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‘Life in the valley is still firmly moulded by the past. The two regions that meet in the valley – famed for their art, architecture, traditions, cuisine and landscape – are the cradle of the classic image of Italian culture. Those who dwell here live in mediaeval houses, pray before altarpieces painted by Renaissance masters and prepare their food with the grace and balance instilled into them by hundreds of years of measured civilization. They use recipes handed down from mother to daughter, based on home-produced ingredients … I have tried in this book simply to describe a great living tradition of good eating that has not yet succumbed to the pressures of modern life. It is not a conventional cookery book, but it is about real food. I hope that it is discursive enough to be read in bed and will fill the reader with pleasant dreams of the Italian countryside and new ideas for good food’ Elizabeth Romer.
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Preface


The heart of an old Tuscan farm house is its ample fireplace where in winter everyone sits in the warmth of the log fire. The hearth signifies home, comfort, peace and love. The first time that we met Silvana and Orlando Cerotti, Silvana was cooking over the open fire and in the dining room around twenty farm workers were enjoying plates of pasta. Silvana insisted that we join them and soon we too were eagerly eating her sublime, simple food. And still today, although some forty-five years have passed, her domestic culture and that of her family has not greatly altered.


When I started to write The Tuscan Year my aim was to describe the way of life of the Cerotti family throughout the seasons of the year so that in a hundred years time or so people might read the book and really understand what life entailed in the Tuscan countryside during the early 1980s. The book, unlike so many cookery books, was not about me and my way of cooking, but about the Tuscan rural life of a family at a particular time in history.


Naturally, over the years, some aspects of life in the valley have changed and progressed. At the time I wrote The Tuscan Year although Orlando and his men gathered quantities of grapes and olives to make wine and oil it was generally for family consumption. As markets and fashion have altered, Sauro, the Cerotti’s son, has planted larger vineyards, and their good wine is now bottled by an Umbrian dealer. Their olive oil is of excellent quality and today comes in large square-sided bottles and on the label is a simple version of the image used on the jacket of the first UK edition of The Tuscan Year.


Sauro and his wife Anna have extended their activities – and their ample neighbouring house, where once the shepherd and his family lived (along with a large flock of sheep in the ground floor stables), has been converted into a summer house for visitors who come from other European countries like Holland, Germany and Denmark. Some of their guests have indeed been attracted there by the way of life depicted in The Tuscan Year and have asked me to sign their copies. However, since the days of the Grand Tour, foreigners have appreciated the treasures of Tuscany and Umbria: the elegant landscapes, the ancient architecture, not to mention the works of Piero della Francesca in nearby Sansepolcro, Monterchi and Arezzo.


Sauro and his son Cesare, who has recently left school, still continue the work initiated by Orlando Cerotti who sadly passed away on 29 June 2015. They, along with their employees, labour in the forest that surrounds them, gathering wood for sale to people in both country and town. And in houses dotted around the slopes of the valley, Menchino, Guido and Tonio, vital workers for decades, still live in close proximity to the Fattoria and continue to enjoy Silvana’s cooking.


E.R. 2018
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	Introduction








This is a book about the food grown and prepared by a family who live in a green and secret valley joining Umbria and Tuscany, two of the most historic and beautiful areas of Italy. It is also about this family’s everyday life and the culture of their region, for Tuscan cuisine is inextricably bound to the culture and personality of Tuscany and its people. I do not mean by Tuscan cuisine the elaborate food that one might eat in one of the region’s many grand and elegant restaurants; I mean the sort of food that the waiter will eat when he goes home, the recipes that the grandmother of the chef might cook every day.


I fell in love with Italy in the traditional English manner when as an art student I travelled from Rome through the Tuscan cities to the north. I was dazzled by the art, the architecture and the landscape but even more by the Italians and their food. I loved the noisy market women of Rome who pressed bunches of cherries into my hands to taste before buying; the impressive arrays of cheeses in the food shops, the vast loaves of rough bread and the wine with which we filled our bottles from the big barrels kept in the dark depths of the tiny shops. It was not until some years later that, engrossed in a life of archaeology in the Middle East, my husband and I decided that the most logical place to have our home was between Egypt and England. So, armed with the small amount of money that in those days one was allowed to remove from Britain, we set off to find a house in some Mediterranean country. After dallying with a Turkish house in Greece we sailed for Italy and went straight to Tuscany.


