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‘Rachel Roddy describing how to boil potatoes would inspire me. I want to live under her kitchen table. There are very, very few who possess such a supremely uncluttered culinary voice as hers, just now.’


Simon Hopkinson


‘This very entertaining book is a perfect marriage of the personal with the practical. Rachel has the ability of combining intimate reminiscences with excellent recipes. If you want to know anything about the food of Rome or Sicily, this is the book for you.’


Anna del Conte


‘Rachel Roddy brings the warm flavours of the south into our northern kitchens. Her dishes from Sicily and Rome are linked by family stories, and both place and food are beautifully photographed. I shall cook from this book with pleasure.’


Jill Norman


‘Roddy’s writing often reminds me of a more generous, more evocative Elizabeth David.’


Nancy Harmon Jenkins, The Art of Eating


Rachel Roddy writes a weekly column for Guardian Cook. Her first book, Five Quarters, won the André Simon Food Book award and the Guild of Food Writers’ First Book award. Rachel lives with her partner, Vincenzo, and son, Luca, near the food market in Testaccio, a distinctive working-class quarter of Rome, and spends part of the year in Vincenzo’s family house in Gela, south-east Sicily.
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A new kitchen



Like the rest of the house, the kitchen blind had been closed for 15 years. I tugged the strap down hard. At first the blind jolted up but then, instead of continuing to roll up as a single sheet, the plastic sections collapsed back down one by one, as fast as an automatic rifle. Light streaked in, momentarily blinding me and illuminating both the room and the clouds of dust the blind had released. As it settled, the kitchen I had heard so much about revealed itself. It was my partner Vincenzo’s grandparents’ kitchen in Gela, on the south coast of Sicily, and the place he has always considered home. It was larger than I had imagined – six metres by four – with a low sink, a single arching tap above it and a curtain below, a small gas stove, a narrow work surface, and at one end a hatch through to a dining room of the same size. Two floors above me, Vincenzo and his cousin Elio were trying to get the motor for the water pump going on the flat roof, its wheezing attempts like a flat car battery, while my then-three-year-old son, Luca, ran around the house collecting more dust. This was in May 2015.


I had first visited Sicily ten years earlier, an impulsive trip with no luggage and no real plans other than a vague idea about finding a Caravaggio and a volcano. I began travelling clockwise around the circumference of island, mostly by bus. It was March. It was warm and the air so full of spring I could almost taste it. The bus, skirting the coast, cut between rich blue sea and the island itself, expansive, muscular and profoundly green. I caught my breath. The journey felt more important than the stops: Barcellona Pozzo di Gotto, Lascari, Messina, Taormina, Catania, Syracuse, looping inland to Enna. In a museum in Messina I found the Caravaggio, two in fact, and later, in Catania, a city that seems carved out of volcanic lava, I took a chair lift and inadvisably walked up to the snowy peak of Etna. It was also in Catania that I discovered that almond granita and warm brioche is considered a normal and ordinary way to start the day. I also noticed a flat for sale near the fish market.


The idea of replacing my London flat with that one taunted me. It was fanciful thinking but, reflecting back twelve years later, it’s clear that this was the moment when I knew I would stay in Italy, realization solidifying into resolve as I walked and walked. I didn’t buy that flat; instead, I decided to go to Rome to learn some Italian. As it turned out, a part of Rome called Testaccio stuck a foot out and tripped me up with its easy charm. In a way, I found Sicily in Rome when I met Vincenzo, and we settled in to life in Testaccio, a quarter that feels more like living in a small provincial town than part of a capital city.


Living with a Sicilian, though, and one whose love of the food of home is deeply rooted, brought a rich culinary vein of tomatoes and oranges, ricotta and oregano, of dishes invested with the warmth of Sicily. Vincenzo’s parents also lived in Rome and were quietly traditional in the way they ate, certain flavours as omnipresent as their lapses into Sicilian dialect. I became accustomed to flashes of Sicilian genius: wedges of lemon with everything, breadcrumbs on pasta, the perfume of saffron, pasta with sardines and aromatic wild fennel, swordfish and aubergine, orange and fennel salad, salted ricotta, pine nut and raisins in places I might not expect; and to the fact that every important occasion was marked with a triumphantly Baroque cake called cassata, or custard topped with hundreds and thousands.


Ask someone to show you how to cook something and there’s a good chance you will get more than just a recipe. Recipes live in stories: small everyday ones and much bigger ones. Vincenzo’s mother, Carmela, passed on her recipes to me along with pieces of family history that I might never have discovered otherwise. Each dish felt like a portal into their life, both in Sicily and away from it, where recipes became a way of preserving, remembering, and being transported.


