
Tasteissue34December2009Page27 christmas

Perzut tal-ghadma
CARMELITA CARUANA has 

lived away from Malta from many 
years and now teaches cooking in 

Italy. One of things she misses most 
about Malta is perżut tal-għadma. 

Here she sings its praises and 
devises some recipes with perżut 
tal-għadma as a key ingredient. 

Because Carmelita can’t buy perżut 
tal-għadma in Bologna, MARK 

CAMILLERI prepared the food for 
our photographs, to her recipes. 

✥
Food photography: Pippa Zammit Cutajar 

Portrait of Mosta Bacon producers: George Scintilla
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Were perżut tal-għadma an Italian product, its praises would be sung far and wide. It would be hung 
with medals and protected from inferior imitations made elsewhere by I.G.P and D.O.P designations. 
And it would be referred to as “Sua Maestà, il Prosciutto Cotto di Malta”. Living in Bologna, Italian 

food capital and home to superlative raw and cured pork products, I know a top level product when I taste it, 
and can imagine the praise Italian gourmets would shower on our superb cooked ham.

It has never ceased to me amaze me that perżut tal-għadma - sometimes called perżut tal-koxxa but identified 
by those who make it as perżut tal-għadma, the bone being a crucial element - has such a low profile, going 
unnoticed and unmentioned. We rightly sing the praises of our bread, capers, gbejniet, zalzett and pastizzi but 
never a word about our superb ham, perhaps because people erroneously believe it is an imported product. 

I do what I can to boost its reputation, raving about it to everyone, inviting people to inhale and savour the 
perfumes as I unwrap the package just brought home. So I am truly delighted to share with you some recipes 
for what to do with it besides putting it in sandwiches. And speaking of sandwiches, I love it on a hot split ftira 
oozing melted butter, with some crisp lettuce leaves for texture contrast.

In Italy, only the very best cured prosciutto crudo hams are hand sliced: the thicker slice forces you to bite 
down and chew, an action that beautifully releases the aromas at the same time as it allows you to enjoy the 
texture. So it is absolutely right that perżut tal-għadma is hand-sliced fairly thick. I very much feel that it should 
only be lightly cooked, to respect its inherent aromas and texture without transforming them. And it should be 
simply cooked, with no strong-tasting competing ingredients that would insult it by masking or modifying its 
flavour. It should also be used as soon as possible after purchase, so buy what you need and use it on the same 
day. Its perfumes quickly fade and why eat it at anything other than its very best?

Here are some ideas for ways in which you can use it.In Maltese dishes, use it instead of bacon in the filling 
for qarabagħli or falda mimlija; add it your ricotta pie or mix it into a froġa tat-tarja.

With eggs, use it in eggs Benedict instead of Canadian bacon. Add it last minute to your scrambled eggs, or 
use it to fill thin pancakes spread with a tiny amount of béchamel or cream cheese. Or make a thin frittata with 
parsley, spread it thinly with cream cheese and top it with perżut tal-għadma, then roll it up tightly into a rotolo 
di frittata. Wrap it in foil and leave it a while, then unwrap it, stab it with toothpicks at regular intervals and cut 
slices in between them, to make pretty finger food pin-wheels for your festive season entertaining. 

Salads are an excellent showcase for perżut tal-għadma’s fine qualities. Try it with grilled sliced peaches 
and sweet corn in summer, on a bed of very finely shredded coleslaw tossed with a creamy but light yoghurt 
dressing. Dice perżut or cut it into strips and add them to 
olive-oil-dressed potato salad with capers, hard-boiled eggs 
and parsley. 

In spring make a potato and broad bean salad, mix in diced 
perżut and toss this gently with a runny crème fraîche or sour 
cream dressing accented with the tiniest hint of mustard. For a 
colourful and healthy no-cook supper, slice red radicchio and 
radishes, grate a carrot or an apple and slice crisp celery, then 
make a blender dressing with the yolks of two hard-boiled eggs, 
half a teaspoonful of Dijon mustard, 60ml of olive oil, lemon 
juice and parsley. Toss the winter salad with this dressing and 
top with sliced perżut tal-għadma. 

