Italy 
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	Italy is situated in Europe and has borders with France, Switzerland, Austria and Slovenia.  It has a 7,600 km coastline and includes two large islands, Sicily and Sardinia, plus smaller islands and its central position makes for easy access to Europe, North Africa and the Middle East. 
 
The land is made up of plains, hills, and mountains and its climate is relatively temperate although it can vary quite dramatically with more severe winters to the north and a hot and dry summers in the south.
 


 In order to truly appreciate today’s Italian cuisine; Italy’s political history must be understood. It should be remembered that Italy, as a country, was only completely unified in 1870. Certainly as far as its cuisine is concerned, up until that time the various regions were, to all intents and purposes, separate entities adhering to many localised customs. Although there are some Universal Italian recipes which are eaten throughout the country, the ingredients and methods can vary enormously from region to region, indeed, from kitchen to kitchen! 
 

Ancient times and influences
 

Archaeological evidence found throughout Italy and Sicily shows evidence of human activity dating back to the Paleolithic period but more interestingly, proves that by the beginning of the Neolithic period c. 2400 B.C. the earlier communities of hunter gatherers had been replaced by agricultural and pastoral settlements. These peoples grew crops and bred livestock for food.  Latin's settled in the surround areas of Rome around 1000 BC.  They kept pigs, herded sheep, goats, cattle and lived in primitive huts. 
 
By 700 BC, the Etruscans, thought to have come from Lydia (now Turkey), had invaded and settled central Italy.  It is known that they grew cereals such as barley and rye, from which they extracted "puls" the ancestor of today's bread. Garlic, onions and herbs such as rosemary and bay leaves were popular seasonings in Etruscan cooking and other vegetables consumed included. Etruscans grew many fruit and vegetables such as black eyed peas, fava beans, legumes, pomegranates, figs, grapes and small melons. Many domestic animals were raised for food including beef, pigs, chickens, ducks, geese, goats and sheep. They made cheese from the milk of cows and pigs.As well as farmed animals, there was an abundance of wild game in the forests of the north: hare, deer and wild boar were all on the menu as well fish from the rivers, the lakes and the sea.
 
The Greeks invaded southern parts of Italy and established colonies on the southern coast as early as the 500 BC.  They continued settling colonies in the south for the next two centuries, bringing with them more developed agricultural methods. Fish and seafood were widely eaten in the south ate this time, with meat being less common in the diet, although goats and sheep were in abundance, and some forms of cheeses were made, probably an early form of ricotta. These basic cheeses developed into Pecorino and Caciocavallo.  It is also believed that the Greeks utilised the wild thistles growing in the area which are cultivated today: artichokes.
 
Food and its preparation was a very important part of the culture of the Roman empire (31BC to the 476AD) and the only surviving cookery book from the Classical period is Roman; Apicius de re Coquinaria, the oldest known cookbook in existence written by a Roman gourmet, Apicius Born 25 B.C. who lived in the first century BC. 
 
Around 568AD The Lombards, who were of Germanic origin, started to settle in the north of Italy. These northern Europeans also brought their cuisine with them, which was reflected in the more hearty cuisine.
 
However, it was the Saracens (Arabs from North African) invasion of Sicily in the early 800’sAD, who brought culinary traditions which would affect not only Sicily, but subsequently much of Italy’s cooking. Not only did they introduce more sophisticated methods of irrigation which made vegetable farming easier, but they also introduced new produce such as peaches, melons, dates, rice, sugar cane, raisins, oranges, and lemons, as well as spices like clove, cinnamon, and saffron
 
The most important Arab import was pasta. Although some may still question this, many scholars now agree that it probably was the Arabs who introduced dried pasta to Italy, which was an easily portable staple. The Arabs also introduced rice and couscous dishes.  
 
It was during the renaissance period, that Italian cuisine profoundly influenced cooking and eating throughout Europe.  Most notably in 1533, when Catherine de Médicis married the future Henry II of France who took to her personal cooks and pastry makers to the French Court, who set the foundations of haute cuisine. They were also responsible for changing the way food was served, in particular the serving of various “courses”. Also in the 16th century, one of the most important ingredients in Italian cooking was introduced by the Spanish. The tomato. However it was only in the eighteenth century that it took pride of place in the everyday Italian the kitchen. 
 
