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The Quest to Bring Italy to London
 Part I

Being married to an Italian is a 
blessing and a curse. Before I met 
my husband, Pizza Hut was an 
acceptable weekend outing. How 
times have changed.

When you have a partner that cooks as well as 
mine does, restaurant outings can be a disaster, 
especially if you’re in pursuit of authentic Italian 
cuisine. My quest to bring Italy to London began 
three months ago with Russell Norman’s new 
cookbook Polpo (a reference to the Italian word 

for octopus and Venetian love of the ingredient).
For those of you who don’t know, Russell Norman 
is one of the big boys on the London food scene, 
thanks to his tapas style restaurants, which he 
artfully refers to as a “small-plate restaurant”. For 
the British, the set-up of Polpo is nothing short 
of revolutionary. I don’t know why this is. It’s 
quite traditional, if you look at it from an Italian 
perspective. It closely follows the model of a 
Venetian bacaro, complete with a cicchetti menu 
of small plates.

By Simone Innamorati
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A Venetian Cookbook of 
Sorts)
Having bought his cookbook, I was impressed 
with his thorough research. He spent years 
combing the back streets of Venice. His cookbook 
comes highly recommended. The presentation 
alone and artful binding make it worth buying.
In the opening pages, Norman outlines his vision, 
“Venetian cicheti adapted for metropolitan 
sensibilities in a relaxed and slightly jaded urban 
setting.”
This sentence makes me uncomfortable. I am not 
a purist, but the phrase “metropolitan sensibilities” 
leaves an unpleasant taste in my mouth. It’s all 
a little too self-conscious. Far from arbitrary, it 
seems Russell Norman is catering to the eternally 
hip, the Soho crowd. His loyalties do not lie with 
Venice, his true affections show through the 
dishes. I’m not the only one who thinks so. Some 
recent reviews on tripadvisor are biting and make 
for uncomfortable reading.
One comment read, “Usually like Polpo…The 
spritz came with lemon?? Should be orange. The 
food was okay, but some stuff over cooked 

and other bits came late…I would stick with the 
Soho Branch.”
Another review read, “3rd time dining here, and 
I have to confess, a little disappointing. Maybe 
living on their reputation/hype, as the cooking 
wasn’t really up to scratch. Great waiter, nice 
vibe, good atmosphere- perhaps don’t visit for 
gastronomy.”
Other comments praise the urban setting and 
describe the food as solidly Italian. I have to 
agree. Polpo is an excellent restaurant and offers 
great value for money. Although it is hit and miss, 
when Polpo gets it right it exceeds your wildest 
dreams, offering dishes to rival some of the best 
“big-plate” restaurants in Italy.
I took a few notes, if you are thinking about 
visiting or trying out the recipes in the cookbook; 
here’s a run through of the do and don’ts.
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Best Avoided
-Pork & Beef Polpette meatballs were dry. 
Several reviews confirm this as well.
-Linguini Vongole was watery (probably not 
Polpo’s fault). I suspect the restaurant sources 
British clams, opting for a fresher catch. 
Unfortunately, there is no substitution for clams 
that have been sourced from the Adriatic. That 
salty water is unmistakable and is what puts the 
“I” in “Italian”.

Unmissable
-Fritto Misto/Breaded Seafood
This is not an easy dish to get right. First, the 
seafood was incredibly fresh. Second, the 
consistency was utterly perfect, faultless. Their 
secret is sparking water. See below for details.
700g whole squid
23 large raw, shell on prawns
24(about 250g) whitebait
3 free-range egg whites
250 sparkling water
1 liter vegetable oil, for deep-frying
Enough flour (preferably Italian) to coat the 
fish
Fine salt
1 lemon, cut into wedges
Wash, cut and prepare seafood (refer to the 
book, page 106 for more details on how to 
remove the gladius, ink sac and membrane 
from the squid). Mix the seafood together 
carefully in a large bowl.
Lightly whisk the egg whites and sparkling 
water together. Pour the oil to half fill a deep 
pan and start to heat it up to 190C (or until a 
cube of bread dropped in the oil turns golden 
in less than a minute). Now, immerse all the 
seafood, one handful at a time, into the egg 
white and sparkling water mix. Roll in flour and 

use a basket or sieve to shake off any excess 
flour.
Make sure your vegetable oil is very hot and 
carefully place a handful at a time of the coated 
seafood in the oil for 30 seconds to 1 minute, 
or until very lightly golden. Remove with a 
slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper. 
Sprinkle with fine salt and serve with a good 
wedge of lemon.

Pizzetta Bianca Little 
White Pizza
Possibly one of the best dishes I’ve had in 
both Italy and London. I was very impressed 
with this dish. The red onions were succulently 
fresh. It being mid-September, I could tell 
they had just been harvested. This dish is best 
enjoyed with ice cold beer, preferably Peroni.
For one pizzetta:
1 large golf-ball-sized piece of pizza dough
1 small handful of grated block mozzarella
1 small handful of grated Parmesan
¼ small red onion, thinly sliced
About 12-15 picked thyme leaves
Black pepper
Extra virgin olive oil.
Preheat your oven to its highest setting (250C/
Gas 9 or above). At the same time put a pizza 
stone or baking sheet in the oven to heat up.
Roll the pizza base out to around 20cm in 
diameter. Evenly distribute the cheeses, the 
onion and almost all of the thyme over the 
pizza base. Be sparing, a little goes a long way. 
If you use too much topping the base won’t 
be crisp enough. Around 6 minutes on a pizza 
stone should do for this one. Don’t burn the 
cheese.
Just before serving, grind on some pepper, 
sprinkle over a little olive oil and scatter over 
the remaining thyme leaves.
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Stubborn Passion
I think Rachel Cooke best summed up Norman’s complex dichotomy of urban meets traditional 
Italian offering. She observed, “the chicken soup tells you quite a lot about Norman. It embodies his 
cockiness, for sure. But it also reminds you of the strength of his vision: he knows that for a restaurant 
to be truly successful, for it to be loved and adopted by a certain kind of cool, young professional, it 
must be run with stubborn passion.”
There are worse things in this world than “stubborn passion”. Norman has successfully carved out a 
niche in the world of city foodies and this is no easy feat.

About the Author
Simone Innamorati is a published author and freelance writer, 
residing in London, U.K. She writes on a variety of subjects: 
food, lifestyle, self-help and men’s fashion. She is an avid baker 
and wine enthusiast.
She hopes to release a book on a collection of recipes that have 
been in her family for 200 years,promoting sustainable living 
and traditional French country cooking.
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