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    The morning sun shines over the daily market in the Piazza Carlo Alberto in Catania.
















Introduction





Sicily is the largest island in the Mediterranean, with a history that goes back millennia. It is speckled with ancient ruins, exceptional beaches, and ever-changing landscapes. Over the past few centuries, an abundance of native ingredients, both wild and farmed, has produced a cuisine that is renowned around the world. All of those factors, as well as the incredible warmth of its inhabitants, have turned this island into a magical place to explore. And yet, anyone who visits senses immediately that Sicily is a different world, in many ways still lost in time and secretive. You need to dig in a bit deeper to appreciate the real soul of this place.


My family has lived in Sicily for hundreds of years, owning large farms and vineyards, but I personally spent much of my adulthood in Northern Italy before returning to the island full-time some twenty years ago. People often ask me if I feel more Sicilian or Italian, and I find it a difficult question to answer. Of course, I am Italian, since Italy was united as a country in 1861, but a voice inside me proclaims, “I am Sicilian, too!” I believe most Sicilians feel this way. Just a narrow strait divides Sicily from the mainland, but it certainly feels a world away. Because of our geography and history, we are both part of Italy and separate from it. We treasure our uniqueness from the rest of Italy while also feeling neglected by the mainland—outsiders in our own country. Sicily is on the edge, geographically and psychically, floating between Western Europe and the Middle East. Sicily is an island apart.


But this feeling of separation that Sicilians share does not mean we are all united. Indeed, there is no one Sicily. And you can see that first and foremost in the landscape. The rocky coastlines that give way to long beaches, the turquoise tropical waters, and the beautiful sunsets—these are some of the views you expect to see on an island in the middle of the Mediterranean. But then you bump into the tall, rugged mountains that run along the northern coast, offering dramatic vistas and drastic changes in weather and temperature. As you climb, the warmth of the seaside towns can give way to shade, fog, and cooler air that can drop below freezing at night in winter. Moving out of the mountains and following twisting, narrow roads into the interior of Sicily, you are greeted by wide, hilly plains devoid of trees and sometimes seemingly of human life. Historically, it was difficult to travel from one part of the island to another (honestly, it is still a challenge), so people tended to stay in their little towns, from which all sorts of rituals and customs grew.


That diversity of landscape means there is also incredible biodiversity. Different types of soils and climates, combined with the fact that Sicily has, for centuries, been at the crossroads of one of the busiest trade routes of all time, have produced an amazing variety of both farmed crops and wild plants. So many delicious things grow here: olives, grapes, wheat, and all kinds of citrus, as well as dense, pulpy tomatoes, eggplant, peppers, and squash. This is why, despite centuries of poverty, a Sicilian could always eat well, even if it was only a slice of tomato and a salted sardine on a hunk of bread. A slight slowdown occurs in the growing season between December and January, but still you will see markets full of local artichokes, cauliflower, cardoons, broccoli, and heaps of wild fennel. Increasingly, you will find large orchards of avocados, mangoes, papaya, and lychees, transplants from the Far East or Africa, growing next to the tangerines and loquats that have been there for decades.


Where does Sicilian cooking stand in all of this? Is the common narrative depicting Sicily as a melting pot—a combination of cultural layers from the Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Normans, Spanish, and French who ruled our island at various times in history—still the best way to make sense of the complexity and richness of our food? Where does one find the real Sicilian cooking—in the many Michelin-starred restaurants scattered around the island, in its thousands of rosticcerie and street food stalls, or in the homes of the nonnas and other home cooks? What are the everyday eating habits of today’s Sicilians? And what “Sicilians” are we talking about, anyway? Those living in the country, close to the land, or those who make their homes in the large cities? How many still have access to a real tomato grown in a nearby garden rather than in a who-knows-where greenhouse?


Not all of these questions can be addressed in one book, but you will find many answers in this collection of Sicilian recipes. Here you will find recipes for traditional classics such as pasta alla Norma, cannoli, and the Palermitan pizza known as sfincione, alongside more modern adaptations such as zucchini carpaccio and mackerel confit. Read the headnotes and you’ll learn about the influences, adaptations, and new and old ways of cooking a recipe, for there is nothing more volatile in Sicily and elsewhere than a food “tradition.” A recipe, beyond its deliciousness, can tell us a lot about the habits, lifestyle, culture, superstitions, and passions of a country. Of course, there are specific ways of doing things in Sicily, but as is the case anywhere else, those ways are constantly and continuously evolving, affected by moods, movements, challenges, economics, and so much more. The best thing to do is ask a lot of questions and pay endless, caring attention to what is happening around us—to be a hungry anthropologist!