Current Day Cuisine
 

Perhaps more so than many European countries, traditional dishes and ingredients vary widely according to the availability locally produced food, not to mention its political history. Despite modern day storage and transport, the specialties of each region remain distinct.  
 
Dishes in the north are often rich with cream and meaty sauces being popular.  Here risotto and polenta are often eaten instead of pasta and Germanic influences are clearly seen, a good example of which is gnocchi (potato and flour dumplings). Beef, pork and particularly dairy products such as butter and cream and widely used.
Fish and seafood is plentiful in the coastal areas.
 
Central Italy’s cuisine reflects its geographical features. Miles of olive groves and vineyards dominate parts of the landscape and both olive oil and wine are popular ingredients in cooking.  Other widely used ingredients include truffles, ham, pork, and offal and fresh vegetables are used with reverence. Much of the cuisine is simpler and rustic dishes make the best use of the excellent local produce without the need for heavy sauces or too much seasoning.
 
In the south the Tomato reigns supreme. The hot climate is ideal for growing excellent tomatoes as well as Citrus fruits, vegetables such as Capsicums (sweet peppers) and Aubergines (eggplants) which all feature heavily in the cuisine. Seafood like prawns, lobster, octopus and cuttlefish and fish such as sardines, anchovies and mullet are plentiful and common ingredients as are cheeses such as Ricotta, Mozzarella and Provolone. Of course, mention MUST be made of Pizza which originated in Naples. 
 
In Scilly and Sardinia, rich pasta dishes are often served and it is here that the Greek and Arab influences show themselves the most. Good examples are the use of sweet spices and Cassata, the famous Sicilian ice cream cake, takes its name from the Arabic qas'at, the name for a large, round bowl
 
With all said about the diversity between the various regions, two ingredients stand out as nationally used: Olive Oil and Pasta - although it is interesting to note that pasta is usually served as a starter rather than a main course and the olive oil used is the south is usually the strong dark green “first pressing” oil as opposed to further North, where a more refined olive oil is used.
 
Italians eat two main meals a day: Lunch and dinner. Breakfast is often just a frothy cappuccino.  Despite the abundance of livestock in most regions, meat often doesn’t play a huge role in everyday eating as with many other European cuisines. Fish, poultry, vegetables, grains, legumes and cheese play a major role the everyday diets of many Italians. 
 
France
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	Situated in Western Europe, France borders with Luxembourg and Belgium in the north, Germany and Switzerland in the East and Spain and Italy in the south. It has a wide range of geographical contrasts from fertile plain to mountain ranges and two coastlines - to the west on the English Channel and Bay of Biscay and to the south on the Mediterranean - 5,500 km in total, all of which contribute enormously to the nature of its cuisine.


 

Ancient Times and Influences
 

Prior to the 1500s, three important factors to affect the cuisine of this region are the invasions of Celtic Gauls, c1500 to 500bc who partitioned the land and introduced farming; the take over of the Romans in 56 BC who, together with the Greeks, introduced cheese-making to the south of France; and the Moors' invasion of France in 718 AD, who are responsible for introducing goats to the region (via Spain). The Moors' influence extended to the types of ingredients and cooking methods, and the first French cookbooks c1400 are said to have mimicked the Moorish palate.
 

The foundation of modern day French cooking was laid in the 1500s when the benchmark  "haute cuisine" was introduced into the French courts by the Italian Catherine de Medici. Of course it has been perfected by chefs through the ages; however it was during this period that Italian influences changed the culinary course of France not only in cooking methods but also in the ingredients used and the way food was served.
 

The Florentine chefs who came over with Catherine were more skilled than the French chefs and introduced the use of ingredients such as butter, truffles and artichokes as well as techniques and chic dishes such as aspics. They also introduced the contrast between savory and sweet.
 

By 1652 the subtly of French cooking had taken root. No longer were spices were used to disguise the taste of food but rather to compliment it and the use of truffles and mushrooms had gained favor as flavor enhancers in dishes. Heavy sauces traditionally made with bread as the thickening agent, were superceded by stocks or lighter sauces which were made using the roux method and meats were often served with their own natural juices.
 

