But it doesn’t hurt!)… I’ve accidentally switched off my fridge-
freezer in Mamma’s garage and must use the fish stock immediately, so I 
make risotto. Too ‘al dente’ (firm to the bite) for Mamma’s taste. She thinks 
my cooking is ‘troppo complicato’ and that I make too much mess in the 
kitchen. She’s not wrong. I’ve always been a messy cook…
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Brodo di pesce (Fish broth)
Fish broth is quick and easy to make. Unlike other bone broth, which has to be 
simmered and skimmed for 2-3 hours, fish broth takes just 30 minutes on the 
stovetop. The best fish bones are from mild, lean white fish. All you need is about 250 
grams of fish bones and some aromatic vegetables and herbs (such as onion, celery, 
carrot and parsley) and about two litres of water. Bring to the boil and simmer for half an 
hour, then strain through a sieve before using. Fish heads make a delightful gelatinous 
stock, full of goodness… 

Risotto di pesce (Rice in fish broth) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 1 tbsp olive oil
• 2 small knobs of butter
• 1 small onion, finely diced
• 2 celery sticks, finely diced
• 1 litre fish broth (See Recipe―DAY 18)
• 1 cup arborio rice
• 1 cup of cooked fish (extracted from the boiled fish heads used to make the 

broth)
• ½ tsp salt
• celery leaves for garnish
• cracked black pepper, to taste

Method:

In a small saucepan, bring the fish broth to simmering point. In a heavy-based frypan, 
sauté the onion in olive oil and a knob of butter for a few minutes until soft. Add rice 
and stir fry for a few minutes. Add a ladle of hot broth. Let it absorb. Keep ladling fish 
broth. Stir rice to prevent sticking, until the broth is used up and the rice is ‘al dente’. 
Add another small knob of butter and the cooked fish and gently sir through. Serve 
with garnish of chopped celery leaves and freshly cracked black pepper. Serve 
immediately.

TIP: Don’t overcook the rice or it will go ‘mushy’.

Brodo di pesce  
(Fish broth)
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DAY 30:  
Friday, August 21  

Intuitive 

Mamma bakes an apple and walnut cake without consulting a recipe or 
measuring any of the ingredients. I broadcast this on Facebook and Joe 
Dolce of ‘Shaddup you face’ song-writing fame comments saying that 
Mamma’s intuitive cooking method is the best. This makes me smile… 
Mamma and I watch The Godfather Part III. She is disgusted with the first-
cousin shenanigans. I’m not particularly impressed either. Since when was 
it okay for first cousins to mate?… Late-night on-line chat with a special 
friend. Wish he were here. I love Mamma but wonder about possibilities 
that might exist in an alternative universe… 
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Mele e noce (Apples and walnuts)
From age 3–14, I lived with my parents and two younger brothers in a corrugated tin house in 
Whyalla with a huge back yard, which included an apple and a walnut tree. I do not recall my 
mother making an apple and walnut cake at any stage during my childhood and teenage years. 
She says she did not bring this recipe with her from Italy, so she must have learned it after I left 
home at eighteen. She had a whole other life that I was not privy to – and vice versa. I wonder 
where this recipe came from… 

Mamma’s Torta di mele e noce (Apple and walnut cake) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 5 eggs
• 1 cup sugar
• 1 tsp vanilla extract
• 1 cup milk
• 1 glass extra virgin olive oil
• 2 ½ cups self-raising flour 
• 3 green apples, peeled, cored and finely diced
• 2 tsp cinnamon, ground
• 1 orange and lemon rind, grated 
• 1 cup coarsely chopped walnuts

Method: 

In a mixing bowl combine the eggs, sugar and vanilla and beat with an electric mixer on high 
speed for a few minutes. Add in the oil and milk and mix on medium speed until combined. Add 
in the flour a little at a time until absorbed. Do not over mix. Fold in the apple and walnuts and 
other ingredients. Transfer to a greased 23 cm pan and bake in centre of oven at 180°C for 
about an hour until the centre is golden and springy. Test with wooden skewer. Cake is cooked 
when the skewer comes out clean. Allow to cool before turning out. Dust with icing sugar if 
desired. 

TIP: Store cake in airtight container in a cool place. Mamma says her cake will keep in the fridge 
for weeks. But it never lasts that long.

Torta di mele e noce  
(Apple and walnut cake)
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DAY 31:  
Saturday, August 22 

Little Bro    

                                                                       
My youngest brother, Ezio, is turning 54. He invites Mamma and me 
to his house for a pre-birthday celebration afternoon tea. It’s the first 
time I’ve visited since returning to live in Adelaide. It’s a two-hour 
round trip on a bitterly cold day and although a privilege to be able to 
gather as a group in these restricted and challenging COVID-19 
times, I’m feeling the absence of my own offspring, all interstate… 
We take the Apple and Walnut Cake that Mamma baked yesterday, 
which everyone loves and enjoys… When we get home, I make a 
warming Pumpkin Soup for us… 
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Zuppa (Pumpkin) 
Google ‘pumpkin’ and you will find that it is a type of winter 
squash, which (surprisingly) is in the same plant family as 
cucumbers and melons. Although technically a fruit as it 
contains seeds, it’s generally treated like a vegetable. The 
whole pumpkin (skin, pulp and seeds) is edible once cooked, 
but the fibres that hold the seeds in place are best removed. 
Some say that pumpkins originated in Mexico and made their 
way to Europe, and Italy, via Spain in the 1500s. However 
pumpkin soup has also been traced back to the fifth century in 
the City of Venice… 

Zuppa di Zucca (Pumpkin Soup) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• butter, small knob
• 1 brown onion, finely diced
• 2-3 cups pumpkin, roughly diced
• 2 vegetable stock cubes, dissolved in cup of hot water 
• 1 bay leaf
• ½ tsp sea salt
• nutmeg, freshly grated (equivalent of a pinch of ground 

spice)
• black pepper, freshly cracked
• water 
• sour cream (optional)

Method:

Sauté the onion in the butter until soft. Add all the other 
ingredients, except the sour cream. Add enough water to 
cover the pumpkin. Simmer gently for about half an hour until 
the pumpkin is well cooked. Remove the bay leaf. Whizz in 
food processor or mash the pumpkin until smooth. Serve with 
a drizzle of sour cream, if desired.

