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INTRODUCTION

Our island has three corners. It has three oceans – the Tyrrhenian, Ionian, and Mediterranean – and a coat of arms with three legs (the Trinacria, see below). We have three tribes of ancestors – the Sicani, Elymians, and Sicels – and three mountain ranges – Monti Peloritani, Nebrodi, and Madonie – which are a continuation of the Apennines. The Italian mainland is just three kilometres (two miles) away, across the narrowest point of the strait of Messina. Our volcano is roughly 3,330m (11,000ft) high and our cuisine has three main influences: cucina povera, cibo di strada, and cucina dei Monsù (more of which later). Our fava larga, the longest beans in Italy, are traditionally harvested with a three-pronged fork. And there are three products that no Sicilian cook can do without: olive oil, salt, and wheat. My mother, who embodies Sicily for me, was born on the third of the month. All good things about our island come in threes. Between black and white there is a third realm of amazing and magical colour. And that’s where you’ll find Sicily.

Just a decade ago, it wasn’t easy to publish a cookbook about Sicily. Back then, Italy was widely regarded overseas as consisting primarily of Tuscany, plus a few of the larger, more glamorous cities, such as Venice, Milan, and Rome. When I presented my Sicilian cookbook to publishers, the consensus was that I should simply make it about Italian food. Nobody would be interested in Sicily, I was told, and it didn’t really matter whether the recipes were Italian or Sicilian. I was not to be persuaded, and wrote and published my first book on Sicily regardless. Italy and Sicily are worlds apart, separated by almost 4,000 years of history. One of my favourite Sicilian chefs loves to tell his Italian colleagues that the islanders were already drinking from glasses, eating from plates, and going to the theatre while the Italians were still clambering about in the trees. Unsurprisingly, the Italians themselves tell exactly the same story, but with the roles reversed…

What is indisputable is that Sicily has always been a trading centre and a melting pot for lots of different cultures, thanks largely to its strategic position in the Mediterranean. Sicily gathered new foods, knowledge, and architecture from visitors and invaders alike and – inevitably – suffered a certain amount of destruction too. The island has undergone relentless transformations and, from the ruin caused by each new regime, something new emerged. In this way, one of the most diverse cultural environments in Europe developed.

This process continued unabated until the 19th century, then stopped at a time more or less coinciding with the unification of Italy. From then on, a weakened Sicily was afflicted by a serious disease: the Mafia. But this should not be confused with Sicilian culture. “Our identity is not the Mafia. The Mafia has just perverted it,” says Leoluca Orlando, the mayor of Palermo, the island’s capital city.
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A lot has changed in the decade since I published my first Sicilian cookbook, and not just in the recipe book business – in which Sicilian food and culture is now considered a worthy subject for close study – but on the island itself. Much of this can be credited to the mayor of Palermo, who has successfully persuaded islanders that they can reclaim their country through a renewed appreciation of its true culture. People are increasingly rediscovering their roots, and so liberating themselves from the Hollywood folklore that is obsessed with the Mafia and threatens to infect the world’s view of the island.
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A true scholar of Sicily knows that the island’s culture – the history of its chefs, food producers, culinary innovators, and restaurant owners – goes back much further than the 160 years that has captivated Hollywood. Now that their history and true origins are being properly researched, we often find links back to the Sicani, the Elymians, and the Sicels, the original inhabitants of Sicily, who lived here even before the first Greek colonization in the eighth century BCE. The Sicani, who are thought to be Iberian in origin, inhabited central Sicily. The Elymians lived in the western region and are believed to have come from Troy, which is probably in present-day Turkey. The east of the island was settled by the Sicels, who historians think migrated from the Italian mainland, and after whom Sicily was ultimately named. (I deliberately describe this migrant status as hypothetical, because the Sicani refer to themselves in ancient texts as an indigenous people.)

In the meantime, there are certainly plenty of native foods that are being rediscovered and cherished once more in Sicily. Ancient strains of grain are being used again to make pasta, bread, and traditionally brewed beers. Sicilian pulses that were dying out have been resurrected and grown on a large scale once more, and there is a push to protect the island’s sesame from commercial genetic modification. Indigenous vines are being revived, rare ancient breeds of livestock are being farmed, while forgotten varieties of cheese – such as Tuma Persa made by Salvatore Passalacqua from Castronovo di Sicilia – are enjoying a resurgence. Not to mention the renewed appreciation of manna, the medicinal white juice of the ash tree, which is being extracted and used as a sweetener in Sicilian pasticcerie.