What food do you pack in your suitcase when you go away? Like many immigrants, the movement of food became central to my life when I moved away, a clear reminder of here and there. Each time I went back to the UK I would take back pieces of my new life: pasta, Parmesan, pecorino, peperoncino and guanciale. Then, on my return, I’d fill my suitcase with baking powder, marmalade, Yorkshire tea, Marmite, fruit cake, Lancashire cheese, Polo mints and leaf gelatine. Vincenzo’s parents first left Gela when he was a boy, and the Sicilian food they took with them was a tangible link to their home region. His grandmother, Sara, who stayed in Gela, may have missed her daughter and grandchildren, but at least she knew they had plenty of her salsa (tomato sauce).
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For most Italians, Gela is now defined by two things: the mafia and the monstrous oil refinery that was built there in the 1960s. Vincenzo likes to tell a story about being at a dinner party where two Sicilians from Catania, on hearing a mention of Gela, laughed and said devi andare a Gela, per vedere quant’è brutta (you have to go to Gela just to see how ugly it is). Once or twice I have met a historian whose eyes have lit up at the thought of ancient Greek Gela, but guide books advise you to drive straight past. Like a child being told not to do something, though, all this just fuelled my curiosity. I was curious to see Gela, to understand. At the same time, although we had lived in Rome for ten years, Sicily had deeply influenced the way we cooked and ate. Occasional visits had provided feasts of the flavours we both craved, but our day-to-day life was Roman. Sicily was always bubbling just below the surface, though, for Vincenzo, whose attachment to his place of birth, and to its food, is powerful, but for me too. Then: ‘Why don’t you go and spend some time in nonna’s house?’ his father, Bartolomeo, suggested one night after dinner. It turned out that the family had been waiting for us to ask, for someone to open the house and pull up the blinds.
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In May 2015 we drove our heroic Fiat Panda from Rome to Naples, took the night boat to Palermo, then drove through the heart of the island to the opposite coast. From whichever direction you arrive, you see the oil refinery first, one of its chimneys striped like socks, and the city sprawls, the outskirts modern and bloated. In the claustrophobic heart of the old town you see layers of history: new houses built into the medieval city wall, traces of Arab city planning. It is a place full of disrepair and despair, but quietly beautiful and intriguing if you give it time, and explore the back streets, hidden courtyards, churches and shops. The family house is on via Mazzini, one of a grid of streets in the old town. It was a shock the first time I saw it: several of the houses were closed up, two others had simply collapsed, and street cobbles burst up in little eruptions. The house itself was stark. Once inside, though, it felt like a home, although plain. I was still standing with a piece of the blind in my hand when Vincenzo and Elio came back down from the roof. What did I think of the house? Vincenzo asked. ‘I like it very much,’ I said. ‘I knew that,’ he replied.
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What makes a kitchen inviting? Technically, the kitchen in Gela is too small, too low, too old and ill equipped (everyone in the family had taken something), and yet it welcomes. I was ready to look for clues and found some straight away in the set of yellow glass plates and bowls which is the long-lost twin of the one we have in Rome, a garage full of equipment for harvesting wheat and tomatoes, and bottles of Martini and Cinzano dating back to 1976. Then there were the two faded, ever-so-slightly sunken marks in front of the stove where nonna Sara had stood.
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Before any cooking, though, there was shopping. Gela no longer has a central market, just a dispersed one that plays out on street corners, pavements, people’s front doors and garages. As in many of the world’s most abundant markets, the spectre of poverty hovers. Vegetables dense with flavour and character, the deeply coloured fruit of back-breaking labour, are sold by the kilogram and cost almost nothing. Later, in August, a searingly hot one, we find tomatoes, crates and crates of them, that taste so resolutely like tomatoes it is disconcerting, figs that taste like honey, and aubergines, some pendulous and black as night, others round and pale purple, which are dense and creamy. There are car boots full of peaches, metre-long cucuzze, great floppy bunches of squash greens with tendrils, and onions the size of frisbees. By September there were grapes and more grapes, the kind that burst in your mouth and taste almost drunken. I felt drunk on it all. It all seemed ideal until Vincenzo’s cousin reminded me that it isn’t: between the good farmers, workers, middle men and opportunists, the good and the not-so-good-stuff, you need to know where to go.
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We have now spent two long summers in Gela, and made several shorter visits, each time bringing back more recipeswith us, which, alongside our Roman favourites, have becomepart of our lives. Gela continues to confound my romantic ideas about Sicily and Sicilian food, but at the same time pulls me in with its brilliance, its smells, habits and traditions. It feels important to note that although I hope I have respected the traditional ways of doing things and local formulas, these are very much my interpretations of Sicilian and Roman dishes – it is home cooking, which is by its nature anarchic, resourceful and personal. This is a recipe book that reflects the way I cook and eat: uncomplicated, direct and adaptable family food that reflects the season, is rich in vegetables and pulses, and suits our modest budget and the basic equipment we have in both kitchens. As an English food writer living between Rome and Sicily, I also have an eye on my English kitchen, and how the recipes translate there. When I can’t find a kilogram of Sicilian tomatoes that cost almost nothing (which I can’t in Rome or London), I adapt. One thing I don’t compromise on is extra-virgin olive oil, the soul of almost all the food I cook. Quality oil, ideally Sicilian, pungent and slightly bitter, with the flavour of olives intact, has become a habit.