TIP: For extra creamy deliciousness, add diced potatoes to 
cook along with the pumpkin. 

Zuppa di Zucca  
(Pumpkin Soup)
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DAY 32:  
Sunday, August 23 

D-I-Y  

My brother Giorgio loves making pizza. He invites us over to his house for a 
family pizza night, with homemade individual pizza bases and D-I-Y (Do-It-
Yourself) toppings of choice. My fennel-and-orange salad adds to the 
colourful mix… We FaceTime Emma, my youngest. I miss her so much. 
This is one of the costs of my decision to relocate to Adelaide to care for 
Mamma… Back home, Mamma falls asleep in front of The Block and I 
escape to my room to chat with friends online, with my second secret 
G&T… Mamma doesn’t like me drinking (her father was an alcoholic!)…
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Finocchio (Fennel)
Wikipedia tells us that fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) is a flowering plant species in 
the carrot family. It is a hardy, perennial herb with yellow flowers and feathery leaves, 
indigenous to the shores of the Mediterranean.
What Wikipedia fails to tell us is that the word ‘finocchio’ is Italian slang for gay male. 
Also, that there are ‘female’ (shorter, rounder bulb) and ‘male’ (longer, slenderer bulb) 
variations of the plant. Sweeter, female bulbs are good for salads, male bulbs best for 
cooking. Fennel has a taste like anise. Leaves (fronds) and stems are edible, adding 
colour, texture and flavour to dishes…

My Insalata di finocchio ed arancia (Fennel and orange salad) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• 1 sweet fennel bulb (round), with stems and leaves 
• 1 orange, peeled and segmented (with pith removed)
• ½ iceberg lettuce, washed and torn into bite-size pieces
• EVOO 
• fine sea salt 
• freshly cracked black pepper

 
Method:

Peel the orange, taking care to remove all the white pith. Slice orange into thin circles 
with a sharp knife. Cut off the stems and leaves (fronds) from the top of the fennel bulb. 
Trim the base and remove any discoloured sections. Slice fennel bulb lengthwise into thin 
wedges and toss with lettuce and orange segments into a serving bowl. Finely chop the 
stems and leaves. Add to bowl. Drizzle with olive oil. Season with salt and pepper, to 
taste. 

TIP: Mamma grows fennel in her garden and traditionally serves freshly-picked bulbs 
roughly chopped into chunky segments with a small dipping bowl consisting of a few 
tablespoons of olive oil and half a teaspoon of salt – a quick and easy substitute for aioli 
(garlic and olive oil dip like mayonnaise).

Insalata di finocchio ed arancia  
(Fennel and orange salad)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Species
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apiaceae
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perennial_plant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flower
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leaf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mediterranean
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DAY 33:  
Monday, August 24  

Wasting time 

Mamma doesn’t get what I’m trying to achieve here, journaling and 
writing down recipes. She thinks I’m just wasting time on the phone and 
laptop… We attend a G.P. appointment to get Mamma’s bruise checked 
and my Centrelink form signed. Doctor says that the bruise looks worse 
than it is; she side-steps questions on the form regarding cognitive 
functioning and assures me that I’m eligible for Carer’s Payment 
regardless… For dinner, we cook minute steak and make salad with 
greens from Mamma’s garden and olives that she’s cured herself, served 
in a bowl that she’s been using for 60 years… 
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Manzo (Beef) 
Veal (vitello) is more popular in Italian cuisine than beef. As with 
most ‘cucina povera’ dishes, when beef is used, a little goes a 
long way – think of the classic dishes such as carpaccio (raw 
slices of beef served as a starter) or ragù (small amounts of beef, 
such as chuck steak, simmered for hours with onions and 
tomatoes, etc.). In these difficult times, veal is hard to find 
because it’s expensive to produce and market – a fully grow 
animal is worth so much more to the farmer. Minute steak is a 
poor substitute but it will have to do… 

Mamma’s Filetti di manzo con rosmarino (Minute steaks with 
rosemary) Recipe

Ingredients:

• minute sirloin beef steaks (one fillet per person)
• fresh rosemary sprigs 
• 2 fresh garlic cloves, smashed
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• salt & pepper, to taste

Method:

Throw it all into the frypan. Put the lid on. Smother for a few 
minutes. Serve with smashed potatoes and smothered greens. 

TIP: Mamma prefers her meat well done. I like mine ‘mezzo 
crudo’ (medium-rare.) Why? Because I find it easier to digest. 
Beef is safe to eat if it’s a little pink in the middle. Chicken and 
pork – not!

Filetti di manzo con rosmarino  
(Minute steaks with rosemary)
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DAY 34:  
Tuesday, August 25 

Weeding therapy 

I accompany Mamma to her optometrist appointment. She requires cataract surgery 
and agrees to be referred to an Eye Surgeon. Highly anxious about losing her 
eyesight, her fear is palpable… Back home, I start weeding, making room for herbs 
to grow, creating space for lush abundance. I pull out all the clover and weeds that 
are strangling the herbs. Everywhere that is now brown was previously the wrong 
kind of predatory green. I find it meditative and soothing, an act of love which I hope 
Mamma will appreciate… Meanwhile, Mamma makes ‘capucc’ ripiene’ (stuffed 
cabbage)… a reciprocal act of love…
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Cavolo (Cabbage)
‘Capucc’ is my mother’s dialect word for cabbage, which is ‘cavolo’ in Italian. I couldn’t find it on 
the Treppecore website dictionary of Abruzzese words, so it must be unique to my mother’s 
village or family.
‘Cavolo!’ is also a swear word in Italian, equivalent to saying ‘cazzo’, which means ‘dick’ or 
‘dickhead’. 
Cabbage is a leafy green, red (purple), or white (pale green) vegetable related to broccoli, 
Brussels sprouts, cauliflower and kale. It is native to the Mediterranean region and its English 
name is thought to be derived from the from Old North French word ‘caboche’, which means 
‘head’… 

Mamma’s Cavolo ripieno (Stuffed Cabbage) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 1 small whole savoy cabbage
• 2 cups cooked long-grain rice 
• 1 onion, finely diced
• 200 g mincemeat (beef or lamb)
• 500 ml sugo di pomodoro (See Recipe―DAY 3)
• ½ tsp salt
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• 2-3 tbsp parmesan cheese, finely grated
• 100 g mozzarella cheese, coarsely grated

Method: 

Preheat oven to 180°C. Cut off the base of the cabbage and separate the cabbage leaves. 
Steam the leaves for a few minutes until soft and pliable. Drain by spreading out flat in a 
colander. Cook the mincemeat in the olive oil with the finely diced onion and a pinch of salt. In a 
rectangular casserole dish, layer the cabbage leaves with the mincemeat, rice, sugo and 
cheese (as you would with lasagna, see Recipe―DAY 5). Makes 3 layers. Start and finish with 
sugo layer. Be as frugal or liberal with the cheese as you wish. Bake in an oven for about an 
hour. 