My first impression of the house that was to be ours was of a grey stone building with a lichen-encrusted red-tiled roof standing above green and scented fields that were studded with the brightest scarlet poppies and blue cornflowers. The surrounding hills were green and lush with chestnut trees, and the valley was bisected by a dusty white road and a stream which we crossed by footbridge to reach the house. It was June and the air was full of the steady drone of bees. The crickets, disturbed by our footsteps, leapt before us as we walked through the meadows. After exploring the house we went up to see its owner at the fattoria, the home farm, and we walked into their huge dark kitchen. There was Silvana Cerotti with an enormous bowl of pasta in her arms serving food to the work people, about twenty or so they must have been. Immediately chairs were shuffled around and she insisted that we join them for lunch. It was the first of many meals that I have enjoyed at the Cerottis’ house.


Over the years we have become friends; I have spent many hours sitting in Silvana’s kitchen watching her cook, walking with her through the fields where she has taught me which greenery can be picked to make an insalata di campo, a wild salad: and most enjoyable of our expeditions remain the funghi hunts in the woods where I have learnt which mushrooms are edible and which poisonous. When we first came to the valley Silvana did her ironing with an antiquated tall hollow iron that was filled with wood embers. One day when I wandered into the fattoria, she was using an electric one and chuckling with glee at the ease and convenience of the new iron. Then I realized that this old-fashioned life could change: perhaps the next generation of country women would forget how to make cheese, maybe the prosciutto would be bought from the store and the old skills would be gradually forgotten. This is one reason why I started to write down all the things that I have learnt from Silvana; the other reason for writing this book is that her Tuscan way of life is so satisfying and her way of cooking so delicious that they deserve to be known by a greater number of people. When I told Silvana what I was doing she was delighted at the thought that other women in far-off lands might read about her way of life.


Life in the valley is still firmly moulded by the past. The two regions that meet in the valley – famed for their art, architecture, traditions, cuisine and landscape – are the cradle of the classic image of Italian culture. Those who dwell here live in mediaeval houses, pray before altarpieces painted by Renaissance masters and prepare their food with the grace and balance instilled into them by hundreds of years of measured civilization. They use recipes handed down from mother to daughter, based on home-produced ingredients.


This ingrained tradition is typified in the life of the Cerotti household. Both Orlando and Silvana are strongly Tuscan in origin, coming from small enclosed communities in the remote mountain area between Cortona and Castiglion Fiorentino. They have one remaining young son, Sauro, the elder, Pietro, having been killed in a farming accident some years ago at the age of sixteen. A giant new tractor overturned on a slope and pinned him underneath. Silvana herself took him from the field and he is buried in the little churchyard on the hill above the house. Every Sunday she visits his grave with fresh flowers that she grows in a plot laid aside by the kitchen garden, and on the anniversary of his death priests come from Cortona to celebrate a memorial mass in the eighteenth-century chapel that stands next to the house. She makes them a splendid lunch and it is a comforting occasion.


The Cerottis come from old farming stock and they run their estate and live their lives in a traditional manner. This they do from choice not necessity. Their lives are bounded by the land, which they use to its fullest extent, and in this way they are virtually self-sufficient. Their property is extensive, stretching over 400 hectares, and includes acres of forest and arable land, streams, vineyards, many small houses and their own imposing fattoria with its surrounding walled kitchen garden, olive groves, chapel and outbuildings. They utilize each part of their domain and grow and gather in the fruits of the seasons helped by their contadini, or farm workers, who live with their families in the surrounding stone houses. Years ago it was common for the contadini to be turned out of their homes and off the land that they may have toiled over for years by the whim of an absentee landlord; today the workers are better protected. However, the children of the contadini drift away to the towns and the sons who stay on the farms have difficulty in finding girls who are willing to marry them and share the drudgery and discomfort of the draughty stone houses and the everlasting toil of the farmyard. Those who choose to remain on the land are those who have a taste and love for it.