The two kitchens of the title are Rome and Gela. In a sense, though, we could have called the book ‘many kitchens’: there is my ever-present English one, and now your kitchen, or kitchens, as you make the recipes your own and bring your own experience to them, while making yourself, your friends or your family something good to eat.
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VEGETABLES AND HERBS



Tomatoes


Aubergines


Peas


Broad beans


Cauliflower


Potatoes


Onions


Herbs
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Tomatoes



‘My grandfather was a tomato farmer.’ There were other lines too, about drumming, politics, pasta; a series of green lights that kept the words flowing. There was a perfect Negroni too: three fastidiously equal parts of gin, Campari and Martini, with just the right amount of ice. It was cool, then warm, then sweet, then bitter enough to burn the back of your throat. It was the tomatoes that won me over, though. This, my first conversation with Vincenzo, took place over the bar where he worked, a row of bottles behind him. I had been living in Testaccio for only a few months, working in a trattoria that thought it was a restaurant next door to his bar. I had no intention of staying more than a year before going back to Sicily to finish the journey I had interrupted. Having already spent two months in Sicily, everything about Vincenzo – his proportions, his colouring, the rug of black hair, the curve of his nose – was familiar. The conversation was led by music: New Orleans funk, jazz, ska… I am no music nerd, but I know one when I see one, and can keep my end up. Talking about music was easy, other subjects less so. I persisted, fascinated by the island he came from, which was all I wanted to talk about. I must have told him I had interrupted my journey in Sicily at Enna, an ancient and bleakly alluring town high in the the navel of the island. It was at that point that he offered small pieces of information about his home town of Gela on the south coast, and the fact that his grandfather had farmed wheat and tomatoes there. It seems ridiculous now to have found this so seductive; perhaps I was being subconsciously calculating, the future food writer sensing potential material. My enthusiam was also, in no small part, thanks to the second Negroni glowing on the bar. He still teases me about that first conversation, with its soundtrack of Dr. John and Grant Green and my insistent questions about tomatoes.


When Vincenzo was growing up, tomatoes were everything and everywhere. His grandfather Orazio, who had begun farming at the age of ten, cultivated two varieties of tomatoes: the round, deeply fluted fleshy variety known as nostrani (ours), and cherry tomatoes with thick skins and almost dry, acidic but sweet flesh that grew al grappolo (in bunches). Wheat was his most important harvest, and artichokes and broad beans were vital in the crop rotation, but tomatoes were at the heart of it all. There was an agricultural crescendo building up to tomato season in the summer months, when the sun and volcanic Sicilian soil joined forces to produce legendary quantities of tomatoes that seemed as much a part of Sicily as vines and olives, even though they are relative newcomers, having arrived in only the sixteenth century, and remaining a mere curiosity until the early nineteenth century. The fruits of these months culminated in the most important week and domestic ritual of the year, when families would put away tomatoes for the following year. Orazio wasn’t just growing tomatoes for his own family, but for the extended family and neighbours, and everyone would await the news that the tomatoes were ready. Vincenzo’s grandmother, nonna Sara, would dry empty beer and soda bottles in the sun for days in anticipation: these are the details I love. Then the crates of tomatoes would arrive, potential pressing against their thin skins, and the whole street turned into a production line as the race against ripeness began.


Vincenzo and his cousins have knee-high memories of the great wall of crates and a sea of bright red, of aluminium cauldrons that three of them could hide in, of the child-sized sieve and ladle, the crank of a vegetable mill the size of a man’s arm. Much of the equipment is still in the garage, and is still monumental in its own way. Tomatoes were cooked, drained to get rid of watery juices, then milled to produce two sorts of salsa (sauce), one a smooth passata and another a pezzetti (in pieces), with a chuff of basil. Vincenzo’s uncle Liborio, for whom this really was the way of his young life, has the sharpest memories about how, in the days before metal tops, his older brother put a cork in each bottle and then bound it with string before wrapping the bottle in newspaper to be reboiled. One bottle would always explode. There were fragments of stories about the strattu made from tomatoes dried in the sun on boards on the roof and worked with a dough scraper until they reduced to a thick, clay-like deep rusty red paste. Tomatoes preserved for the year meant exactly that: they would be eaten all year round, with pasta e pomodoro of some sort for nearly every meal. The sunburnt strattu, the concentration of summer in Sicily, was put into almost every dish.


There are tomatoes that are everything, and tomatoes that are not. I was born in 1972 in the middle of middle England, so I know all about the clichés of cardboard and cotton, disadvantaged tomatoes with no sense of sun or urgency about them. Like everything, though, tomatoes are relative. I also knew the best tomatoes in the world, the ones we grew against the sunny garden fence. They collected as much English sun and growbag goodness as they could, and we watched and poked and twisted until they came away in our hands, the flesh sweet and acidic. There were also the huge tomatoes my mum would bring back from the Athenian grocer in Bayswater, great heavy fleshy things that seemed plumped up. Possibly they were Dutch, but they were fleshy and blowsy and I thought they were delicious. I was given the job of peeling them, a kitchen task I still love, plunging them in hot water so that the skins split, then into cold water so the skins would slide off. My mum made tomato sauce too, nothing like Sara’s street-sized quantity, but a fair amount, and her resourcefulness was every bit as admirable. She brought out the best in tomatoes that were lacking, or used tinned plum tomatoes with a squirt of concentrate, a bit of red wine and lots of olive oil. There was often a pan of sauce burping away on the back of the stove, its taste a contradiction – both of home and somewhere else. To me it was the best sauce.
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Tomatoes are all relative. Vincenzo and I met in Rome: in the middle, tomato-wise. For me, coming down from northern Europe, Roman tomatoes were a source of much joy. For Vincenzo, coming up from the south, Roman tomatoes were not a patch on Sicilian ones. I think there is a certain amount of campanilismo (loyalty to your belltower) here: the local Testaccio tomatoes may not be as good as those from further south, but they are still good, superb even during their true season, when Roman markets are splashed with red.