TIP: This dish makes as excellent gluten-free substitute for lasagna. 

Cavolo ripieno  
(Stuffed Cabbage) 
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DAY 35:  
Wednesday, August 26  

New mouse 

I set up my new white keyboard and mouse that I bought from JB Hi-Fi yesterday, in 
between the optometrist and the weeding. What on earth possessed me? I hate the mouse. 
It’s too wide for my hand and feels rough to touch. I miss my old one… This makes me 
realise how hard it must be for my 86-year-old mother to cope with any change. I vow to be 
more empathic and patient in future… We FaceTime my youngest daughter, Emma. This 
always brings a smile to Mamma’s face… Mamma decides to cook ‘saggicce’ (sausages) 
defrosted from the freezer…
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Salsiccia piccante (Spicy sausage)
The Treppecore web page states that the Abruzzese word for sausage is ‘savesècce’. But in 
my mother’s dialect its ‘saggicce’. Google tells us that sausage is the generic term that is 
used to refer to finely ground meat of animals that is placed inside a casing made of animal 
intestine or artificial casing made of collagen or cellulose. The term derives from ‘salsus’, 
meaning ‘salted’ in Latin. Prior to the invention of refrigeration, salting was a common way of 
preserving meat and sausages date back to ancient Greek times. Spicy beef and pork with 
fennel are favourites in Italian cuisine…

Mamma’s Salsiccia piccante saltato in padella (Pan-fried spicy sausage) Recipe

Ingredients:

• Italian spicy beef sausages (allow one per person)
• olive oil

Method:

Heat a little olive oil in the frypan. 
Add sausages to the pan and braise 
until cooked. Serve with mashed 
(or smashed) potatoes and 
smothered greens. 
Mamma prefers to braise the 
sausages but they can also be 
grilled or barbecued.

TIP: 
Gently fry onion rings in a little olive 
oil until soft and brown. Lift out with 
tongs and set aside. Add sausages 
to the frypan and cook. 
Serve sausages topped with the 
caramelised onions.

Salsiccia piccante saltato in padella  
(Pan-fried spicy sausage)
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DAY 36:  
Thursday, August 27 

Botticelli angel 

I resume weeding. Kneeling before nature, liberating the cicoria from the oppressive 
clover, I am becoming obsessed… Mamma hovers. I question her about her 
finances, information required for my Centrelink Carers Payment application. The 
government wants to know everything! She gives me vague responses, 
compliments me on my weeding, then goes inside to cook an enormous pot of 
vegetable and bean minestrone. Why? Because I said I need a break from meat. 
We will have to freeze some… After dinner, we videocall my eldest on WhatsApp. 
Mamma says she has a beautiful face, which she does, like a Botticelli angel…
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What is a Botticelli angel? 
According to www.brittanica.com, Sandro Botticelli was one of the greatest painters of the 
Florentine Renaissance. His original name was Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi, born in 1445 in 
Florence and died in 1510. His ‘Birth of Venus’ and ‘Primavera’ paintings are often said to 
epitomise the spirit of the Renaissance. To have a face like one of the angels in a Botticelli 
painting means to have a very youthful face, with big eyes and delicate features that can still be 
imposing in the right scenario. Petite in frame, though not necessarily slender, and soft in 
appearance. Blonde curls also feature prominently… 
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Mamma’s Minestrone di verdure con fagioli misti (Vegetable and mixed bean soup) 
Recipe

Ingredients:

• 1 onion brown, roughly diced
• 2 whole garlic cloves, peeled 
• 1 large zucchini, sliced 
• 3 carrots, sliced
• 1 sweet potato, diced
• 1 white potato, diced
• ¼ cauliflower, cut into chunky florets
• 3 sticks celery, roughly diced
• small bunch English spinach, chopped 
• 1 x 400 g tin mixed beans, drained
• 4 vegetable stock cubes, chicken flavour (dissolved in cup of hot water)
• 1 tsp salt
• ground pepper, to taste
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• water to cover

Method:

Simply place all ingredients in a big pot and bring to boil, reduce heat to low, cover and 
simmer until vegetables are soft.

TIP: Minestrone will keep in the fridge for several days. If cooked in a stainless-steel pot, you 
can place the whole pot in the fridge, once cooled, and heat up individual servings. If you 
include potato, it will only keep for 3 days. Best to omit potato if you wish to freeze portions 
for later use.

Minestrone di verdure con fagioli misti  
(Vegetable and mixed bean soup) 
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DAY 37:  
Friday, August 28  

Whiskey & wine 

Off to the Fish Factory in Athol Park. Mamma buys six whiting and a fillet of 
Atlantic salmon. We stop briefly at Semaphore beach. The sun is shining and it’s 
a lovely day but Mamma’s spirits are low today… Home for minestrone lunch and 
then out again to the Tea Tree Plaza Shopping Centre. We plan to reconnoitre 
and I cut loose for half an hour. Mamma gets her wires crossed and complains 
that I’ve kept her waiting too long. I buy white wine and a bottle of Jamieson’s 
Irish whiskey. We eat the salmon and I quaff the wine… [and stash the whiskey in 
my wardrobe, for medicinal purposes only, of course 😉 ]…
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Salmone atlantico (Atlantic salmon)
The Sydney Fish Market website describes Atlantic salmon as a native of the Northern Hemisphere, 
only available farmed in Australia mainly in south-eastern Tasmania. This is one of Mamma’s 
favourite fishes but she doesn’t allow herself to eat it often because it is quite expensive. I tell 
Mamma that the fish needs to be sourced with care as some farmed salmon is pumped full of 
antibiotics and potentially toxic. She just shrugs. She doesn’t have much of a health-consciousness 
about where her food comes from or how it’s farmed. She’s very frugal and her consumer choices 
are dictated by price…  

Mamma’s Salmone atlantico saltato in padella con burro (Atlantic salmon pan-fried in butter) 
Recipe

Ingredients:

• salmon fillets, skinless (one per person)
• butter, a small knob per fish
• ground pepper, to taste

Method:

Melt butter. Sear both sides on high heat. Turn heat to low and cook until fish flesh colour turns pale 
pink. Sprinkle with pepper. Serve immediately with green salad. 