Idealists and artisans are driving this new Sicilian love of its original culture, and ever-increasing numbers of the island’s inhabitants are joining them. There is street art all over the place, with murals and installations springing up everywhere. But this reacquaintance with the past does not reveal a desire to escape the vicissitudes of the present day, or of the future. On the contrary, modern Sicilians have a clear vision for themselves and their future, as articulated so beautifully by the Amore family.
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The recipes in this book are a blend of the three ancient Sicilian cuisines: cucina dei Monsù, cibo di strada, and cucina povera. (For more detail, see Il Monsù, La Strada, and La Terra.) Sicilian cooking also combines the best aspects of Italian and North African cuisines and takes advantage of other food influences from its many conquerors. This book contains reworkings of typical Sicilian dishes as well as traditional recipes, such as the renowned pasta alla Norma, which is – sadly – seldom made authentically, despite its global popularity (see Pasta Alla Norma).

Italian cookbooks usually begin with antipasti. But Sicilian cuisine doesn’t really include this course. Everything that is served as antipasto in Sicily today was originally a side dish, or, during the harsher times of the island’s history, the only food served. That is why the largest chapter is Piatto unico. Anything which could be a side dish or a snack – and thus is also suitable as an antipasto – can be found in the Intermezzi chapter. Many of the products mentioned in the book are now available in supermarkets, such as Sicilian pecorino, scamorza affumicata, Sicilian artichokes, and whole rabbits. Others, such as wild fennel, require a bit of luck to track down, but at least this ingredient can be replaced by a combination of fresh dill and soaked fennel seeds. But that’s fine, because a cookbook is not supposed to be a substitute for a country and its flavours. What it can do is evoke a cooking culture and stimulate a curiosity to learn more about it. And that is my aim.
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So, if you are looking for a Sicilian cookbook that only contains lots of recipes, this isn’t the book for you. However, if you want to find out more about Sicilian culture, if you are curious about the people who live there, then this is the perfect choice.

I hope you really enjoy reading my book, which has become as much a part of me as Sicily.

Yours,

Cettina Vicenzino
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SICILY:
A CULTURAL GUIDE









Sicily is the largest island in the Mediterranean. It covers an area of 25,832sq km (9,974sq m), making it almost as big as Belgium. More than 5 million people live in Sicily. The capital, Palermo, has more than 1.25 million inhabitants, while second city Catania is home to more than 1.1 million people.

Constant invasions: the rulers of Sicily

During ancient times, the sophisticated Sicani, Elymian, and Sicel tribes lived peacefully in different parts of the island. The first trading posts were established by the Phoenicians in the west of the island. In the eighth century BCE the first Greek colony was established, and, while the Greeks enriched the island with a new culture and economy, they also sought to oust the indigenous people.

In 210 BCE the Romans arrived, making Sicily the breadbasket of Rome and, in the process, destroying almost all its forests. In the fifth century CE, the Vandals and Ostrogoths plundered the island, then, from 535, Sicily became part of Byzantium for 300 years.

The Arabs conquered Sicily in 827, rebuilt it, and let it flourish. Their tolerance towards all the other religions on the island made them popular with the people.

In 1061 the Normans conquered Sicily and, in 1194, they were followed by the Hohenstaufen dynasty, originally from Germany. The French Anjou kings and the Spanish House of Aragon that followed them were oppressive regimes, that neglected the island.

A devastating volcanic eruption occurred at Mount Etna in 1669 and an equally destructive earthquake brought further anguish in 1693. (Many areas that were destroyed in the south-east region of the island were rebuilt in Sicilian Baroque style, and were declared a world heritage site by UNESCO in 2002.)

From 1713 to 1720 the island was ruled by the dukes of Savoy and Piedmont, from 1720 to 1735 the Austrian Habsburgs took over, and, from 1735 to 1860, it was the turn of the Spanish Bourbons. None of these three were popular with the people of the island. In 1816, Sicily was united with Naples to form the Kingdom of Sicily. Unification with Italy came in 1861 and, sadly, Sicily was once again allowed to fall into a state of neglect. Up until the 20th century, there was a massive wave of emigration.

In 1946, Sicily became an autonomous region with its own parliament. In 1986, the largest trial against organized crime took place, and, in 2018, Italy chose Palermo as the country’s Capital of Culture.