The Tuscans are a sober and even severe group of people, or so it is said in other parts of Italy. Although the Cerottis have been highly successful in a modern world, their values are rooted firmly in the country traditions of a past age. It is possible even to perceive the sort of values inherent in ancient Roman family life in their family group. The old virtues of Gravitas, Pietas and Simplicitas still remain. Gravitas, or taking life seriously and treating each day’s problems, however small, with care, is a strong trait. Pietas, the acceptance of authority, whether human or divine, and discipline before that authority, is still to be seen in the family structure: father’s word is law and he himself is law abiding. Simplicitas, or the ability to see things clearly and as they really are, is perhaps an adjunct to country life where actions and their consequences are very clear. If you do not water your crops they will die. If you do not reply promptly to a business letter the outcome may be less obvious. Vesta, the hearth, is still of paramount importance. The Lares and Penates of ancient Rome have evolved into small plaster sanctuaries devoted to the Blessed Virgin or the Sacred Heart. The family is extended as in Roman times from father, mother and the children to dependent workers and other relatives. Father is still judge and supreme authority of what actions are to be taken and mother is still arbiter of morality and behaviour. The supper table is where matters are discussed and decisions taken.


All the year round, the produce of the farm is grown, gathered and stored following a pattern laid down centuries ago. The days begin early, end late and there are no holidays. As Silvana often observes, if you want to eat genuine food then you must work hard to make it. The tasks vary according to the changes of the seasons and the phases of the moon, the lunar rhythm dictating when to move the wine, sow the seeds and gather the herbs. The labour is divided. Orlando has the responsibility for the fields and their crops, the woods, the vineyards and the flocks. Silvana’s domain is the house, the kitchen, the store-rooms and the kitchen garden, though this is dug and planted by one of the men. She also tends the domestic animals, which she feeds – walking miles to gather the best fresh herbiage – fattens, and finally kills. Hers, too, is the job of cheese-making and preserving the fruit and vegetables.


Silvana’s style of cooking is not ornate, nor has she ever bought or read a cookery book, but from traditional knowledge handed down to her she produces wonderful Tuscan country food: her repertoire of recipes is large. Each month has special dishes appropriate to the season; produce is grown, gathered and stored to provide variety in the kitchen throughout the year. Silvana’s cooking derives its immense character from the freshness and simplicity of the ingredients and the balance with which she combines them. The grace and economy of her food depend to a great extent on the ready availability of the traditional supplies in her dispensa, or larder. Her broad beans taste so good because it is easy for her to dash to the pantry and slice off a lump of prosciutto to flavour them; it is just as simple to add a glassful of wine to the cooking pot from the two-litre jugs of red and white wine on the kitchen table. Like most Italian cooks, she gives vague answers to most questions about quantities in any given dish: as much as is needed, a handful, a bunch, un pò – a little. Yet the proportions of her dishes are always nicely balanced by experience. She does not slavishly weigh out ingredients according to recipes, but has learnt by example from her elders, her mother and grandmother, then embroidered upon this education with her own experience and taste.


The character of Tuscan food is rather like the character of the Tuscans, sober and severe. This is not to say that their food is dull or that they have no sense of humour. Their food is simple, and consists of the freshest ingredients of superior quality unadorned with unnecessary items that would mask the intrinsic excellence of the basic food. Which is nothing more than our old virtue of Simplicitas – recognizing things for what they really are.


The appearance of a traditional Tuscan field demonstrates amply the basis of Tuscan cooking. The alternating rows of vines and olive trees around which corn is sown provide their essential staples: bread, olive oil and wine. Each part of Italy has its traditional staple: in the south it is pasta, in the north rice and polenta, but in Tuscany the basis of many country meals has always been bread. Similarly, there are areas in Italy that use butter as their chief cooking medium. Tuscany is not one of them. Here good olive oil has always been used for cooking even for the frying of sweet cakes. The wines of Tuscany are of the best in Italy; of course the Tuscans would say they are the best. And these excellent heavy red wines perfectly suit the good quality meat which also plays a great part in Tuscan cooking, again often prepared in the simplest way, that is, grilled over an open fire of sweet-smelling wood. Tuscans are also partial to beans, which they eat seasoned with their best olive oil. The nickname for Tuscans in Italy is in fact mangiafagioli – the bean eaters. Although the basic characteristic of Tuscan food is simplicity, this does not signify that its preparation is easy and needs no care. From the market or garden to the table great attention and concentration are applied to the choice of the ingredients and the preparation of the dishes.