TIP: Mamma rarely cooks with butter, preferring to use olive oil – a typical Southern versus Northern 
preference in Italy. But in cooking salmon, she says butter is better.

Salmone atlantico saltato  
in padella con burro  

(Atlantic salmon pan-fried in butter)
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DAY 38:  
Saturday, August 29 

Watch your tone! 

Mamma is irritable today. Trying out the steam cleaner, recommended by the Aged 
Care Assessor and purchased last Christmas but never used, Mamma interrupts with 
complaints about my putting a second load in the washing machine… ‘Just let me 
wash my clothes!’  Watch your tone! I admonish myself. Pazienza, paziena. 
(Patience)… Out in the garden, nature yields slightly in my attempts to create some 
order in this time of chaos… At 5:00 pm I go for a walk around the block to destress. 
When I get back, Mamma has calmed down and invites me to eat the whiting she’s 
cooked…
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Merlano (Whiting)
‘Merlangius merlangus’, commonly known as whiting or merling, are found in the 
Mediterranean Sea as well as here in Australia. There are several varieties of the fish. 
They live in the shallows and will forage the seabed in waters a few inches to 6 meters 
deep, looking for worms, yabbies, pipis and other invertebrates. My mother recalls eating 
whiting occasionally when she was a child and young adult in Italy, but more so in 
Whyalla. My uncle, Zio Gino, was a keen fisherman and proficient in catching the fish with 
rod and line in the waters of the Spencer Gulf… 

Mamma’s Merlano in sugo di pomodoro (Whiting in tomato sauce) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 6 whiting fillets
• 1 onion, diced
• 6 parsley sprigs, fresh
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• 450 g tinned chopped tomatoes
• salt, a pinch
• ground pepper, to taste

 
Method:

Clean and scale the fish. Place all ingredients except fish in a low frypan and simmer over 
low heat for about half an hour. Add the fish and simmer for another 10-15 minutes until 
the fish is cooked. Test with a fork. The fish is cooked when it flakes easily when prodded. 
Don’t overcook as the fish will fall apart. Serve with pasta or rice and/or salad. Or simply 
with bread to mop up the juices. 

TIP: Be careful of the fine bones.

Merlano in sugo di pomodoro  
(Whiting in tomato sauce)
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DAY 39:  
Sunday, August 30 

The dark side 

Mamma is in a foul mood, brooding over my refusal to wash our clothes together. 
We have previously discussed this. (She has tinea and separate clothes washing 
is recommended for management of the spread of this condition). I text Giorgio 
asking if he can pop. It would help to defuse the situation. Waiting for his reply, I 
indulge myself by making a second cup of percolated coffee. Mamma glares at 
me. She turns the radio on full blast and sits listening to Italian mass with her back 
turned to me… In exasperation, I go out and buy expensive lamb roast…
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La bella figura
Facebook post: I used to work as a social worker providing support to carers amongst other 
things… Funny how the world turns. I am now in the position of ‘carer’ and all those 
strategies seem like a lot of fluff. … Here on Facebook we try to maintain ‘la bella 
figura’ [maintaining face or ‘keeping up appearances’]. But the reality of looking after an 
elderly mother who is in pain and grieving the loss of functionality and independence, is very 
different from the pretty pictures. Thank God/the Cosmos for cooking. It is a source of 
comfort and a distraction from all the emotional and physical pain…

My Agnello arrosto con vegetale (Roast lamb and vegetables) Recipe

Ingredients:

• olive oil
• 1.2 kgs half leg lamb, with bone
• 8 baby red potatoes
• 3 slices Kent pumpkin
• fresh rosemary sprigs
• 6 whole garlic cloves
• sea salt 
• black pepper, freshly cracked

Method:

Preheat oven to 180°C. Drizzle a little olive oil in the roasting pan. Place meat and 
vegetables in the pan and roll around in the oil until lightly coated. Randomly insert rosemary 
sprigs and garlic cloves into the lamb wherever you can. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Bake 
for 1 hour. Remove pumpkin and set aside. Keep baking for another hour or so until lamb 
juices run clear when poked with a metal skewer or fork. Keep cooking for longer if you like 
your meat well done. Return the pumpkin to the oven for a few minutes to warm through. 
Place meat on wooden board and let it sit to rest for a few minutes. Slice however you like 
and serve the meat with the pumpkin and potatoes and greens of your choice. 

TIP: Mint sauce and mint jelly are delightful condiments for lamb roast. Although mint is 
universal in Italian cooking, these condiments are English and Irish in origin. They add an 
interesting sweet-and-sour flavour to the meat.