Sicilian generosity

Despite their long history of exploitation, most Sicilians are exceptionally generous and will give even when they have nothing. If you visit Sicily, please don’t take advantage of this trait; all too often over the course of history, strangers have taken from the islanders without giving back. Even if someone absolutely refuses to accept money, Sicilians will still find a charming way of paying recompense, returning a favour in some other manner. Try to do the same.

Getting around

Being carless, I tested out buses, ferries, and trains all over the island. Even without a car, as a woman travelling alone, there is lots of great public transport, as well as private bus companies that are great value and punctual.
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LA MELANZANA

If you ask a Sicilian for their favourite dishes containing aubergines, you’ll be there for some time listening to the reply. Aubergines feature  in many of the island’s most famous recipes, from caponata di melanzane, the sweet-sour salad, to succulent stuffed melanzane ripiene. Perhaps you’ll prefer luscious melanzane alla parmigiana, layered with melting cheese, or a comforting pasta alla Norma. From casseroles, to pickled under oil, the aubergine is king in Sicily.

A Sicilian kitchen without an aubergine is unthinkable. You might almost believe the vegetable was a native of Sicily, given how often it is used in the island’s recipes.

The most widespread technique for preparing aubergines around the world is probably as stuffed aubergine halves, or perhaps served as a smoky puréed aubergine dip (baba ganoush). You might find it sliced, griddled, and served in a salad. But that’s about it. The Sicilians, meanwhile, have more than 80 recipes for this vegetable.

The aubergine is a master of versatility, with a fabulous savoury-yet-sweet flavour. It can be used as a soft purée, or as a firm meat substitute cooked in the same way as a pork chop (alla cotoletta). Contemporary Sicilian cooks experiment with it in all sorts of ways. Alongside risotto balls arancini alla Norma, inspired by the famous pasta alla Norma, you will also find more idiosyncratic creations, especially among the island’s restaurant menus. In his restaurant La Madia in Licata, for instance, the two Michelin-starred chef Pino Cuttaia rustles up tubes made from perlina aubergines, wrapped in crispy pasta, with cherry tomatoes and Ragusano cheese. Head chef Roberto Toro from the Belmond Grand Hotel Timeo in Taormina offers an interesting gnocchi made from aubergines, rather than the traditional potatoes, in a tomato sauce.

And yet the aubergine doesn’t even come from Sicily, originating instead in south-east Asia, India, and China.  It was the Arabs who introduced it to Europe and, in the late 14th century, it caught the attention of the Sicilians for the first time, being grown around the island and referred to by one of Sicily’s Carmelite orders of monks in their medicinal botanical survey.
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However, the aubergine was initially a failure on the island, due to the fact that the people were prone to dying after eating it raw! That is how it acquired its vernacular name mela non sana, or “unhealthy apple”, which over the years has become melanzana. Along with other members of the nightshade family, such as potatoes, aubergine contains the toxin solanine, which is why it must not be eaten raw.
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What has changed over time is the vegetable’s bitterness, which is barely – if at all – perceptible in newer varieties. In old cookbooks, readers were always instructed to sprinkle aubergines with salt before cooking, to extract their bitter juices by osmosis. Nowadays, this process is only necessary if you want to avoid the vegetable soaking up too much oil when you fry it. (Otherwise, aubergines are notorious for mopping up oil like sponges.) However, through osmosis, aubergines not only lose water, but also some minerals. There are varieties that naturally absorb less oil and so are better for any dishes that require the aubergine to be fried. For these recipes, look around for the nera di Palermo or the sciacchitana, both older varieties.
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There is an aubergine best suited to every recipe. The different varieties can be categorized into three basic shapes: round, oval, and cylindrical. Since aubergines turn brown when ripe – and the flesh inside becomes fibrous, too –  you might be surprised to learn that they are harvested and eaten while still unripe.

Here is a summary of the types available in Sicily, the first five of which are traditional Sicilian varieties:

-01- Melanzana ovale nera

Very versatile. Try it cubed in sauces or baked dishes, fried, stuffed, for involtini, or preserved in oil.

-02- Melanzana nera di Palermo

This absorbs little oil, so is ideal for frying, and is firm with few seeds. Good in parmigiana, stuffed, or cubed.

-03- Melanzana Baffa “Black Beauty”

An aubergine with few seeds and firm flesh, best for frying or baking, roasting, or preserving in oil.

-04- Melanzana sciacchitana nera

Widely available, this absorbs little oil, so is ideal for sautéing, deep-frying, or use in stuffed aubergine recipes.