We visited Sicily many times, but it took us ten years to get to Gela. That first summer, the tomatoes didn’t disappoint. Exactly as described, they were almost exaggerations of themselves, the local ones ridged and intensely flavoured, the San Marzanos long and slender, the cherries bursting with sweetness and acidity that catches the roof of your mouth. They were everywhere, the street corners throughout the city all stained red. A father and son pitched up at the end of our street, their car boot full of tomatoes, 1 euro per kilo. It all seemed like a Sicilian paradise – until I realized it wasn’t, and felt foolish. Present-day Gela is a very different world from the one in which Orazio grew his tomatoes. The reality we discovered was like a crate of tomatoes in the back of the car on a very hot day: beautiful on the surface, but underneath a bit fizzy and fermenting, and at the very bottom weeping and absolutely rotten. It was obvious that something wasn’t right, to find these fruits of backbreaking labour at such pitiful prices. As we drove around during that summer we found ourselves again and again among miles of greenhouses growing the seasonless produce – often all show and no substance – that customers now want all year round. We saw small armies of cheap labour coming to pick them, and vicious dogs that chased us away when we took a wrong turn. One day I talked to the father of a little boy Luca was playing with in the park, who had been a tomato farmer until it became impossible to survive. It was the industrial boom of the 1970s that emptied Sicilian agriculture of young men who wanted something different from the backbreaking labour of their fathers. But the subsequent slump, when the exploitative greed of middlemen and the mafia ruined the industry, left it all in a terrible mess. While we talked, our boys transformed the top of the slide into a pirate ship. Suddenly he stopped and stared and joked nervously: I wasn’t a journalist, was I? I told him I was a writer, but only of recipes. The story of Sicilian tomatoes is the elephant in the room; after looking at it, we can move on to the stories of people still farming fairly, growing tomatoes in the sun and selling them for a decent price. We buy their tomatoes and eat them all summer long.


I can offer one piece of advice about sun-drying tomatoes on a Sicilian rooftop in August: check the weather forecast. And even if you do, be distrustful and keep an eye on the sky, as great grey clouds may arrive, swallow the blue and unload the first rain in months. Rain is a precious relief after days of sirocco, the hot, still wind that blows in from the Middle East, covering everything in its wake with a layer of fine yellow sand; but less so if you have balanced a tray of tomatoes outside between two chairs. I stood for some time, looking at the rain falling like a chain curtain, before remembering. Shit. I ran up the two long flights of stairs, my flip-flops doing exactly that, on to the flat roof to find most of the tomatoes floating in a puddle.


That experience during the first summer in Sicily seemed to sum things up. We knew that things had changed in Gela, that people didn’t preserve tomatoes as they once had. What I wasn’t prepared for was that, in a town where once almost everybody had done it, almost nobody did any more. And there was no one to ask. We were in Sara’s house, but she wasn’t there. Sara’s sister had quietly lost her mind; Elio, Vincenzo’s closest cousin, is a man of very few words; the other cousins were keen to tell stories, but details and explanations were missing. Our fruit and vegetable seller made suggestions, but not very helpful ones. One day I impulsively went up on the roof, put a piece of hardboard across two chairs and covered it with halves of cherry tomatoes. It was incredibly hot that first year, and at noon the sun would centre itself over the roof and give a fierce burning stare that bleached everything. The halves sweated and then, almost before my eyes, starting looking crepey at the edges. By the end of the day the flesh had sunk completely and the seeds were like buttons on a military jacket. I ate two or three, like damp, intensely flavoured tomato leather. I would leave them for one more day. That was when it rained. I’m not sure why I didn’t pick them up from the puddle; the rain stopped as soon as it started. But I didn’t, and I didn’t talk about it either; it all felt so pathetic, an appropriation of customs that were not mine, the rain pouring scorn on it all.
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The following summer, just a few days into our stay, we were walking to the supermarket on via Ventura. There is a particularly pretty road lined with oleanders; on one pavement was a chair with a board on it, and on that were tomatoes opened up to the sun. A woman came out with her daughter and we asked. She showed me how to prepare the tomatoes, how to open them up, using your thumbs to brush away the excess seeds, and then later, as they dry, you do the same motion to retain the shape. A few days later, in Piazza Giacomo, I looked up at a balcony beside the church of San Giacomo to see a man cutting tomatoes in half and arranging them them on a board. You know how, once you’ve noticed a detail for the first time, it’s then all you see? After that I saw trays of tomatoes everywhere: on high window ledges, on top of laundry racks, on a chair propping open a door. So the tradition was still alive, quietly, mostly among the older Gelese.


At Vincenzo’s insistence we bought tomatoes from the car boot sale at the end of via Mazzini, round with deep frills and thin skins, and fleshy. Vincenzo washed the board and I washed the fruit, then began cutting. Elio arrived, sat down and started helping, opening the halves out with his massive thumbs, flicking away some of the excess seeds. Actions seem to jolt memories and soon they were both talking, remembering how Sara would assess a tomato, selecting the best ones for drying (as in life, the more perfect the specimen the better it will preserve); how they called them chiappe (bum cheeks) because the tomatoes weren’t cut all the way through but stayed in pairs; how she salted them, then watched and watched until they were dense and dry with a faint juicy potential. There was no rain this year, and our tomatoes dried in two-and-half days. The five kilograms had become small, wrinkled, pliable rounds, a concentration of tomato and sun, and now fitted into one tub. They are now in Rome, to be snipped into pieces and plumped back to life in pasta sauce or stew. Next year we will make two batches.