I have tried in this book simply to describe a great living tradition of good eating that has not yet succumbed to the pressures of modern life. It is not a conventional cookery book, but it is about real food. I hope that it is discursive enough to be read in bed and will fill the reader with pleasant dreams of the Italian countryside and new ideas for good food.


The activities I describe throughout the book generally happen during the month in which I have placed them. Of course much depends on the weather. In some years, for example, a cold wet spring might delay sowing and planting. Easter may fall early or late or early frosts ruin crops. The altitude, too, affects the growth and blossoming of plants and trees. Man’s efforts to cultivate the land are in the end controlled by the elements.








	January
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In January, when the mountains surrounding the fattoria of the Cerotti family are usually covered with thick snow and the thrice-daily bus is stopped until the snow ploughs can clear the road, the best way to approach their house is by the dirt road that leads from the Umbrian pianura. This narrow road, which in winter looks like a slick dun ribbon, passes through scattered grey stone villages, the prettiest of which is dominated by an elegant seventeenth-century church. Then bending sharply round this church past the post office with its art-nouveau letter box the road continues alongside flat fields edged with winter-naked vines planted in the ancient Roman manner.


The road passes the castello of a nobleman whose great-grandfather planted the magnificent line of umbrella pines that crown the ridge behind the castle. Roman columns powdered with snow lie like fallen trees in its grounds. Facing it across the bare cornfields on the other side of the valley another great house rears up from the wooded slopes, a classic shape in a rustic landscape, reputedly designed by Palladio, though thought by some to have been conjured up in the course of one night by the devil, a common legend about old houses in Italy. Continuing on its way the road passes the small walled cemetery where every evening someone comes from the village to light the red glass lamps beside each grave, so keeping the dead company through the night by illuminating the icy air. Outside the grey stone houses with their snow-speckled Roman-tiled roofs, the geese and hens stray onto the road to peck and scratch at its stony surface, tame rabbits hop on the verges in search of the scanty grass and occasionally flocks of sheep block the road.


Past the last farmhouse adorned by a madonnina standing in a crumbling baroque niche the valley grows narrower. The hillsides, covered in woods of turkey oaks that still carry their rusty dead leaves, interspersed with juniper and ginestra, close in upon the fields and soon the road, wedged between lichen-coloured rocks, reaches the old customs-house on the borders of Umbria and Tuscany. Squat and square it stands on the verge, dating from the time before Garibaldi gathered Italy’s separate kingdoms together. Here at the border the valley bells out once more and the road, curving beside a small stone monument, turns sharply back upon itself and winds upwards through the snow-blocked pass to Cortona, the market town whose massive Etruscan walls enclose silent alleys and steep sunless lanes, tall secretive houses and churches reputed to be haunted by lines of shuffling monks. A perfect mediaeval hill town.


It is at this bend in the road at the head of the valley, where the mountains rise steeply, that the Cerotti fattoria lies, placed on a small hill with the fields spread like skirts about it.


The house is very large and square with a classic aspect, built of finely cut stone, the façades decorated with pilasters. Five massive and majestic black cypresses surround it. The roof has a shallow pitch and under the deep eaves there are small round holes cut in the stone for swallows to nest in. The space around the house is paved with grey flags, now coated with treacherous black ice, and a breccia strewn drive leads up from the road to the front door with its sentinel pine trees, then circles around the house. At the back a courtyard contains the old chapel on one side and on the other a domed bread oven. Kindling for the fire is kept by the bread oven and stacks of logs by the garden wall. The large double back door of the fattoria leads straight into the heart of the house, the kitchen, a high square room with the customary red tiled floor and massively beamed ceiling. The most important feature of the kitchen, and possibly of the house, is the fireplace, around which, especially during these cold months, the life of the household is centred. Vast logs burn brightly all day and no one willingly leaves the warm kitchen for the icy chill of the upper rooms. Those neat piles of brushwood and logs that have been conscientiously gathered and stacked throughout the warmer months lie near the kitchen door so they are handy for quick forays to replenish the fire.