-05- Melanzana nera mezza lunga

Excellent for frying, to be preserved in oil, for involtini, or cubed in aubergine sauces.

-06- Melanzana violetta seta

Delicate and very sweet. Best for frying, for parmigiana, pasta alla Norma, baked dishes, or preserving in oil.

-07- Melanzana mini perlina

This widely available variety is compact, with flesh that contains little water, so it does not absorb much oil. It is excellent cooked whole, or fried in cubes, for baked dishes, involtini, or caponata.

-08- Melanzana zebrina viola

A fine flavour and very sweet, with striped skin. For parmigiana, caponata, for baked dishes, stuffed, or fried.

-09- Melanzana bianca

With few seeds and an edible white skin, this is good for frying, baking, and for typical recipes such as parmigiana, caponata, involtini, and stuffed dishes.

-10- Melanzana violetta Messinese

A widely available variety, delicate and very sweet. Excellent for frying, for pasta alla Norma, and parmigiana.

-11- Melanzana tonda violetta prosperosa

A subtle and rounded flavour, for baked dishes, or frying.

-12- Melanzana violetta Palermitana

Like its cousins above, delicate and sweet. Suitable for frying and roasting, and excellent for parmigiana, pasta alla Norma, or for preserving in oil.

-13- Melanzana violetta zuccherina

A fine flavour and, as the name suggests, full of natural sugars. Try it chopped into aubergine sauces, for succulent baked dishes, or fried, stuffed, or for the classics involtini and parmigiana.

-14- Melanzana tonda violetta bella Vittoria

Last but not least, this aubergine is delicate and very sweet. Good cubed for pasta sauce, baked, fried, roasted, stuffed, for involtini, or parmigiana.
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PASTA ALLA NORMA

If there is a pasta dish which best represents Sicily, it is surely pasta alla Norma. This vegetarian summer recipe, originally from Catania, owes its appeal to just a few ingredients, which have to be of the finest quality. Most importantly, the way in which it is assembled is vital to its success.

The comparison of an aubergine pasta dish with Bellini’s opera Norma was supposedly first made by Nino Martoglio, a poet, playwright, and gourmet from Catania, the home of the recipe. He is meant to have exclaimed, “Chista è ‘na vera Norma!” (“That is a real Norma!”), after eating his first forkful.

If you have eaten pasta alla Norma outside Italy, you may well wonder what a rather ordinary dish made with short macaroni and bite-sized pieces of aubergine – chopped as though the cook was in a hurry – has to do with such an esteemed opera. The answer is nothing, because a dish made with macaroni and chopped aubergine is no Norma, but simply the household staple pasta con le melanzane. Though even in that humble dish, the aubergine shouldn’t be chopped. And, if we are being especially strict, macaroni with chopped aubergine should always be made with homemade macaroni.

You may have come across a more elaborate dish made with homemade cavatelli pasta, mozzarella, tomatoes, aubergines, caciocavallo or ricotta salata cheese, and basil. However, this is no Norma either, but a cavatelli al cartoccio from the region around Agrigento.

A genuine Norma must be composed like an opera in three acts. What is lacking from the widely available fast-food version with its macaroni and chopped aubergine is this process of arrangement, the careful assembly and compilation. And this can only be achieved if you serve it on not one plate, but three.

An authentic Norma has one plate with spaghetti, tomato sauce, and aubergine strips torn by hand. A second plate holds fried slices of aubergine. The last plate contains grated ricotta salata (salted ricotta).

Each person grabs one of the plates from the table before passing it on. You take sliced aubergine, place as many pieces as you want on your pasta, then sprinkle with ricotta. Since short pasta pieces don’t go well with large discs of aubergine, or even aubergine strips, it is essential to use spaghetti. (This is also far more elegant and befitting a dish named after an opera, as you can twirl them around your fork, rather than having to stab them as you do with macaroni.) It is a mystery to me why the inauthentic version with its macaroni and chopped pieces of aubergine has become so widespread around the world.