Agnello arrosto con vegetale  
(Roast lamb and vegetables)
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DAY 40:  
Monday, August 31  

Thin bat-squeak 

Last day of winter. Pep talk with Mamma. I urge her to try to accommodate my 
needs and stop complaining about my use of resources: heaters, lights, gas, 
matches, water, detergent, plastic wrap, paper towelling, coffee, wine, 
chocolate, salt lamp, etc. I ask her to consider the consequences of pushing 
me away. ‘Evry-ting é too much-a,’ she laments… We agree that it might be 
best if I move out into separate accommodation… Shopping for groceries later, 
she tries to prevent me from buying coriander. ‘Non mi piace!’ (I don’t like it!) I 
buy it anyway, a thin bat-squeak of assertiveness… 
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My Insalata tiepida di agnello con coriandolo e peperoncino (Warm lamb salad with 
coriander and chilli) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 100 g cold roast lamb
• 100 g mixed salad leaves
• 1 small Lebanese cucumber
• 1 carrot
• ½ red onion
• ½ red capsicum
• 1 small fresh cayenne (mild, red) chilli
• 2 spring onions
• handful of coriander leaves
• 1 lime, juiced
• extra virgin olive oil (EVOO)
• fine sea salt
• cracked black pepper

Method:

Wash the lettuce leaves and tear into bite-sized pieces. Shred the lamb. Julienne (cut into 
thin strips) the cucumber, carrot, capsicum and onions. Finely slice the chilli and spring 
onions on the diagonal. Roughly chop the coriander, including stalks. Layer all the 
ingredients on a platter beginning with salad leaves, followed by julienned vegetables. Warm 
the lamb gently in a frypan with a little olive oil before layering onto the salad base. Top with 
coriander, spring onions and chilli. Drizzle with EVOO and lime juice. Sprinkle with salt and 
pepper. Toss salad gently with a pair of tongs and serve immediately, otherwise the warm 
lamb will wilt the salad greens.

TIP: Use tongs to serve salad instead of cumbersome
 fancy salad servers. When I began watching young 
Jamie Oliver cooking on TV in the early 2000s, I loved 
his colourful approach to cooking and adopted his 
practice of casually serving fine food with tongs 
on the dining table. Why not?

Insalata tiepida di agnello con coriandolo 
e peperoncino  

(Warm lamb salad with coriander and chilli)
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DAY 41:  
Tuesday, September 1 

Spring has sprung 

I can’t wait for the weather to warm up so I can get out of my grungy 
indoor clothes… I have been practically living in the black hoodie that I 
bought to keep myself warm at the rock concert in Batesman’s Bay, two 
days before my 60th birthday. I’d never expected to wear it again. Who 
knew that it would see me through the worst of the 2020 COVID-
demented winter? Mamma’s house is cold and dark. She doesn’t mind 
but it makes me feel ‘blue’… To warm myself up, I make a stew using 
leftover roast lamb and red lentils…
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Linticchia (Lentils)
The website thespruceeats.com states that lentils are an ancient food, 
thought to have originated in the Far East or Mediterranean. ‘They are 
the oldest pulse crop known to man and one of the earliest domesticated 
crops.’ Lentils belong to the pea family and are widely cultivated around 
the world. They are used chiefly in soups and stews and are a good 
source of protein, dietary fibre, vitamin B, iron, and phosphorus. There 
are several types of lentils but Mamma is mostly familiar with brown 
(green) lentils. She has never cooked with the split red lentils, which I 
love to experiment with… 

My Stufato di agnello e linticchia rossa (Lamb stew with red lentils) 
Recipe

Ingredients:

• Cooked lamb, with bone (leftover from oven roast)
• 1 tbsp olive oil
• 1 large onion, peeled and finely diced
• 1 celery stick, finely diced
• 1 large carrot, peeled and finely diced
• ½ cup red split lentils
• 2 medium potatoes, peeled and cut into chunks
• 2 vegetable stock cubes, dissolved in half cup of boiling water
• water to cover
• pinch salt
• cracked pepper, to taste 
•

Method:  

Prepare the vegetables. Rinse the lentils in a sieve under running water. 
Using a stovetop casserole dish, sauté onion in olive oil until soft. Add 
carrot and celery and cook over low heat for a few minutes. Add all other 
ingredients and simmer with lid on over low heat, stirring regularly with a 
wooden spoon, until lentils and potatoes are soft and creamy. Remove 
lamb and cut meat away from the bone in chunks. Return chunks of 
lamb to the casserole. Stir and ladle into bowls. Serve immediately, 
piping hot.

TIP: In true ‘cucina povera’ style, this recipe makes a little leftover meat 
go a long way. For those who can tolerate gluten, crusty Italian bread will 
make this dish go even further. 

Stufato di agnello e linticchia rossa  
(Lamb stew with red lentils)

https://www.britannica.com/science/protein
https://www.britannica.com/science/dietary-fiber
https://www.britannica.com/science/vitamin-B-complex
https://www.britannica.com/science/iron-chemical-element
https://www.britannica.com/science/phosphorus-chemical-element
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DAY 42:  
Wednesday, September 2 

Stung 

Feeling depressed by all the rusty, broken objects hanging off walls inside and 
outside Mamma’s house, I reach up to remove a fractured plastic fragment of an 
old clock and recoil, clutching my hand… Stung by a bee. Kamikaze fool. 
Ouch!… This is a lesson for me. I should not have put my hand where it doesn’t 
belong. ‘First take the beam out of your own eye….’ I have my own mess to sort 
out. I retreat inside to soothe myself with orange polenta cake, baked yesterday 
using buckwheat flour and brown sugar, rich in flavour and golden in colour…
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My Torta di polenta all'arancia (Orange polenta cake) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 250 g unsalted butter
• 250 g brown sugar
• 4 large eggs
• 140 g polenta
• 200 g buckwheat flour
• 2 tsp baking powder
• 1 orange, zest and juice

 
Method:

Preheat oven to 160°C (140°C fan-forced). Line the base and sides of a round 23 cm 
cake tin with baking parchment. Cream the butter and sugar together until light and 
fluffy. Add the eggs one at a time and mix thoroughly. Once the mixture is combined, 
add all the dry ingredients and the zest and juice. Mix gently until just combined. 
Transfer the mixture to the tin, spread evenly, then cook for about 45 mins or until a 
skewer inserted into the centre of the cake comes out clean. Remove from the oven and 
carefully turn out onto a wire rack to cool.

TIP: Sprinkle a couple of tablespoons of brown sugar on the bottom of the baking tin 
(after greasing with butter), then arrange thin orange slices on the sugar. (Peel the 
orange first and remove the white pith). Gently pour the cake batter on top of the orange 
slices, taking care not to dislodge them. Once cooked, allow the cake to cool in the tin 
and then gently tap and turn out onto a serving plate. Sift a little icing sugar over the 
orange slices if you wish. Looks stunning. Tastes amazing. Try it and see.