The Cerottis’ fireplace is large and consists of a flagstone platform raised about two feet off the floor, with room on this platform on each side of the fire for two wooden chests, the best seats on these cold winter nights. The chimney breast soars to the ceiling. Fuel, logs from the forest, is supported by massive iron fire dogs trimmed with brass knobs. From a hinged triangular bracket placed high on the back wall of the chimney hangs a sooty iron chain with round links as big as teacups. From the chain hangs a copper cauldron which holds about ten litres of boiling water. When there are a great many people to feed Silvana cooks the pasta in this and fishes it out with a pear-shaped strainer. The quantities of pasta that the cauldron holds are too large to pour out into any normal colander. She makes ricotta cheese in it too. Around the fire there are all sorts and sizes of trivets to hold the pots and pans, for Silvana does much of her cooking over the open fire. There is a hollow under the stone platform, with a small entrance to it, in which dough wrapped in a cloth is left to rise. It also provides a refuge for tiny chicks and even at times for the cat. The huge carved mantel-shelf that runs the length of the chimney breast is frequently garlanded with herbs, mushrooms, wet boots, and even pigs’ intestines, put there to dry in the wet winter months.


Most of the rest of the space in Silvana’s kitchen is occupied by the heavy wooden kitchen table, covered with a gaudy oil cloth. This table has deep drawers at either end in which Silvana keeps kitchen utensils of antique design, odd heads of garlic, a few mushrooms in season and, on occasion, game, a few birds or even a hare, as well as ammunition for the guns that are hung in the corner by the kitchen door. The old stone sink is by the wall near the door and over it is a favourite Italian device, an open-bottomed cupboard containing a wooden rack for draining the dishes, the drops falling into the sink below.


Opposite the fireplace, below the window with its view down the valley, there is a new gas stove with an electric oven, an expensive efficient model. But Silvana prefers to cook on the open fire or on the old wood stove beside it. She is convinced that food tastes better when cooked over a natural flame, so most things from meat to bread are cooked on the fire which burns perpetually with fuel obtained easily and at little cost from their own forests. The large stone oven outside is also heated with wood but is only used in the summer when there are twenty to thirty farm hands to feed.


Off the kitchen lies the dispensa, the pantry, where sacks of flour ground at a local mill are kept. Tuscan bread, large appetizing loaves made from unbleached, only partially refined flour, is now bought from the village store and Silvana keeps it in an old wooden bread chest, a long shallow lidded box on tall legs that is called a madia. The chief characteristic of Tuscan bread is that it is unsalted. Although this can be disconcerting at the first taste, when one remembers that it is often eaten with the very salty prosciutto or as the basis of well flavoured soup, salt in fact is not a necessary addition. Besides, this sort of country bread was designed to be baked only once a week. The addition of salt would attract water to the loaves and make them mouldy, whereas without salt they remain dry but can always be softened with a little soup. A glass-fronted cabinet contains row upon row of home-made tomato conserve made by Silvana at the end of the summer from the abundant crops in the kitchen garden, to last for sauces all the year through. From the beams in the ceiling hang bundles of dried herbs, both for cooking and for medicinal purposes, and also bunches of grapes which will remain fresh for months after the vendemmia, the picking, if hung in an airy place. The large wooden table is used for making pasta and pastries, and the pecorino cheese, Silvana’s speciality, is left in its deep drawers to drain in earthenware moulds overnight. Large bowls of Cortona ware contain eggs fresh from the farmyard and there is a collection of bottles with china stoppers on wire catches. These are filled with wine for the labourers to carry in an old satchel with their breakfasts of rough bread and salame when they are working in far-off fields.


Through the pantry there is a long narrow passage lined with a tall dresser, its frame doors covered with fine meshed wire screens, a larger version of the old-fashioned English meat safe. In this are kept the prosciutto, whole hams, and the ripest cheeses. High on the ceiling dangle fat salame, sausages, and more prosciutto made in the house from the home-killed meat by a butcher from Castiglion Fiorentino.


These bitter months, when no work can be done in the fields, are the ones when the Cerottis’ lives most resemble those of their parents and their own as children. Their forbears would have filled the time with making baskets for collecting the olives and grapes and would have fashioned wooden sleds and carts to be drawn by the oxen and mules. Now the men occupy themselves with checking over and repairing the farm equipment and tools. The women would have spun and woven woollen cloth and embroidered their own trousseaus of fine cotton, voluminous chemises and nightgowns edged with crochet and decorated with complicated inset panels of lace. They also decorated their heavy linen sheets and made elaborate fringes for their hand towels. Now, Silvana concentrates on knitting thick socks and shawls, spinning her own wool from their flock of sheep. She uses two intertwined wools, one light, the other dark, to enable her to see her stitches when working by firelight.