It was also at this time that the French chef La Varenne wrote the first French cookbook to present recipes in alphabetical order and to include instructions for cooking vegetables.
 

By the late 19th century France adopted the method of serving food called Service à la russe, where dishes are prepared and plated into individual portions before being served to the diner and a series of dishes are served in succession. Prior to this, service à la française was used, where each course was made up of a large number of dishes from which the diners served themselves, much like our modern day buffet.
 

Unfortunately, the eating of this fine food or Haute Cuisine was a luxury enjoyed by a minority until the 20th century. When the Bastille was stormed in 1789, about 75% of the French population were farmers who relied on bread and cereals as the staples of their diet and even by the mid 19th Century; only the bourgeoisie (the new ruling class) ate this wonderful food while 2/3rds of the populace in Paris were mal-nourished or starving
 

Current Day Cuisine
 

There are quite marked differences in the various regions of France partly due to the fact that until the 17th Century, France was divided into small kingdoms, each with its own distinct culture. However, as certain regional similarities remain true….in general; we have divided the country into three.
 

The cooler climate and bordering countries such as Belgium and Germany have had a direct influence on the cuisine in the north, where dishes tends to be quite substantial. The geographical landscape also has a strong influence. Forest and woodland proffers game and game birds, Mountain Rivers are rich in salmon, trout and pike and fertile plains produce superb fruit which are often used in tarts as well as in savory meat dishes. Calvados and Camembert cheese are two of Northern France's well known products.
 

Many of the best known French dishes and ingredients (outside of France) hail from central France: escargot stuffed with garlic butter - Escargot a la Bourgignonne, beef cooked in red wine - Boeuf Bourguinon and Bresse chicken in red wine - Coq au Vin plus the world famous Dijon Mustard. The wonderful Burgundy wines from the region have always inspired chefs and home cooks alike to utilize them in cooking. Lyon acclaims itself to be the gastronomic capital of France and not only boasts of a large number of 3 star Michelin chefs but is also repudiated to be the birth-place of Nouvelle Cuisine. However, despite the latter accolade, homely cooking is still at the heart of central France cuisine.
 

The cuisine of the south is a wonder unto itself. With truffles from the Périgord region, foie gras from the Dordogne, Cassoulet from Toulouse, Castlnaudray and Carcassonne and one of the oldest and most exquisite cheeses, Roquefort, many non-French people would say it is French cuisine personified. Add to this a Mediterranean touch with olive oil, tomatoes, aubergines, wild mushrooms and garlic featuring widely in dishes from the Languedoc, Provence and Pay Basque regions,  plus the abundance of seafood to be found ultra-fresh on the coastal areas, and its easy to see why this French cuisine is held in such high esteem throughout the world.
Germany
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	Germany is situated in Central Europe, with a 2,389 km coastline on the Baltic and  North Seas and borders with France, Poland, Russia,  Czechoslovakia, Holland (The Netherlands), Austria, Switzerland and Denmark, all of  which countries, or at least portions thereof, were part of the German Empire at one time or another.


 

Ancient Times and Influences
 

The fertile terrain and ample water supplies made for good grazing and Germany has always been rich in beef, dairy cattle, sheep, and pigs. Thus, until the middle Ages, the German diet mainly consisted of meat and their by-products i.e. milk and cheese. Smoking, marinating and salting techniques were developed to store the abundance of meat, a practice which has survived and is evident with their myriad of sausages and preserved foods.
 

The Romans were the probably the first to make any significant comment on German food. Latin literature records that German cuisine was a simple affair, consisting of a lot of meat and a lot of mead. By 96 AD, the Romans completed their colonization of regions in southern Germany and it is undeniable that their eating and drinking habits influenced the German cuisine.
 

Not much is known about the period after the Romans withdrew, but there seems to have been a culinary revival with the spreading of Christianity and the inevitable founding of monasteries. Another influence came with the political stabilization of Western Europe under Charlemagne around the 8th century. It was at that time that extensive cultivation of grapes, vegetables, fruit and herbs was recorded. Also, with this stability came wealth (at least for some) and it was the ruling classes who were responsible for introducing spices from around the adding another dimension to traditional German cooking.
 