Salsa


Simple tomato sauce


There are tomato recipes throughout the book, of course, but here I concentrate on the basics: sauce and salad. They aren’t really recipes at all, but aren’t many of the best things like that? Tomato sauce, like tomatoes themselves, is relative. Where are you making it? What time of year is it? Who and what is it for? Your aim, surely, is richly flavoured sauce. More than recipes, I like collecting advice about tomato sauce: how to coax the best out of it, when it needs enhancement, how long to cook it for, how a handful of unseasonal roasted cherry tomatoes helps midwinter tinned tomato sauce no end, as does a spoonful of tomato concentrate, or a pinch of sugar – it’s true – to offset the acidity of tinned tomatoes. I am going to suggest three sauces: this very simple one with two variations, a sauce to make in big batches that is particularly useful in winter and England, and Uncle Liborio’s summer sauce.


Many of the recipes ask for a simple, smooth tomato sauce, made with fresh or tinned, with just enough oil, salt, garlic or onion. This is the sauce you want for baked pasta, or pasta with aubergine and salted ricotta, or your own arancine. You could just use a bottle of passata at a push, but making your own is worth the effort. This is our standard sauce, pure-flavoured and uncomplicated. I usually opt for the garlic version, the cloves peeled and crushed with the back of a knife. Garlic’s fiercely sunny perfume flatters the tomatoes, but don’t let it burn or it becomes an acrid bully. The onion version is excellent too, just don’t add too much onion: it’s not ragù. Or maybe you want ragù; it’s your sauce. The food mill, or mouli, is indispensable here, doing a job no other tool can, pressing every bit of goodness from (and also removing) the skin and seeds. In the absence of a food mill you can use a sieve or a stick blender, but use cautious blasts so it doesn’t turn into foam.




Serves 6


1.5kg ripe tomatoes


The onion version


1 small onion


6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 tablespoon tomato purée


a pinch of red chilli flakes (optional)


a pinch of sugar (if necessary)


salt


The garlic version


2 garlic cloves


5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


a sprig of basil


a pinch of sugar (if necessary)


salt





Wash the tomatoes, cut them in half and put them in a heavy-based pan with a little water (they should still have the washing water clinging to them) over a medium heat. Simmer for a few minutes, stirring attentively, until they give out enough liquid to stop them sticking. Remove from the heat. If you can see a lot of watery juices, drain them away, then pass them through the food mill in preparation for the next stage.


For the onion version, finely dice the onion. In a large, deep heavy-based frying pan or casserole dish, gently fry the onion in the oil until soft. Add the puréed tomatoes and simmer for 20–30 minutes, or until the sauce is rich and thick. Taste it after 15 minutes or so and decide if you want to add the purée. Add salt to taste, the chilli flakes if you wish and a pinch of sugar if the sauce is too acidic.


For the garlic version, peel the garlic cloves and, if you want a stronger flavour, press the cloves with the back of a knife until they split but remain whole. (If you want a mild garlic flavour, leave them peeled but whole). Put the olive oil, garlic, basil and puréed tomatoes in a heavy-based pan, bring to a gentle boil, then reduce the heat and simmer for 30 minutes, or until the sauce is rich and thick. Add salt to taste and a pinch of sugar if the sauce is too acidic, and remove the basil before serving.
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My big-batch sauce


Everyone has their own recipe for tomato sauce, shaped by taste, influences and practice. This one is influenced by Sicilian salsa, the sugo that I’ve eaten here in Rome, and also by being back in England regularly and wanting a sauce that works when I can’t get hold of a glut of gorgeous fresh tomatoes. Like so many Italian recipes, it is open to improvisation, so treat this as a template: use all tinned tomatoes in winter, more fresh in summer, tweak with salt, chilli and sugar. That said, I will be prescriptive about the quantity of olive oil: don’t skimp. And buy the best tinned plum tomatoes you can, ideally San Marzano.


The other beauty of this sauce is that it keeps for a week in the fridge, and if at any point you think basta (enough) sauce, it freezes brilliantly. The last bit of advice is from my mother-in-law, Carmela: the sauce should cook at a gentle simmer that has you peering under the pan to see if the flame has gone out, until a red burp on the surface reassures you that all is well.




Makes about 2 litres


3 garlic cloves


100ml olive oil


750g fresh tomatoes, skinned and roughly chopped


2 x 800g tins plum tomatoes


red chilli flakes, to taste


sugar, to taste (optional)


salt





Crush the garlic with the back of a knife so that it splits but remains whole. In a large heavy-based pan over a medium-low heat, warm half the oil and the garlic. Fry it gently for a few minutes, until pale gold and fragrant; it must not brown. Remove the garlic, if you like. Add the fresh tomatoes, a good pinch of salt and the chilli. Simmer, uncovered, for 10 minutes.


Use kitchen scissors to roughly chop the tomatoes in their tins, then tip them into the pan with the rest of the olive oil. Bring the sauce to a simmer, reduce the heat to very low and let it simmer very gently, uncovered, for 45 minutes, occasionally squashing the tomatoes against the pan with a wooden spoon.


Take the pan off the heat, taste and adjust the seasoning (if the sauce seems a bit sharp you can add a teaspoon or so of sugar). If you like a smoother sauce, pass it through a food mill or blend with short, cautious blasts with a stick blender (not too fast, or it will turn into a pink foam).