Large supermarkets with busy delicatessen counters, like 
Scotts in Burmarrad, sell the bones after they’ve sold all the 
meat off them, and for a pittance. Buy one and make the best 
split pea and ham soup of your life, or add shredded perżut 
tal-għadma at the last minute to soups made with chickpeas, 
lentils or cannellini beans.

Pasta and risotto: if you add perżut tal-għadma at the 
very end of cooking, it works well when combined with 
mushrooms, asparagus, peas, courgettes and radicchio. 

Vegetables: add perżut tal-għadma to a pre-cooked 
vegetable and sauté this briefly to just warm through. It’s 
good with artichokes, green beans, Brussels sprouts, steamed 
shredded Savoy cabbage, spinach and the classics of asparagus, 
broad beans and peas.

Carmelita Caruana has lived in Paris, 
Lisbon, Cairo, London and Barcelona 
and is now settled in Bologna from 
where she runs Cook Italy (www.

cookitaly.com) which she set up in 
1999. She offers hands-on cookery 
courses in Bologna, Tuscany and 

Sicily. Passionate and knowledgeable 
about food, her creed is to use only 
local ingredients at their seasonal 

best. Her recipes have been featured 
in the BBC Good Food magazine 

among other publications. She has 
taught classes at various US venues, 
and especially enjoyed working with 

James Beard, and award-winning chef 
Mike Lata. She has appeared on BBC’s 
Saturday Kitchen and most recently 
was the Bologna consultant for the 
filming of the forthcoming food TV 
series Gary Rhodes around Italy.
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You wouldn’t think it, but it’s all down to some cuts 
of neatly trimmed pork nestling in a supermarket 
counter in Fremantle, Australia, circa 1950. An 

immigrant from Malta, a young man called Peppi Saliba, 
the son of a livestock broker from Mosta, saw them and 
was transfixed. Peppi Saliba, now 80 years old but still 
popping into the office every day to keep an eye on what 
the family is up to, tells me that he stood in front of that 
supermarket counter and stared and stared - and I couldn’t 
help wondering what the shop assistant must have thought 
about the latest sorts of immigrants the government was 
bringing in.

Saliba had departed for Australia after his father died, 
leaving him with a livestock brokerage business that wasn’t 
losing money but wasn’t making it either. “For two years, we 
just broke even,” he said. “The price of animals, especially 
the pigs in which we specialised, had collapsed. I was barely 
20 and so I packed up and left.” In Fremantle, he worked 
in the auto-industry, on a car assembly plant. But those 
bits of pork really hit home. He decided to go back home 
to Mosta and open a meat-seller’s shop, but a modern one 
selling different cuts all neatly trimmed like those he saw 
in Fremantle. So it was back on the ship again for the long 
journey across the world and a little shop in the shadow of 
Mosta’s church. 

And here I have to quote him in Maltese, because an 
English translation just doesn’t do it justice: “Ftaht bil-
biza ghax ma kont naf xejn. Hadt bank tal-friza u ghidt, 
‘Issa sa naghmel kif jaghmlu Fremantle.’” He visited the 
butcher who supplied him and demanded that he remove 
all the fat, gristle and bones from the cuts of meat which 
he ordered. “Ghidtlu, aqla l-ghadam u qalli, isma, mela 
trid tfalli? U jien ghidtlu, ma jimpurtanix, naghmel jien; 
aghmel kif ghidtlek,” is how Peppi Saliba explains it to 
me, and I am reminded once more of how the gaps in the 
market are often so obvious that we can’t see them. But he 
could see this one. Meat in those days in Malta was sold in 
crude cuts, with lots of the trimming having to be done on 
the spot or at home. 

It is amusing to see that his good fortune began with 
removing the bones but took a further shot forward when 
he kept one of them in – on the smoked hams which he 
developed later on, perzut tal-ghadma. 

a ham for all seasons
DAPHNE CARUANA GALIZIA meets the Saliba family 
of Mosta Bacon, original producers of perżut tal-għadma

Saliba began to experiment with different ways of 
making bacon. Malta was still a British colony and busy 
military and naval base at the time, so the market for 
bacon was huge – and Maltese bacon was famous. But 
it was all made by a British company operating on the 
island, the forerunner of a big bacon operation that 
remains a significant market-player today, Prime Bacon. 
Saliba, with his small shop, decided it was about time 
somebody Maltese made some bacon, too. He read, spoke 
to people and experimented, and travelled abroad to visit 
bacon producers, giving the results to friends, family and 
neighbours who, in those days of breadline-living, were 
more than willing to taste and test. 