The following period of wars probably had the most influence on modern-day German cuisine. Both France and parts of Italy were conquered and now came under Charlemagne's rule, as did Switzerland and Austria. One doesn't immediately think of German cuisine being akin to French cuisine, but it's certain that culinary customs were picked up from both the French and Italians.
 

By the 18th century sugar, rice and potatoes (introduced by King Frederick the Great of Prussia) became widely available to the German populace.
Current Day Cuisine
.
Today simple but substantial food remains a characteristic of German cuisine. Meat, Game, game birds and rabbit are considered traditional foods, as is the use of juniper berries, with mustard and horseradish being common condiments. The renowned Sauerkraut is still popular as are their vast range sausages (worst), specialty cured meats and dairy products e.g. cheese, often eaten with Pumpernickel bread which originated in Northern Germany.
 

As one would expect, the geographical differences and the bordering countries still have an influence on regional cuisine. Cooking in the north still tends to reflect the customs of the nearby Scandinavian countries. The diet here is much heavier than that in the south, with an emphasis on meat and potatoes. In the south, a lighter cuisine can be found with strong influences from nearby Italy and Austria. Also grain products are substituted for potatoes in many instances e.g. Spatzle which is a special type of pasta noodle.
Spain
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Spain is probably best known for Paella, but with the long stretch of coastline on the Mediterranean Sea producing daily fresh fish and seafood and it's  Central Castilla Plateau where baby lamb, goat and suckling pig is reared, there's more to Spanish cuisine than that. 
 

 

Ancient Times and Influences
 

Being in Europe, one would expect Spain's culinary heritage to have been influenced by the Greeks, and Romans but its southernmost points are just a short sea crossing to North Africa, and after 800 years of Moorish occupation, these influences are also heavily present. In particular ingredients like almonds, honey and egg yolks were introduced from North Africa, especially in dessert making. 
 

Later, imported ingredients from the New World, which included the tomato, potato, and vanilla, a wide variety of beans, courgettes and peppers also took a firm place in Spanish cuisine. 
 

Current Day Cuisine
 

Spanish cooking is still essentially family cooking in that it's relatively simple to prepare and always uses fresh produce. 
 

Cooking in the different regions varies greatly, from Andalusia in the South where the food is hot and spicy with an Arabic influence, to Galicia in the Northwest with its Celtic heritage and known for its Pote (hearty soups made with meat bones and beans) and Asturias famous for its bean dish Fabada. In the East,  Valencia leans  toward  the more typical Mediterranean cuisine whilst in the West Extremadura is famous for its ham and sausages, including Chorizo. Game is also frequently used.   
 

 

 

We can't possibly do a feature on Spanish cuisine without the mention of Catalan and Basque cooking.

 

Cataluna is in the Northeast of  Spain  and  includes the town of Barcelona.  The cuisine uses fish, seafood, meats and poultry, which are often combined with local fruits in an exciting and inventive way, whilst in the fertile Basque country (North Spain - includes the town of Bilbao ) a more hearty type of cooking prevails utilizing fresh fish, meat and vegetables including a popular local dish called Marmitako (potatoes with Bonito).
England

[image: image6.jpg]NORTH



England is situated in northern Europe and has boundaries with Scotland to the north and Wales to the west (these three countries plus Northern Ireland, the Isle of Wight, the Isle of Man and the Scilly Isles are collectively known as Great Britain or the United Kingdom). It has a coastline of 3,246 km along the Irish, Celtic and North Seas and the English Channel and a relatively diverse terrain for such a small land mass from rolling plains which stretch from the central area (east of Wales) to her southern extremities excellent for the growing of crops and grazing of livestock. To a mountainous region in northern and western parts to marsh and barren moors in the east and south. Once heavily forested woodland now only makes up about 8% of the land area. Her many streams and rivers and a temperate climate has always afforded a wide range of foods to be available for consumption. 
                                         Ancient times and history

as may be expected, the first-known inhabitants of England were small bands of hunter-gatherers, but it was when immigrants from mainland Europe arrived around 4000 BC  that the first scattered farming practices and new types of livestock were introduced. They mainly settled in areas where the soil was light and more easily managed where they grew staples of wheat and barley, especially for the making of bread and kept livestock such as sheep, cattle, and pigs, supplementing the hunter-gatherer diet. Around 2500 B.C. more immigrants known as The Beaker People began to settle in England and it is these peoples who are thought to have introduced a more pastoral pattern of settlements as well as the first alcohol in the form of Mead.