Pomodoro a picchi pacchio


Liborio’s tomato sauce


This is a sauce for high summer, when the doors and windows are open and you’re cooking in a vest. Once you have taken the skins off, summer tomatoes can be crushed or squished by hand. It’s the combination of the rich, slightly concentrated juices and the oil that makes this chunky sauce so good. Rip the basil with your fingers and serve with a pasta shape that catches the sauce, such as penne, casarecce or rigatoni. The name picchi pacchio (or picchi pacchiu or pic pac) seems to be used for various sauces, but in my family it means a chunky tomato sauce like this one, perhaps because picchio in Sicilian suggests a female, so the name means something buono (good) and inviting, which this is.




Serves 4–6


1kg ripe tomatoes


2 garlic cloves


a large sprig of basil


6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


salt





Peel the tomatoes by plunging them into boiling water for 60 seconds, then use a slotted spoon to lift them out (save the water for cooking the pasta) into a large bowl of cold water, at which point the skins should peel away easily. Squash the tomatoes with your hands or chop them roughly, catching the juices.


If you want a milder flavour, crush the garlic cloves with the back of a knife so that they split but remain whole; otherwise, slice them thinly. Rip the basil into pieces. In a large, deep, heavy-based frying pan or casserole, warm the olive oil and garlic. Once the garlic is fragrant, remove it if you wish, then add the tomatoes, basil and a pinch of salt and simmer for 10–20 minutes, or until the sauce is thick and rich.



Fagioli al pomodoro


Beans with tomato


Beans and tomatoes make a good couple. When they are in season, fresh borlotti work wonderfully; dried ones are different but just as good, as are tinned. The sauce should be rich and slighly jammy, so go slow. I am tempted to say you must wait a day, as it is undeniably better after a rest, but a few hours will do. The other day I served this with crumbled salted ricotta, more olive oil and focaccia, and it was a gorgeous lunch.




Serves 4


1kg fresh borlotti beans in their pods, or 300g dried borlotti beans soaked overnight, or 2 x 400g tins borlotti beans


1 small onion


1 small celery stalk


3 tablespoons olive oil or lard


500g best-quality plum tomatoes, milled or crushed


a handful of fresh basil


salt and freshly ground black pepper





If you are using dried beans, soak them in plenty of cold water for at least 8 hours or overnight. Drain the beans and put them in a heavy-based pan, cover with at least 5cm water, bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to a simmer. Cook the beans for 1 hour, then begin checking for doneness. Once the beans are tender, remove from the heat and leave them in their cooking water.


If you are using fresh beans, shell them, then boil them in salted water for about 25 minutes, or until tender.


Finely chop the onion and celery. Put the olive oil, onion and celery in a deep sauté pan with the oil and cook over a medium-low heat until soft and translucent.


Mill, crush or purée the tomatoes with a stick blender until they are smooth and add them to the pan. Stir, season with salt and pepper and simmer for 15 minutes. Drain the beans and add them to the pan (you can also add a little of the cooking liquid to thin them slightly, or use it for soup), stir and cook for another 10 minutes. Check the seasoning and tear in the basil. Allow the beans to sit for 10 minutes (or a few hours) before serving.


These are even better the next day, maybe even better the day after that. If your kitchen is cool you can leave them overnight in the coolest corner and then reheat them gently the next day. If you keep them longer than a day, store them in the fridge but remember to pull them out an hour or so before you want to gently reheat and then eat them.


[image: illustration]



Baked tomatoes with anchovies, garlic and breadcrumbs


A Sicilian rooftop is all very well, but a domestic oven can do an equally good job of baking tomatoes until they are wrinkled and their flavour is rich and concentrated. Exactly how long you cook your tray of tomatoes for depends on both the tomatoes (and how much water they contain) and what you want to serve them with. If they are to eat with fish or roast chicken they need to be quite soft and fleshy, so that they create an almost-sauce. If you’re serving them as part of an antipasti with olives, salami and cheese, or to be mixed with little gem lettuce – which is a most tasty and satisfying salad – you can cook them for longer, until they are drier and the crumbs are really crisp.




Serves 4


extra-virgin olive oil


700g tomatoes, ideally small plum-sized ones


1–2 plump garlic cloves


8–12 anchovy fillets


100g soft breadcrumbs, from day-old bread


salt





Preheat the oven to 180°C/160°C fan/gas mark 4. Grease a baking tray with olive oil, then halve the tomatoes lengthways and sit them cut-side up in the tray. They should be quite snug. Slice the garlic very thinly and cut the anchovy fillets in four. Push a sliver of garlic and a piece of anchovy deep into the fleshy pulp of each half tomato. Scatter the breadcrumbs over the tomatoes. Sprinkle with salt and zig-zag generously with olive oil.


Bake the tomatoes for 20–30 minutes, or until they are very soft and bubbling at the edges and the breadcrumbs are golden and crisp on top. You need to keep an eye on them.



Insalata di pomodoro


Tomato salad


When it is tomato time and they are full-flavoured and cheap we eat them straight, sliced, halved, quartered or diced with salt and extra-virgin olive oil, probably with some ripped basil, tomatoes’ soulmate. Occasionally I hide them under a blanket of ricotta. Then there is this salad, the one we ate growing up, in which the dressing makes up for what the tomatoes lacked. When made with good fleshy tomatoes, such as beefsteak or cuore di bue, and shallots that are chopped very finely, it is a smashing salad. My dad makes the dressing in a jar, shaking it until it thuds (the water helps with emulsifying). This is also nice with tinned tuna, ideally fleshy chunks of ventresca (belly tuna).