Saliba’s bacon was an instant hit and a huge one. “Beda 
jimxi mill-ewwel,” he tells me now. “Spiccajt kelli naghlaq 
il-hanut u niftah fabbrika tal-bacon.” It was the early 1960s, 
and he called it Mosta Bacon (the company produces many 
other foods now, but has kept the original name).

Before long, he was buying 400 pigs a year and helping 
keep the pig husbandry industry afloat. From selling bacon 
through a little shop, he wound up making it to sell through 
the little – and not so little – shops owned by others, 
besides supplying the demand from a newly budding hotel 
industry.

Peppi Saliba of M
osta Bacon (centre) w

hen young
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But that wasn’t enough for him. “I like to 
think a lot,” he says. “I am forever thinking. I 
went to America and looked at new things. 
If we could make bacon, then we could do 
other things as well.”

Mosta Bacon went on to produce all 
kinds of hams and cured meats, burgers, 
minces and frozen foods – but its signature 
product, its great innovation, was and 
remains perzut tal-ghadma. As Carmelita 
writes here, it is a stand-out artisan product, 
in a class of its own, and though others 
have since begun producing it too, Mosta’s 
remains the best-known and the original.

This smoke ham, with the thigh-bone still 
in, is not done the way the Italians, French, 
Spanish or British do it. It is a pick-and-mix 
of various smoking and curing traditions, and 
it works beautifully, producing something 
quite unique. Technically, it would be 
gammon with the bone still in. Before it 
reaches Mosta Bacon’s customers, it has 
been cooked for 12 hours (but if you’ve 
got a party to cater for, you can add a touch 
of extravagance by buying a whole one, 
basting it and putting it in a medium oven 
for another two hours). The pigs whose 
meaty haunches go into its making are all 
handpicked from Maltese farms. “We buy 
the whole pigs and butcher them ourselves,” 
Saliba’s son Emmanuel explains. “Demand is 
growing. People have noticed how good it is. 
I think there is more awareness of it now.”

Emmanuel, together with his sisters 
Valerie and Rina and his brothers John, 
Charles and Antoine, runs the Mosta Bacon 
operation now. The brothers look as though 
they were made in the same mould, causing 
me some consternation when I seem to see 
the same man popping up in different parts 
of the building in whites and a hair-net. 

The haunches are cured with a natural 
mixture of salt and herbs (“We’ve reduced 
the salt content because of health demands.”), 
then left to marinate in salt-water for a week. 
They are smoked over a wood-fire for eight 
hours – the smoking-room is kept going 
24 hours a day, 365 days a year – and then 
dispatched to be boiled for 12 hours. Then 
it’s off in the lorries to the delicatessen 
counters where the ham is rough-cut by hand 
just as it is supposed to be. And it really makes 
the most wonderful sandwiches.

Mosta Bacon, 115 Hope Street, Mosta
21 414 637 www.mostabacon.com



Tasteissue34December2009Page31 christmas

Brothers John, Charles and Emmanuel with their father Peppi and Emmanuel’s daughter Alison – and one of their famous perzut tal-ghadma.
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For the pasta, you will need:
3 eggs

300g finely milled soft 00 flour 

For the béchamel, you will need:
250ml milk • 25g flour
25g butter • 1 bay leaf

40g Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

For the filling, you will need:
300g perzut tal-ghadma

50g Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese
a little milk • a little butter

nutmeg (optional)