The people we now call Celts who originated from central Europe, began settling in England around 700 B.C. and gradually spread across the country over the next 300-400 years. Very significantly, they introduced the iron plough which made it possible to cultivate the rich heavier valley and lowland soils. They are also ascribed to having introduced the cabbage to England although some attribute this to the Romans.

Culinary practices remained pretty stable until the arrival of the conquering Romans. By 43AD they were well entrenched in England and stayed for 400 years. This was a significant time in English cooking history as during this long period, they introduced many new vegetables such as carrots, endive, globe artichokes, cucumber, marrow, asparagus, parsnip, turnip and celery and animals such as pheasants, peacocks, guinea fowl and according to some, fallow deer. Many herbs and seasonings were also made popular by the Romans including pepper and ginger, cinnamon parsley, chervil, coriander, dill, fennel, mint, rosemary, sage, thyme, garlic, leeks and onions all of which are still widely used in today’s cuisine. They also imported items such as dates, almonds, olives, wine, and olive oil and introduced cheese making techniques.

Farming practices also changed during their occupation, with the Romans being the first to use enclosed areas as game parks for deer. Also, their extensive road building enabled foods to be more easily transported not only within the country but further a field,  and London soon became an important trading city filled with imports of exotic foods. Having said all this, the lives of country folk changed very little. 

During the 9th century Danish and Norwegian Vikings were invading England and many stayed and set up home. They brought with them techniques for smoking and drying fish - even today some of the best kippers (salted smoked herrings) are said to be found in the North East of England. Evidence shows a variety of fish and shellfish such as salmon, eel, pike, roach oysters, mussels and cockles formed part of many peoples diets as did chicken, duck and geese. Wild deer and hares were also eaten (there were no rabbits in England until after the Norman Conquest) although the poor would only use small amounts of meat, more as a flavoring and as one would expect, nothing was wasted including the blood of animals which is clearly illustrated in the making of black pudding and jugged hare. At this time, most meals would have consisted of some sort of stew or pottage cooked in a cauldron over an open fire. Bread remained a staple.

The 11th Century heralded the arrival of the Normans,  bringing French influences (and rabbits) to the cuisine. Also at this time Knights returning from the Crusades in the Middle East further encouraged the use of spices, more particularly in the cuisine of nobles and ownership and use of spices such as ginger, cinnamon, cloves, mace and pepper were considered a sign of wealth. 

By the late 16th century, more new foods were introduced to the cuisine due to the increase in trade and the discovery of new lands including sugar, coffee, chocolate and potatoes. By this time, English cuisine had developed into a more sophisticated affair with, meat pies, sweets and puddings being consumed. It was also at this time that forks were introduced from Italy. By now,  methods of cooking included griddling  and spit roasting. 

The growth of the British Empire brought further new dimensions to the cuisine which have become an intrinsic part of English cooking. One good example is Kedgeree,  a rice dish from India which although  traditionally a breakfast dish,  can be (and often is) eaten as a light lunch or supper. In 1809 Dean Mohamet opened the first 'Indian' restaurant in London and as early as 1850 curry was well entrenched into the cuisine of some. Also by this time Sandwiches were also widely eaten. The Earl of Sandwich (d. 1792) was such a gambler that he didn’t want to leave the gambling tables in order to eat a proper meal so he devised this method presumably so he could gamble with one hand and eat with the other.  It was also around this time when the fish and chips industry boomed.

Service à la Russe was introduced into England around 1850 from Russia via France, leading eventually to the three course meal of today. Prior to this all the dishes being served were placed on the table at the same time and diners helped themselves to whatever took their fancy. 