Serves 4


2 shallots


6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 tablespoon good-quality red wine vinegar or sherry vinegar


3 large, fleshy, ripe but firm tomatoes


salt





Make the dressing by chopping the shallots very finely, putting them in a bowl and whisking them with the olive oil and vinegar, along with 1 tablespoon water and a good pinch of salt. If you want to peel the tomatoes, do so, then slice them and arrange them in overlapping slices on a large plate. Pour over the dressing, making sure the shallots are well distributed. Serve.



Insalata con l’acqua


Tomato, cucumber, onion and bread salad


The name means salad with water. It is is rather like panzanella, so a resourceful, high-summer salad that makes the best of the fleshy tomatoes, the plentiful juice of which, along with olive oil, brings old bread back to life. For this Sicilian version, water is added, just a little, to help soften the bread further. For someone like me, who has always thought water is the enemy of salad, this seemed odd. But it is only a little water, and if the ingredients are full of flavour and the bread robust – two-day-old country bread or sourdough work well – it is wonderful, the water mingling with the olive oil, vinegar, tomato juices, capers and onion into a dressing. In Gela one night I made this for Vincenzo’s father, who hadn’t eaten it since he was a boy, and who then insisted I make it every night for the rest of his stay, using extra bread to mop up the dressing.




Serves 4


600g ripe but firm tomatoes


2 small cucumbers


1 large red onion


4 tablespoons good-quality red wine vinegar


100g capers packed in salt


600g two-day-old sourdough bread


a handful of basil leaves


a pinch of dried oregano


6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


salt





Roughly chop the tomatoes, catching the juices. Peel the cucumbers and quarter them lengthways – you can cut away the seeds if you wish – then cut them into 2cm pieces. Slice the onion thinly and sit it in a bowl of cold water with 2 tablespoons red wine vinegar for 15 minutes or so. Rinse the salt from the capers and tear the bread into pieces.


In a large, shallow serving bowl, make a layer of bread, then cover it with the tomatoes, cucumber, drained onion and capers. Tear over the basil and sprinkle with oregano. In a bowl or jar, whisk or shake together 50ml water with the remaining vinegar and salt, then add the olive oil and shake again until it emulsifies. Pour it over the salad. Toss well, allow it to sit for 5 minutes, then toss again and serve.
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Aubergines



My Sicilian father-in-law, Bartolomeo, tells a story about aubergines. As autumn teetered on the verge of winter, the whole family would leave their unheated apartments and go down to the ground floor, where the bakery was. His mother Lilla ran it capably, an extraordinary feat for a widowed woman in her late husband’s town – a town in which the mafia was so tightly woven into the fabric of the place it was inseparable from it. The adults of the family, along with friends and neighbours, would pull chairs close to the huge forno al vapore (steam oven), one of the first of its kind in Sicily and still generously giving out residual heat from the day’s baking. While the adults talked the children would play, delighting in the warmth. At some point Lilla would take aubergines and make incisions in the deep-purple skin just large enough for the flesh to accept a small clove of garlic. She would then put the aubergines in the oven, possibly alongside a tray of whole onions still in their skins or scrubbed potatoes. An hour or so later they would be pulled from the oven, the aubergines collapsed into wrinkles, the charred skin flaking away. The fleshy insides, soft and slightly smoky rags rich with garlic, were eaten with bread or the roast flesh of the potatoes before everyone made their way home, or up to bed.


I have often heard it said that aubergines are to Sicilians what potatoes are to the Irish. Which is fitting, considering they are relatives, both belonging to the deadly nightshade family that also includes tomatoes and peppers. This deadly relationship explains why, even though they had arrived in Europe with Arab traders in the Middle Ages, aubergines were considered inedible, dangerous even. The Italian name, melanzane, comes from the Latin mala insana: insane apples. By the eighteenth century, like tomatoes, aubergines were very at home in the southern Italian soil, and had become a defining ingredient.


Vincenzo’s family call aubergines milunciani, which has slipped into melanzane over their years in Rome. His grandfather didn’t grow aubergines, but their neighbours did. Like everything grown or made, aubergines were currency to be exchanged for olive oil, cheese or anything else they didn’t produce themselves. There were several varieties: long, lustrous inky-black ones called nostrano (our own kind), spherical ones the colour of lavender called tunisine and middling ones streaked with purple and white. All varieties can be good, but when choosing aubergines make sure they are heavy, with skin that’s bright, firm, glowing and offering resistance: it should bounce back when you press it. Aubergines are a yin-yang vegetable, the dark skin slicing open to reveal pale, sweetly spongy flesh that tastes not so much of the earth or the sun as the tang of the sea. Which brings us to salting them, and whether to or not.