Make the pasta dough: Make egg pasta dough using the eggs and flour only. 
Let it rest at least 30 minutes in a plastic bag. You can make this ahead and 
refrigerate it overnight, bringing it back to room temperature before use.
 Now make the béchamel. In a pan, melt the butter and add the flour. Over low heat 
mix with a small whisk to blend the two and cook for a few minutes while you boil the milk 
with the bay leaf in a separate pan.Take the first pan off the heat, add the boiling milk in 
one go (you may need a helper) and use a large whisk to mix energetically, quickly and 
thoroughly so you get a smooth béchamel forming in a jiffy. Mix in 40g of Parmigiano-
Reggiano and whisk until smooth. If you cover it with a buttered piece of foil you can make 
it ahead and keep overnight. It does not need to be warm when you assemble the dish.
  Now prepare the pasta. Using a pasta machine, roll out the dough into strips of 20cm 
x 3cm. Lay these on a board and cover them with a clean cloth. Cook a few strips at a time 
in well salted boiling water to which you add some corn oil so the large pieces of pasta do 
not stick to each other. Remove the pieces when cooked, dip them in icy cold water to stop 
them cooking further, then place them to dry on clean tea towels. Pat them dry with kitchen 
paper then spread each one thinly with a little béchamel. Top this with diced or shredded 
perzut, grate over some Parmigiano-Reggiano and roll each strip up loosely to form a rosette. 
 Stand each “rosette” up in a buttered baking dish. You may want to scissor-cut 
the tops a little so that the pasta opens up and they look more flower-like, but it is 
not essential. Dab a little more béchamel on the top of each roll to protect the perzut 
from too much heat, or brush them with a little milk if you want crispy-edged pasta. 
Top each rosette with a dab of butter and a tiny bit more Parmigiano-Reggiano, and 
if you like the flavour, grate nutmeg all over the dish. Cover them with foil and bake 
them for 20 minutes at gas mark 6/200° C, then remove the foil and bake them for 
a further five minutes to colour the dish lightly and crisp the edges of the roses.

Bologna Rosette with Perzut Filling
( R o s e t t e  d i  P a s t a  a l l a  B o l o g n e s e )  serves 4

This is so much better when made with perzut tal-ghadma than with standard processed ham. Let the dish 
rest at least 10 minutes before serving as you can’t fully appreciate the flavours if it is served too hot.
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You will need: 
200g largest pasta shells 

150g perzut tal-ghadma 
(cut very thickly) 

300g ricotta
a few sprigs of flat-leaf parsley

salt and pepper
sweet or smoked powdered 

paprika for garnish

Finely chop the parsley using just the leaves. Dice the perzut. Push the ricotta 
through a potato ricer to make it fluffy, letting it fall into a mixing-bowl. Mix 
in the parsley and the ham, taste and adjust the seasoning to your taste.
 Cook the pasta shells and when they are al dente drain them, 
rinse them, and spread them out to dry on clean cloths.
 Carefully spoon some filling into each shell, piling it high without packing it 
down. Dust the top with a light sprinkling of paprika. Then either place each one in 
a frilled paper cup or plate individual servings on a bed of leafy salad. If you have 
extra filling, roll it into cherry-sized balls, then roll these in very finely chopped parsley 
or nuts and spear them with a cocktail stick to make little nibbles to serve with an 
aperitif. Or grill large mushroom caps and fill them with the leftover mixture.)

Perzut Filled large Pasta Shells
serves 2

These pasta shells are known as injokki in Maltese. They make for a pretty addition to a 
finger-food buffet or you can serve them as a cold starter for a sit-down dinner.
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You will need:
3 or 4 thin leeks

4 slices mild-flavoured caciocavallo or 
fontina cheese (I used caciocavallo silano, 

which is tasty but milder than fontina
2 eggs

4 slices (150g) perzut tal-ghadma 
a knob of butter

Supper Leek Perzut Bake
serves 2

This is a tasty, quick and easy supper dish. If you have the patience to cook it in a water-
bath, the texture of the eggs will be much nicer, but it is not essential.

Mix the eggs in a bowl with salt and if you like a little 
nutmeg. Wash and trim the leeks then slice them on the 
diagonal using some of the green parts also. Poach them 
in a small amount of salted boiling water for eight minutes 
then drain them. Toss them with butter and cook for them 
for two minutes. Spread the cooked leeks out on the bottom 
of your baking-dish and top them with the beaten eggs.
 Preheat the oven to gas mark 3/170C and bake them for 
about eight minutes so the eggs partially set. Take the dish 
out and top the leeks with strips of perzut. Cover the ham 
with the cheese slices and return the dish to the oven for 
another five minutes or so to melt the cheese. Serve this the 
baking-dish or remove portions and plate individually. Allow 
it to cool down for at least five minutes before tucking in. n 