Silvana in her mid-forties is a sturdy handsome woman, still what the old fashioned Tuscan men would call grassa, which does not mean fat, but ripe and pleasing although her face has now lost the pretty smooth plumpness of her wedding photographs; the years have planed away the flesh to reveal the prominent high cheekbones and her splendid dark eyes are cradled deeper in her face. She wears her long black hair severely combed back and folded up over tortoiseshell combs; gold earrings dangle next to her creamy skin and glint in the firelight.


Both Silvana and Orlando remember that when they were very young, in their isolated mountain communities no one had cars or even motor cycles; all movement was accomplished on foot or with the aid of mules. This, says Orlando, is how each small group of mountain people came to have its individual dialect: no one travelled far to mix with other villagers, so they evolved their own private language to embellish their basic Tuscan. They still regard the speech used in the television news broadcasts as Italian, different from their own way of speaking.


To the right of the house above the kitchen garden a path leads to a house lived in by Andrea the shepherd, who tends the flock of about 120 sheep. One of the major tasks of this winter month is the feeding and tending of the animals, who rely on the stored grain for their fodder while the grass is well covered and flattened by snow. The folds under Andrea’s house are full with ewes and so far sixty-three lambs have been born. Some nights he must sleep in the fold with the tiniest new born lambs held close to his body for warmth – the ancient way of ensuring that the small creatures will not perish in the bitter temperatures. In the morning he and Silvana will have the finger-numbing job of de-icing the water pipes from the spring to keep the drinking supply going to the folds. Another of Silvana’s early jobs of the day is to soften up the grain for the animal fodder in hot water; she slings a huge can on to the hook and chain over the fire and the grain simmers away over the blaze. Later she carries it up the hill to the sheep and pours it into the low wooden troughs for the older lambs to gorge themselves. At this time of year the ewes’ milk is reserved for the lambs; it is too cold for the cheese to form properly so there can be no cheesemaking until later in the year.


As January is the traditional month for pig-killing, much of Silvana’s time now goes into curing prosciutto, the large succulent salt-preserved hams that form such an important part of Italian and Tuscan cooking. In previous years the Cerottis had over a hundred pigs of their own housed in sties some distance away from the house. It was Silvana’s job to look after them and she would walk out in all weather to feed and tend the beasts. But after a while the work became too much for her, so the herd was sold and now they buy a fine pig each year for their supply of hams and salame. The big decisions to be taken are from whom to buy the pig and which animal looks the healthiest and most likely to produce the best prosciutto. This year they disagree over which pig they should buy: Silvana is in favour of a smaller animal, as she says it will have less fat on the carcass, but Orlando has set his mind on a creature of gigantic proportions. His is the casting vote and the fat pig is brought over the mountains in a truck. The animal is handled carefully to see that it sustains no injury or bruising, which would adversely affect the curing of the meat.


In years gone by the slaughtering of the pigs was a messy noisy business. Silvana remembers when she and her sister were girls and used to feed the pigs on their little farm high in the mountains. When the day for slaughtering came her sister would rise early and run far up into the woods so that she would not hear the pigs screaming and there in the shelter of the trees she would cry her heart out. Silvana, being made of sterner material, would often assist in the killing and hold the bowl for the blood. Orlando is also soft-hearted and insists that a humane killer be used to prevent the creatures suffering; a small pistol fires a retractable bolt into the pig’s brain and death is instantaneous. Then the heart is pierced to let the blood flow. Silvana stresses that the animal must be properly bled or the prosciutto will not cure properly. She also observes that the only animal whose death the old Tuscan people really mourned was the ox, the beautiful white beast that drew the plough; they were mourned almost as if they were human because they too need nine months in the womb before they are ready to be born.