I have come to the conclusion that salting is a personal thing: some cooks and chefs that I admire do, and some don’t. Traditionally, salting was a way of eliminating water by breaking down the cells – thank you, Harold McGee – in order to draw out the bitterness and at the same time temper the aubergine’s legendary sponge-like ability to soak up oil as it cooks. A neat side effect of salting is that the aubergine is also well seasoned. Nowadays, with bitterness bred out of most varieties, salting is about eliminating water. However, I have found that if you press unsalted slices in a cloth until they are really dry, then fry them in a good few inches of oil, they absorb it, yes, but then release some of it back once they are golden, and so in the end they absorb more or less the same amount of oil as salted slices would. This, though, is very unscientific and entirely personal, and a good friend disagrees with me vehemently. The best way is to experiment – but isn’t it always? Although I don’t generally salt, I did discover a nifty salting system, which is to lay the slices or cubes in a colander, sprinkle with some coarse salt (the rule of thumb is 1 tablespoon salt for 1 kilo aubergines), then cover with a plate, put something heavy like a big pan of water on top and wait for the puddle. After an hour, shake off the salt (some people rinse and squeeze), then pat dry and fry. I always fry in olive oil, the soul of good Sicilian cooking. Any discussion about aubergines in Sicily, though, must begin with caponata.



Caponata


Sweet-and-sour aubergine stew


Every morning of the week except Sunday, Vincenzo’s grandmother Sara would wake at five o’clock to put the coffee on. By the time it was ready, her husband, Orazio, would have woken, washed and dressed as he always did, in black trousers. He would drink his coffee and eat a piece of bread before picking up a package and going downstairs. Until the early 1960s, the basement was a stable for his mule, Giuseppina, and later – once his eldest son, Totò, learned to drive – a home for the tractor that would take them both to the land they rented on the edge of the province. They would arrive in the field at about 6 o’clock and work until 10 o’clock, at which point he would open the package, which contained bread, tuna and caponata that Sara had made, and a litre of his own wine.


Like her grandmother and mother before her, Sara made great quantities of caponata, the quintessential sweet-and-sour Sicilian stew. It’s a dish that makes absolute sense in Sicily: the abundance of aubergines, the home-made tomato sauce that families still put aside each year, plentiful celery, olives and capers, the sweet-and-sour presence of sugar and vinegar about flavour as well as conserving. Like any dish made according to a family recipe shaped by necessity, there are as many versions as cooks.


I make caponata often, both in Rome and London; it translates well anywhere. Like so much traditional Italian cooking, the key is choosing the right ingredients and practice: tasting and trying again and again, adjusting the quantities to your own taste, until you have a version you really like. It’s important to fry the aubergines in plenty of hot oil (I use extra-virgin olive oil); the cubes should dance around the pan until golden. The finished dish needs to rest for at least an hour, ideally three. It’s even better the next day, and keeps well in the fridge for up to four. Traditionally it would have been kept for much longer, and thus contained far more vinegar; it was bottled and put aside for the winter, more like a relish or pickle. In my modern version, inspired by Sara and my friend (and food writer) Fabrizia Lanza, the ingredients are distinct but united by a sauce rich with, but not overwhelmed by, tomato. I particularly like caponata as part of a picnic-style lunch with tuna, bread and wine. It has an affinity with roast meat, particularly lamb. It’s also good stirred into pasta or as the filling for a savoury tart.




Serves 6


1kg aubergines


extra-virgin olive oil, or whatever oil you prefer to fry in


4 celery stalks


75g capers, ideally packed in salt


150g olives (use your favourite type; I like black Gaeta olives)


1 large red onion


200ml tomato sauce (see page 32 or 36) or good-quality passata


75g raisins (optional)


50g pine nuts (optional)


50g sugar


50–75ml red wine vinegar


a small handful of basil leaves (optional)





Cut the aubergines into 1–2cm cubes. Heat about 5cm oil in a small, deep, heavy-based frying pan until hot. Fry the aubergines in batches – do not crowd the pan – until golden brown, then drain on kitchen paper, sprinkle with salt and set aside. The oil can be strained and used to fry again.


Trim the celery stalks of any tough ends or strings and cut in half. Bring a small pan of water to the boil, add the celery and cook until tender but still with bite – usually about 5 minutes. Drain. Once cool enough to handle, chop the celery into 1cm chunks and set aside. If the capers are salted, soak them for a couple of minutes, then drain them. If they are in brine or vinegar, drain and rinse them. Pit the olives.


Slice the onion thickly. In a large, deep frying pan, warm 4 tablespoons oil over a medium-low heat, add the onion and cook until soft and translucent. Add the celery, stir and cook for a minute or two. Add the tomato sauce and cook for another 2 minutes before adding the capers, olives, raisins and pine nuts and stirring again.


Make a well in the middle of the pan and add the sugar and the vinegar to it, allowing the sugar to dissolve in the heat. Stir and cook for a minute or two, tasting to see if it needs more sugar or vinegar. Turn off the heat, add the aubergines and rip the basil into the pan. Stir the mixture gently so that the aubergine remains in nice distinct pieces. Leave to sit for at least 2 hours, or better still several, turning gently once or twice.


[image: illustration]


Melanzane al forno


Baked aubergines


This is our version of Lilla’s bakery-oven aubergines. They are delicious eaten like Vincenzo’s family did next to the oven, peeling away the blistered flesh, then squashing the smoky, sweet-like-butter flesh and finishing with a squeeze of lemon. I think of this as a deconstructed baba ganoush, and it also goes well with roast or grilled lamb. A couple of halves are good on green salad leaves with some crumbled salty cheese. Aubergines prepared this way can be curled up in a jar and covered with olive oil to preserve them. They can then be served as an antipasto, possibly with a little vinegar to cut through the oil and make the flavour keener. If your oven is big enough, why not bake some red peppers or whole onions too, for a Sicilian feast?
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