Torta di polenta all'arancia  
(Orange polenta cake)
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DAY 43:  
Thursday, September 3 

Smelly Cheese 

Mamma doesn’t feel like going to the Central Market. Too many stalls. Too many choices. I 
meet my friend Carmel for lunch at my favourite café, Lucia’s, and order minestrone to see if 
it tastes like Mamma’s. It doesn’t. Lunch morphs into afternoon tea. We visit The Smelly 
Cheese Shop and I select three cheeses for Mamma to try… There’s a poster of cheeses on 
her kitchen wall, which Papa bought and hung years ago. Mamma says she has no idea 
what they are… I’m on a mission to give her a taste of every cheese displayed on that 
poster…
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The cheese poster
The cheese poster has been on the wall for as long as I can remember. The French 
breadstick in the background always made me think that the cheeses were French 
but now that I look more closely, I notice the pottery jug on the windowsill labelled 
‘Bendigo Pottery’. Australian! I study the poster. Big round with yellow wax―likely to 
be cheddar. Red wax―edam? Black wax―aged cheddar? I spy a segment of 
Jarlsberg lurking behind a hazelnut-encrusted cream cheese roll, nestled amongst 
various blues. Chunks of hard cheese―parmesan and pecorino? And camembert 
and brie in front… 

Piatto di formaggi 
(Cheese platter)  
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Method:

Cut the bread into thin rounds and place in a breadbasket, covered with a tea towel. Place 
the gluten-free crackers on a separate tray. Arrange the cheeses on a platter or board. 
Give each cheese room to breathe and place the mild cheese towards the front and the 
stronger tasting ones at the back. If using burrata, place in a small dish on the platter/board 
as the cheese will run everywhere once cut. Allow a separate knife for each cheese. 
Scatter the nuts and dried fruit around the cheese. If using fresh fruit, cut into bite-sized 
segments just before serving (if cut too soon, the fruit will turn brown and the whole platter 
will look unappetising). Pears and parmesan go well together. Burrata with fresh figs 
drizzled with vino cotto is amazing but this is best served on a separate plate. 

TIP: There’s quite an art to arranging a cheese platter. Food stylists often recommend an 
odd number: three, five or seven. I like to stick to three: one soft, one hard and a blue. I 
vary the sizes of the chunks or rounds of cheese according to the number of guests. Add a 
couple of extra hard cheeses if there are quite a few guests. For a small gathering, the 
wooden cheese boards with a domed glass cover are ideal (and especially useful to help 
keep the flies off in summertime in Australia).

Piatto di formaggi (Cheese 
platter) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 1 soft cheese e.g. burrata 
• 1 hard cheese e.g. 

pecorino pepato 
• 1 blue cheese e.g. 

gorgonzola 
• romano (optional)
• parmigiano reggiano 

(parmesan) or aged 
cheddar (optional)

• dried fruit e.g. apricots, 
raisins, apples, pears or 
figs 

• fresh fruit in season e.g. 
strawberries, apples, 
pears or figs 

• nuts e.g. walnuts, roasted 
almonds, hazelnuts

• quince paste
• water crackers
• crusty white ciabatta 

bread 
• gluten-free crackers
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DAY 44:  
Friday, September 4 

On the radio 

Tony Tardio interviews me (in English) on Rete Italia radio, 
based in Melbourne, about my life and my book ‘Pezzi 
Pazzi | Crazy Pieces’. I wax lyrical for 15 minutes and it 
seems to go well… The last time I was interviewed on radio 
was in 1984, after I came back from attending an 
International Conference on Abruzzese Migration (held in 
Montesilvano, Abruzzo)… Mamma is oblivious to all of 
this… I cook the Barramundi which I bought at the Central 
Market yesterday, baked whole in the oven with butter and 
potatoes, kind of French-style, for a change… Mamma 
enjoys it… 
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Barramundi (also known as Asian sea bass)
Barramundi is a gourmet fish prized for its sweet, buttery flavour and firm, moist texture. 
Native only to northern Australian waters and parts of Southeast Asia, the fish is now 
sustainably farmed in other parts of the world, including Thailand. Barramundi is an 
Australian Aboriginal name meaning ‘river fish with large scales’ and one of the traditional 
ways of cooking it is to wrap the fish in wild ginger leaves and bake it in hot ashes. Mamma 
loves cooking over hot coals and Barramundi is one of her favourite fish, so this is something 
that we must try one day… 

Pesce Barramundi intero al forno (Baked whole Barramundi) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 1 small fresh, whole Barramundi, cleaned and scaled
• a few sprigs parsley 
• 2 garlic cloves, peeled
• a few knobs of butter
• 1 lemon, thinly sliced
• sea salt
• cracked black pepper

Method: 

Preheat your oven to 180°C. Line a baking tray with aluminium foil. Stuff the fish with parsley 
sprigs, garlic and lemon slices. Add a few knobs of butter. Place a few small knobs of butter 
on top as well. Sprinkle with sea salt and cracked pepper. Fold the foil around the fish and 
bake in oven for approximately half an hour. Test with a fork to see if the fish is cooked. 
Return to oven to bake longer if required.

TIP: Serve baked Barramundi with simple sides like roasted or mashed potatoes, 
sautéed baby spinach or pan-fried mushrooms.

Pesce Barramundi intero al forno  
(Baked whole Barramundi) 
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DAY 45:  
Saturday, September 5 

Honeymoon’s over 

Facebook post: ‘Six weeks have passed. The honeymoon is over. Mamma and I 
have had a chat and we have agreed, I will be moving to my own apartment in 
the city mid-November and will take most of my stuff with me. We both need our 
own space. I will still come and care for her and cook with her and will stay 
overnight when necessary. But at this stage she does not need a carer 24/7.’ 
Barbecue dinner at Gio’s house… Ezio and some of his crew come too… We 
take cake and a big green salad for ten…
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Erbe commestibili selvatici (Edible wild weeds) 
Peasants have always incorporated wild plants into their diet, plants which the wealthy called 
‘weeds’. Hungry people will eat whatever they can. Jaded palates go looking for the exotic. 
Sometimes the two extremes collide. ‘Cucina povera’ has elevated the use of edible weeds into an 
art form. There are so many wild plants that can be cooked or added to a salad [even the clover 
that I have been pulling out of Mamma’s herb garden], including the following:

• Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale)
• Chickweed (Stellaria media)
• Wild brassica (Brassica species)
• Wild fennel (Foeniculum vulgare)
• Wood sorrel (Oxalis)
• Sheep sorrel (Rumex acetosella)
• Blackberry (Rubus fruticosus and relatives)
• Nettle (Urtica urens)
• Purslane (Portulaca oleracea)
• Mallow (Malva species)…

My Insalata mista per dieci (Mixed salad for ten) Recipe

Ingredients:

• 1 small iceberg lettuce, washed and torn into bite-sized pieces
• 120 g bag mixed baby lettuce leaves
• 250 g punnet sweet cherry tomatoes
• 1 Continental cucumber, sliced in rounds
• 1 small red capsicum, deseeded and sliced into rings
• ½ small red onion, finely sliced in rings
• ½ cup parsley leaves, coarsely chopped
• 2 spring onions, finely sliced diagonally

For the dressing:
• 1 lemon, juice
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• fine sea salt 
• freshly cracked black pepper

Method:

Toss all salad ingredients together in a large bowl, except for the dressing. Just before serving, add 
lemon juice and olive oil and season to taste. 

TIP: For an alternate dressing, pour olive oil and balsamic vinegar into a small jar with a secure lid. 
Shake and pour onto salad just before serving. Add an avocado (peeled, deseeded and roughly 
diced) for extra lusciousness. Wait until the last minute before cutting the avocado, as it will go 
brown very quickly. 
Also, if you put the dressing on too soon, the lettuce leaves with lose crispiness and the salad will 
be limp, soggy and unappetising. Lemon juice works better than vinegar for salads that must sit 
around for a while. 

Insalata mista per dieci  
(Mixed salad for ten)
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DAY 46:  
Sunday, September 6 

Father’s Day 

Mamma and I pay a visit to my father’s burial place. He’s been gone four years 
now. We bump into Papa’s cousin Graziella, who invites us back to her place 
for lunch―ravioli, eggplant and salad… We talk about Papa’s favourite 
dishes… Graziella recounts that when she had her cataracts done, she came 
home and saw how dirty the place was and immediately started cleaning. She 
urges my mother to go ahead with the surgery… In the evening, I visit my 
friend Sanda and stay overnight. We wine and dine and chat together until late. 
Meanwhile, Mamma bakes a cake…  
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Papa’s favourite foods:
• Pane (Bread)
• Uove (Eggs)
• Bruschetta con pomodoro (Tomatoes on toast)
• Brodo con pastina (Noodle soup)
• Pastina cinese (Chinese noodles)
• Spaghetti al sugo di pomodoro (Spaghetti with tomato sauce)
• Peperonata (Roasted green peppers)
• Spezzatino di maiale (Pork stew)
• BBQ Costolette di agnello (Barbequed Lamb chops) 
• Torta di marme (Marble cake)

Papa loved Marble cake. Mamma was taught to make it in Australia 
by my Zia Lucia’s cousin Emilia. The idea of marbling two different 
coloured batters into a cake originated in nineteenth-century 
Germany. Typically, a mix of darker-colour ingredients is swirled into 
a yellow cake batter to create a marbling effect…

Mamma’s Torta di marmo (Marble cake) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• 5 eggs
• 1 lemon zest
• ¾ glass oil (EVOO or sunflower)
• 1 cup sugar
• 1½ cups self-raising flour
• 1 tbsp baking powder
• 1 tsp vanilla essence
• 2 tbsp cocoa powder
• coloured sprinkles (optional)

Method:

Separate the eggs. Beat egg whites until white and fluffy. Add sugar 
and beat for a few minutes. Add yolks. Mix flour and baking powder. 
Add the egg mixture. Use cocoa powder at the end to create a 
marble effect. Add sprinkles on top if desired. 

TIP: The more cocoa powder used, the more intense the marble 
effect. Shavings of dark chocolate on top work well also.

Torta di marmo  
(Marble cake)
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DAY 47:  
Monday, September 7 

Forte  

Sanda cooks me a sumptuous breakfast… We part company and I return to 
Mamma who, in stark contrast, is cooking ‘cicoria’ (chicory), which she calls 
‘cicore’. She beams me a smile and we embrace. The short break has done us 
both a lot of good… I’m determined to finish this cooking project and enjoy the 
rest of our time together. This is the most time we have ever spent one-on-one 
and I’m hoping that it will help to bring us closer. We’re both forte (strong) 
independent women―strong-minded, strong-willed and perhaps a little stubborn 
too―and we both need our own space… 
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Cicoria (Chicory) 
Cicoria is a staple of ‘cucina povera’. The plant comes from the dandelion family. The leaves 
are used in salads and roots are ground to make a coffee substitute. The website 
theitaliangardener.com.au tells us that the English name ‘chicory’ is used for green varieties, 
whilst ‘radicchio’ is the name for chicory with red leaves. Cichorium endive has two variants: 
escarole endive (indiva scarola) and curly endive (indiva riccia). Bitter greens are well known 
for their health-giving properties, promoting appetite and the flow of gastric juices which 
improves internal body function. Mamma has both bitter and sweet varieties in her garden.

Mamma’s Frittata con cicoria e peperoncini (Chicory and chilli omelette) Recipe

Ingredients: 

• 2 eggs
• 1 cup cooked chicory, chopped
• 1 tbsp self-raising flour
• 1 tbsp grated romano cheese
• 2 tbsp olive oil
• pinch salt 
• 2-3 hot dried peperoncini (chillies), roughly chopped

Method:

Beat eggs. Add the rest of the ingredients. Gently fry in olive oil. Flip to cook on both sides. Eat 
with bread to soak up the oil. 

TIP: You can substitute spinach or silver beet for the cicoria. Wilt the greens first and allow to 
cool. Then squeeze out excess water before chopping roughly and adding to the eggs.