After the pig is killed the butcher comes to divide the carcass into its different parts. The Cerottis have a butcher in Castiglion Fiorentino whose skill they trust and he comes every January to butcher their pig. He brings with him about ten kilos of the best vitellone, beef from young oxen, plus a large quantity of the ox intestine, budello, which he uses as skins for the sausages; the pig’s intestines are used in a different manner. Every part of the pig has its uses and most will be preserved in some way to form part of the basic ingredients and necessities for the larder. After the four quarters of the pig have been laid aside in a cold place the butcher makes the salame. Happily, there are wide differences of opinion in different parts of Italy as to what goes into the best salame, which means there are many different types to enjoy. In Milan the meat is ground very fine and the texture of the sausage is close-grained with the fat distributed evenly through the meat, giving a uniform pale rosy colour. Tuscans, however, prefer their salame to have a deep wine-red meat studded with large pieces of the white fat and a great many whole black peppercorns. This type is usually referred to as ‘nostrano’, simply, our own make. Another very popular Tuscan variation is finocchiona, a fairly fatty loosely-packed pork salame flavoured with fennel seeds, which is truly delicious and makes a pleasant change when served together with more traditional sausage at the beginning of a meal. The Cerottis themselves like a mixture of pork and beef, as they find that pork alone is too rich and indigestible.


The butcher minces up the mixture of meats and fat in careful proportions, adding first a little nitrate to aid the conservation of the meat, then garlic juice, which is obtained by putting several large cloves of garlic into a muslin and sharply battering the garlic until it can be squeezed through the muslin to drip into the sausage mixture. The butcher also adds salt, whole black peppercorns and enough white wine to bind the mixture. He then stuffs the skins, forcing the mixture through until they are fat and rather knobbly, and finally he ties the ends firmly with twine.


Then the butcher takes the pig’s head and parts of the belly and kidneys and he cuts them up and cooks them in the great cauldron over the fire. When the meat has been boiled to a state of tenderness he takes out the pieces and lays them all on the bare, well-scrubbed wooden table. Then with an iron curved-bladed chopper held in each hand he quickly chops the meat into small pieces (discarding the bones) making a great thundering noise on the table as he works. He seasons this mediaeval-looking mixture with chopped fresh orange peel, salt and a great deal of black pepper to make a deliciously perfumed brawn which is a real delicacy, the pungent orange making a surprising note in the flavour. The brawn is stuffed into soft fibry paper cases and tied at the ends with string, then the sausage is put into a net so it can be hung from the pantry ceiling. These brawn sausages, called carne di testa di Maiale, coppa or capoccollo, are perhaps six inches in diameter and a foot or so long.


Sausage-making would seem to be a masculine preserve. Silvana merely fetches and carries and watches the proceedings. She also washes the pig’s intestines very thoroughly in many changes of water. Later she will lay them for days in a mixture of coarse salt and fennel seed, after which they will be hung around the fireplace to dry, looking like ribbons of yellowish fat. This ‘budino’, as Silvana calls it, although budino can also refer to a blood pudding, will be cut into short lengths which are toasted on a trivet over the fire until they are crisp and crackling. They taste rather like the fatty crackling from a joint of roast pork though the flavour is slightly more gamey. Sauro enjoys them for breakfast with fresh bread on cold mornings. Just the thing to sustain you on a cold six o’clock morning bus ride through the mountains.


The remaining meat is minced and stuffed into small soft sausages which are either put into glass preserving jars and covered with olive oil or eaten fresh. The mixture for these sausages is pork, vitello, crushed garlic, salt and lots of ground black pepper; sometimes a little dried oregano is included as Silvana likes the flavour. In Arezzo there is one butcher’s shop that sells wonderful sausages made of very lean meat and flavoured with ginger, zenzero; these are exceptionally fine. The spice does not give an actual ginger flavour but is lightly piccante. The pig’s forelegs, or the skin of them to be more exact, are stuffed too, and sewn up to form zampone, a boiling sausage eaten with lentils or creamed potatoes.