                                                            Current Day Cuisine

before moving to today’s cuisine, it should be noted that food rationing was introduced in January 1940. It lasted through the Second World War and was extended to 1954. Foods rationed included meat, fats, cheese, butter, milk and eggs. Bread, potatoes and vegetables were never rationed. Although this led to an improvement in people's health, it’s also likely to have contributed to English cooking’s bad reputation in the not too distant past, of being uninspiring and tasteless. Maybe it just took a while to re-adjust.

Today however, English cooking is a gem of a cuisine. It has retained the core of  its early culinary history but constantly added to it. Roasts, savory and sweet pies, stews and a diverse selection of truly delectable (best in the world) puddings/desserts are still popular, but so is Chinese and Indian food. All major cities and most towns have at least 1 Indian restaurant or take-away (many have several) and the eating of curry has become an institution. Italian Pasta or pizza is probably cooked and eaten by the majority of people frequently, albeit often with eccentric English twists,  and oriental flavorings and methods of cooking have been incorporated into everyday cooking by many.

The great English breakfast (any combination of fried bacon, eggs, sausages, tomatoes, bread, black pudding, baked beans, grilled kidneys and kedgeree) whilst not eaten by most people every day, is still loved as is Afternoon Tea (some visitors call it “high” tea) which consists of cakes, biscuits, scones, sandwiches and, of course TEA. The Sunday Roast, which can be beef with Yorkshire pudding, lamb, pork or chicken generally served with roast potatoes and at least 2 vegetables)  is also still a tradition which most uphold at least once a month. 
Mexico

With most of its borders being coastline,  you can expect Mexico's cuisine to heavily feature fresh fish and seafood. But with good grazing areas in the north,  fertile agricultural land to the south and a climate suitable for the growing of  tropical plants,  Mexican cooking uses a wealth of fresh ingredients to create a dynamic cuisine.
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Ancient Times and Influences
 

Authentic Mexican food is thought to have derived from the Mayan Indians who  were traditionally nomadic  hunter-gatherers occupying the Yucatan area in Southeast Mexico.
 

They subsisted on wild game, including rabbit, deer and turkey as well as fish,  tropical fruit, beans and corn. It is interesting to note that corn and beans have "complimentary" amino acids. That is to say that eaten together they provide the full complement  of amino acids which is imperative to the body  in order to produce protein, without which the body performs at a diminished level or ceases to function altogether. Corn tortillas spread with bean paste was a common food.
 

By the mid 1300's The Aztec Empire was thriving. Whilst the traditional Mayan ingredients above were still staples, cacao (chocolate), vanilla, honey, salt and chili peppers gained prominence  in cooking  and the wild turkey and duck were now domesticated.
 

It was, however, the conquest of Mexico by Spain in 1521 which had the most influence on  Mexican cuisine. Not only did they introduce new livestock to the area, such as pigs, cows and sheep, but they also introduced dairy products such as cheese  as well as garlic,  many herbs, including coriander, an abundance of spices and wheat. Talking of wheat, the traditional Tortilla was, and still is, made from Cornmeal (maize) NOT wheat!  It was only in the north where the Spanish ranches and mines were mostly situated, that wheat prevailed as a staple.
 

This "colonial" period also saw the assimilation many other cuisines and ingredients including French, Portuguese,  Caribbean (particularly in the Vera Cruz area in the southeast), West African and South American.
 

 

Current Day Cuisine
 

As one would expect from its varied culinary history, Mexican cuisine today  is diverse , daring and delicious. Whilst beans, chocolate, corn, squash, tomatoes, chocolate, avocado,  vanilla,  spices, and of course, chili peppers are still popular ingredients throughout Mexico,  dishes do vary from region to region.
 

Indeed,  some recipes which are thought of  as  traditionally Mexican by non-Mexicans,  are totally unknown in certain parts of Mexico. One example is the Burrito which is basically a stuffed wheat tortilla -  popular in the North but unheard of in the South where corn is still king.
 

Tex-mex cuisine
Tex-Mex is the name given to the  mix of  Northern Mexican and  Southern US (Texan) cooking.  Traditional dishes have been changed  to create this cuisine  and whilst some of  the ingredients used are to be found  in Mexican cuisine, often ingredients unused  in Mexico are added. 
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