Frittata con cicoria e peperoncini 
(Chicory and chilli omelette)
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DAY 48:  
Tuesday, September 8 

Unmasked 

Afternoon tea in Hectorville. Mamma meets Dora, mother of Maria Pallotta-
Chiarolli and Zia (aunt) to Maria Fantasia. They bond over cake, while I chat 
with the two Marias, both of whom I met at the Ascolta Forum in Melbourne last 
March… We are so lucky to be able to gather in this way, unmasked and 
intimate, in these strange and stressful COVID-19 times. Chatter and laughter 
fills Dora’s cosy home and the time passes too quickly… On the way home, 
Mamma asks me to stop and buy filo pastry. For some reason, she has a 
craving for spinach and cheese triangles… 
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Something Greek
Spinach and cheese triangles (pastries) are most likely a derivative of the Greek spanakopita 
(spinach pie). This is something Mamma learnt to bake in Australia, possibly from L###, her 
Greek neighbour in Whyalla who was like a substitute daughter for her while I lived interstate 
for many years. Mamma has always been very friendly with her neighbours and this is a 
characteristic which I admire in her. Wherever she goes, she makes friends and these 
friendships have carried on even though she has moved houses or the neighbours have moved 
on. Sadly, many of Mamma’s friends have now passed away… 

Mamma’s Pasticcini di spinaci e ricotta (Spinach and ricotta pastries) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 2 sheets puff pastry (25 cm x 25 cm)
• 300 g ricotta, full cream
• 150 g cooked spinach, liquid squeezed out
• 3 eggs
• black pepper, to taste
• 1 egg, beaten, for sealing and glazing

Method:

Preheat oven to 200°C. Grease an oven tray with butter. Remove two sheets of puff pastry 
from the freezer and leave in a cool place. Prepare an egg wash with one of the eggs and have 
a pastry brush ready. Combine the remaining ingredients on a bowl. Lay one pastry sheet on 
the bench and cut into four squares. Place a spoonful of the mixture on to the lower half of 
each square. Brush edges with egg and seal the triangles. Transfer to the oven tray. Repeat 
with the remaining pastry, to achieve 8 triangles. Bake for 20 minutes or until golden brown. 

TIP: Sprinkle with poppy seeds before baking. For extra yumminess, always use full cream 
ricotta, not reduced fat. 

Pasticcini di spinaci e ricotta  
(Spinach and ricotta pastries) 
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DAY 49:  
Wednesday, September 9 

Ultimatum 

A big day today. Eye Specialist appointment. He diagnoses blepharitis 
and prescribes eye drops 3x daily. He says cataract surgery is essential 
and given Mamma’s age, it’s now or never! She remains unconvinced, so 
he suggests we think about it and come back in a month’s time… Back 
home, we discuss my son’s impending wedding in Sydney. Mamma 
decides it’s impossible for her to travel and would rather I don’t go 
either… I submit a Cross border travel request to allow for possibilities… 
First Jobseeker payment received today. I’m now officially recognised as 
separated and unemployed… Tinned tuna for dinner!…
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Tonno (Tuna)
Tinned tuna has been a huge part of our lives, particularly the Italian brand Sirena in olive oil. 
It makes for a quick and easy meal. Good for when you’re feeling tired and stressed and 
don’t have the energy for any elaborate cooking. Tuna with pasta. Tuna with beans. Tuna on 
toasted Italian bread. Mamma likes adding it to passata to make spaghetti sauce. I don’t 
recall her ever eating tuna with lettuce but that’s how I prefer it. When the kids were little, I 
used to serve it in little bowls with rice, arranged artfully, as is my wont…

My Insalata di tonno (Tuna salad) Recipe 

Ingredients:

• small tin of tuna in olive oil, drained
• mixed lettuce leaves, 2 big handfuls
• 1 small Lebanese cucumber
• ½ red onion, finely sliced into rings
• flat-leaved parsley, chopped
• 1 spring onion, finely sliced diagonally
• ½ lemon, juice
• pinch fine sea salt
• freshly cracked black pepper, to taste
•

Method:  

Wash, trim and arrange the lettuce leaves in the bowl. Add the finely sliced cucumber and 
red onion. Squeeze lemon juice over it all. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Upend the tin of 
tuna in the centre of the bowl, on the lettuce leaves. Top with parsley and spring onion. Toss 
together gently with tongs just before serving. 

TIP: The chilli tuna adds a kick in flavour and ramps up to the salad to another level. You can 
also use lime instead of the lemon.

Insalata di tonno  
(Tuna salad)
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DAY 50:  
Thursday, September 10 

Spring clean 

Facebook post: ‘Day 50 of Cooking with Mamma… the next 50 days might be 
fasting with Mamma.’ 
Halfway through this project and I’m getting fat. I’ve put on three kilos! It’s 
springtime. We need to spring clean inside and out, starting with a healthy fruit and 
yoghurt breakfast… I’m still in a quandary about whether to attend my son’s 
wedding in Sydney next month. I will need to decide soon… We visit my brother’s 
compari (godparents) in Windsor Gardens. They too are Abruzzese in origin. I 
admire the artwork hanging on their walls. We discuss the state of the world… 
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My Frutta con yogurt (Fruit with yoghurt) Recipe 

Ingredients: 

• 6 strawberries
• 12 blueberries
• 6 raspberries
• 2 green apples
• 2 heaped tbsp plain Greek yoghurt
• honey

Method: 

Wash berries. Hull and quarter strawberries. Peel, core and finely dice green apples. Gently 
mix the fruit together in a large bowl, being careful not to crush the berries. Spoon into small 
bowls and top with a tbsp of plain yoghurt and a drizzle of honey. 
 
TIP: Vary the fruit as you like. Blueberries are expensive but renowned for their health-giving 
properties. Mix yoghurt with a little apricot nectar to make a delectable dressing to delight 
someone special. 

End of Part One 

COVID-19 Update
• The Johns Hopkins University reports that global deaths top 900,000 on this day.
• The United States of America surpasses 6 million cases, with around 200,000 deaths 

recorded.
• As of 3 September, there were 25,923 cases in Australia (‘The lucky country’), 104 

new cases and 663 deaths. 
• South Australia remains relatively unscathed but Victoria is in lockdown, with over 700 

deaths recorded to date. 
My eldest daughter lives in Melbourne, unable to work and doing it tough. My youngest 
daughter is in Sydney also not working, the hospitality industry decimated. Both girls are 
using the time to study, which is admirable… 

Frutta con yogurt  
(Fruit with yoghurt)



 187

Go to Part 2 
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