To make the fresh sausages, salcicce, the butcher attaches a tubular nozzle to the old-fashioned mincer which is clamped to the end of the kitchen table. He then opens the end of the longest ox intestine he can find, slides it over the nozzle and feeds the pre-minced meat again through the mincer and into the skin; he tries to make the longest, most even sausage he can manage. Guido, Orlando’s foreman, who along with two other neighbours is helping the butcher, stands to receive the emerging sausage and winds it around like a Catherine wheel or Cumberland sausage on a large square board. He has a ball of thin twine and starting with a knot at one end he makes individual sausages by extending the twine the required length of the sausage, about two and a half inches, then, looping the twine around the sausage and pulling it tight, he is ready to proceed to the next salciccia link in the chain. The sausage-making is accompanied by a great deal of bucolic ribaldry of an obvious nature, in heavy dialect. Orlando, who does not actually join in the work, stands on the hearth and shouts instructions to everyone else and succeeds in keeping them all in continuous fits of laughter. He helps himself now and again to the wine which is always to be found at one end of the kitchen table. At very nearly fifty he is a good-looking man with a burly thickset figure and a pair of flashing, surprisingly blue eyes in a broad brown face. His taste in clothes is also surprising. He is sometimes to be seen in spring, wearing a very old suit of superlative brown velvet, which must have belonged to his father; which he adorns with a large purple bog iris in the lapel, the whole crowned with a brown velvet cap. On market days of course he wears a sober suit and a brimmed hat when he goes to stand and chat with his peers in the marketplace at Cortona. It is he, in fact, who does the marketing for such items that they do not produce themselves and he has excellent taste and discrimination when it comes to picking out a fresh fish, the most delicate fillet of veal or a tender artichoke.


When the butcher has finished his work and the sausages have been put away in the pantry, and the table cleared, Orlando brings out a bottle of his own grappa, lovingly distilled from their own wine. He pours out a glass for everyone and they relax after their hard work. Silvana chats to the butcher and asks for news of various relatives who live in his town. She enjoys hearing all the latest gossip about old friends whom she does not often have a chance to see. This is partly why they always ask him to butcher their pig, the other reason being that he is Tuscan, and can be trusted to do a proper job in the way of which they approve. Although Italy has been unified for more than a hundred years the inhabitants of small towns, not to mention whole provinces, are deeply steeped in their own very independent history and cultural traditions. There is enormous competition between the various regions in Italy and this is shown in the proud preservation of their regional differences. One of the strongest expressions of these differences is in the food of each region. The Cerottis would not trust someone from a different area with such an important task as the curing of their hams. This year, as Silvana predicted, the pig was too fat and she murmurs to the butcher about the amount of waste there was on the creature. The butcher tries to remain noncommittal and to change the subject Orlando chases Silvana around the kitchen with a broom.


Later in the day the pig’s blood is made into sanguinaccio, a blood pudding flavoured with pine kernels, currants, candied fruit, cinnamon and nutmeg and thickened with breadcrumbs, and this is Orlando’s favourite dish from the pig. The sanguinaccio has several different names. Biroldo is a common name for a version of the pudding which is boiled in a skin like a sausage. Burischio, migliaccio, or mueccia, the latter a dialect name used in Silvana’s native hamlet, are the names for the pudding that is cooked solely in a flat pan or tegame. Orlando prefers the mueccia which is a mixture of the pig’s blood, grated pecorino, lemon peel, a small amount of breadcrumbs, nutmeg, a little sugar, salt and wine. Silvana puts this mixture into a tegame and cooks it over the open fire. She covers the pan with an old tin lid and on top of the lid heaps hot embers; this has the effect of cooking the top of the pudding until it is quite crisp.


◇ To make the Sanguinaccio you would need 1 kg or 2¼ lb of blood, 200 g or 7 oz of breadcrumbs, three glasses of stock (in Umbria they use the stock from a boiled tongue), 100 g or 3½ oz of pine kernels, 50 g or 2 oz of sultanas, 100 g or 3½ oz of candied fruit, a pinch each of cinnamon, coriander, nutmeg, white pepper and salt. You also need a sausage skin. The method is as follows. First you must sieve the blood. Then simmer the breadcrumbs in the stock for ten minutes, drain them and squeeze them dry. In a bowl mix the blood and breadcrumbs together. Add the fruit and the pine kernels, a pinch of salt and a good sprinkling of all the spices. When the pudding is thoroughly mixed stuff it into a well-cleaned skin. Tie each end but leave a little empty space so that the contents will have room to swell in the cooking and in that way you will prevent the skin from bursting. Place the sausage in a pan full of cold water; bring to the boil and boil gently for thirty minutes. Remove the pudding from the pan and allow it to cool. When you are ready to serve the dish slice the cold pudding into thick slices, remove the outer skin and fry the slices in a pan with a little butter. This is an interesting and very old recipe which combines sweet and savoury elements.
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