Luckily, I have never yet been served pasta alla Norma with macaroni and chopped aubergine in the province of Catania. Which is not to say that this inferior version cannot be found in Catania, too. More’s the pity…


                
                    [image: ]
                

            


OEBPS/images/Page_017_01.jpg
Iy -

790909





OEBPS/images/Page_016_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_019_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_018_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_013_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_015_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_014_01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		CONTENTS



		HOW TO USE



		Introduction



		Sicily: a cultural guide



		Primi



		LA MELANZANA



		PASTA ALLA NORMA



		Pasta with tomato, aubergines, and ricotta salata



		Pasta towers with meat sauce and aubergines



		Pasta with sardines (rich & poor)



		The mayor of Palermo’s favourite pasta



		Pasta carriage-style



		Pasta with spring vegetables, sun-dried tomatoes, and ricotta



		ELVIRA



		Elvira’s mama’s homemade raw tomato passata



		Pasta with tender squash leaves



		Black pasta with squid



		Pasta with ricotta, kumquats, and tuna bottarga



		Ravioli with radicchio, ricotta, and mortadella



		Pasta with Trapani pesto











		Secondi



		IL MARE



		Steamed scabbard fish with tomatoes



		Fried anchovies with mint



		Stuffed sardines on a skewer



		Tuna in a pistachio and sesame crust with sweet pickled peppers



		Salt cod with olives, capers, and pears



		L'AGRODOLCE



		Sweet-sour rabbit



		Tripe with black chickpeas



		Sweet meatballs with almonds and cinnamon



		Sicilian pork sausages baked with potatoes











		Piatto unico



		IL MONSÙ



		Caponata with eggs and St Bernardo sauce



		St Bernardo sauce



		Meat and vegetable pie with pasta and custard filling



		Anchovy and potato tart



		CICCIO



		Stuffed baked artichokes with St Bernardo sauce



		Ricotta dumplings in an orange and tomato sauce



		Angel hair pasta fritters with pecorino, spinach, date syrup, and cinnamon



		Mafaldine with lamb and minted sweet-sour squash



		LA STRADA



		White Sicilian focaccia



		Grilled octopus with ricotta houmous, panelle, and lemon couscous



		Arancini with tuna and aubergine



		Sicilian brioche burgers



		Sourdough bread with an Italian “mother”



		Two kinds of sandwich, traditional and modern



		LA TERRA



		Broad bean purée with black olives, chicory, and toast



		Broad beans with tomato and fried egg



		Double Jerusalem artichoke with black lentils and crispy chicken feet











		Intermezzi



		Fried broad beans



		Smoked tuna with grilled aubergine, figs, burrata, and a hint of orange



		Mini sesame panini with lemon marmalade and scamorza



		Sicilian sesame rolls with mortadella



		Courgette flowers stuffed with Italian sausages and mozzarella with a pistachio coating



		SALVATORE



		Potatoes cooked in sea water



		Tuna tartare marinated in sea water and served with red prawns



		Raw courgette salad



		Catanian tomato salad



		LA MONTAGNA



		Prickly pear skins coated in breadcrumbs



		Orange salad with pecorino and black olives



		Potato salad with capers, tuna, and olive crumble



		Braised broccoli



		Aubergine rissoles with scamorza and mint











		Dolci



		LA MANDORLA



		Almond blancmange



		CORRADO



		Pistachio pastry



		MARIA



		Cream-filled shortcrust pastries



		Coffee ice-cream sundae with hot chocolate sauce



		Coffee ice cream



		Layered dessert with crème pâtissière and Marsala



		Sicilian cassata torte



		Strawberry granita



		Traditional Sicilian orange cake



		Watermelon pudding



		Ricotta and wheat berry cakes



		Cannoli with artichoke cream











		Bevande



		IL CHIOSCO



		Sparkling salted lemon drink



		A Sicilian gin fizz



		Almond milk with a hint of green lemon



		A Sicilian aperitif



		Prickly pear and pomegranate cocktail



		IL VINO











		Addresses



		Acknowledgments



		GRAZZI ASSAI!



		Copyright













		Cover



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/dk_logo.jpg











OEBPS/images/Page_009_01.jpg






OEBPS/images/Page_008_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_012_01.jpg
(

102 28N 1 TRABLBRE

¥
C1 NERL

100K sicAn

TUMMINIA

i
1]
L~ €

= | cect s

seminiamo.

0







OEBPS/images/Page_010_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_006_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_022_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
e 50 00 0% A0 S S 0 A e e

e e e e e e e e e

RO TN AR TN AR T R TR T TR O AR

THE

SICILY

COOKBOOK

Authentic Recipes from
a Mediterranean Island

Ve XV 3XVe XV 3XVe XV XV XV 2XVWe XV XV XV

5 -Q CETTINA VICENZINO ¢-
G e

N R N TR AR AR AR AR AR ARG






OEBPS/images/Page_021_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_020_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page_021_02.jpg