As fertile as Sicily is, the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle championed by Ancel Keys after World War II—based on whole grains, legumes, lots of fruits and vegetables, and very little animal meat—is no longer the norm across the island. We may be an island apart, but that doesn’t mean we’re immune to the pitfalls of modern life. But on the flip side, the appreciation of organic farming and the acceptance of the Slow Food movement’s tenets are now well supported by both chefs and the hundreds of small producers and farmers who have repopulated the island’s interior.
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Grapevines flourishing outside Alcamo
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Open-air newsstands dot the streets of Sicily’s larger cities
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From the beach in Mondello
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A rosticceria’s selection of pizzas and breads
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The black pigs of the Nebrodi Mountains
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The Santa Maria Assunta church in the town of Randazzo
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Small vegetable stands are a common sight all over the island.
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The busy, colorful fish market in Catania is a feast for all senses.






Sicily’s food traditions today are much less rooted in the religious calendar that once dictated life in many small villages, with feast days punctuating a life of scarcity and hardship. Now that everyone is more or less well-fed, food no longer has the symbolic relevance it once did. For example, cassata—an elaborate cake filled with sweetened ricotta and decorated with marzipan and a colorful assortment of candied fruits—was once solely eaten for Easter but is now available in pastry shops all year round. Fruits and vegetables that once belonged to specific seasons can be purchased at the supermarket at any time. Despite all of this, food remains for Sicilians a mark of pride and identity, the start of millions of endless discussions. And this book is the beginning of a voyage through Sicily with a different eye, one that is willing to go deeper than the usual accepted stories.


From my vantage point—running the cooking school that my mother, Anna Tasca Lanza, started some thirty-five years ago in a most remote and ancient part of Sicily—I have had the unique opportunity to encounter an incredible array of recipes and traditions shared by both chefs and home cooks, farmers and aristocrats, shepherds and winemakers. I have experienced firsthand the variety and breadth of Sicilian food culture. There are different levels to understanding Sicilian cuisine—most notably, the broader, more regional perspective that offers lots of variability across the island and a hyperlocal one that is tied strongly to a sense of belonging to one certain place above all others.


Here you can find nearly as many caponata recipes as there are Sicilians. Likewise, every village, and every household within that village, will have its own recipe for tomato sauce. Some add sugar, some season with lots of basil, and others use only bay leaves, and quantities of onions and garlic can vary drastically—but usually the sauces are all outstandingly good, especially since the raw ingredients are stellar, so it all comes down to a matter of taste. At the other end of the spectrum, you will find couscous only on the western side of the island; it simply doesn’t exist in Catania or Messina or Noto. Wild greens that are foraged and cherished in central Sicily are overlooked elsewhere, which confirms the concept that food is not just fuel but also a matter of choice and culture.


Writing an encyclopedia of Sicilian cuisine is impossible. It is too vast, varied, particular, and always on the move, like any lively food scene should be! This book’s collection of recipes and history is meant to give you a taste of the island—to offer insight into how Sicilians feel about their ingredients and traditions, their ways of cooking, and today’s eating habits. As these recipes come to life in your own kitchen, I hope that you get a sense of just how special Sicily is.
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A casual lunch of Sardines Stuffed with Bread Crumbs and Raisins (here), Mussel Gratin (here), and Citrus Risotto (here), accompanied by slices of semolina bread.
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    Octopus Salad (insalata di polipo)
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Starters antipasti








Chickpea Fritters panelle


Deep-Fried Rice Balls arancine


Ricotta Fritters ricotta fritta


Fried Seafood fritto misto di pesce


Mussel Gratin gratin di cozze


Octopus Salad insalata di polipo


Citrus-Marinated Sardines sarde marinate


Sautéed Black Olives olive nere saltate


Green Olive Salad insalata di olive verdi


Artichokes Preserved in Oil carciofi sott’olio





Since the sixteenth century, small bites of cold food, called antipasto, have been served as part of an Italian meal as a way to awaken the appetite and prepare the stomach for the rest of the meal. These salads, charcuterie, olives, and pickles, known as servizi di credenza, could be prepared and set out in advance. During the nineteenth century, upper-class meals shifted away from the custom of laying all the foods out at the same time to dividing the meal into three or four courses, which included an antipasto, followed by a primo (generally pasta or soup), a secondo (meat or fish), dessert, and fruit.


In Sicily, proper antipasti were rarely part of an everyday meal for most people, belonging instead to the big ceremonial feasts that commemorated special occasions such as weddings and baptisms. However, in the streets of Palermo and Catania, you could easily find small bites and casual snacks. Called in Sicilian dialect grape u’ pitittu (“open the appetite”), these could be dishes of mussels, sea urchins, or octopus; the chickpea fritters called panelle; potato croquettes; or small chunks of boiled meats—anything from the pig’s head to its chewy, cartilaginous feet, sprinkled with salt and lemon juice—that one ate standing in the street.


Restaurants and trattorias fancied the upper-class tradition of offering many small plates of charcuterie and pickles and started to make it their own. Today, many popular restaurants in Sicily will have near the entrance a large table draped in a white cloth and covered with all sorts of antipasti and pickles where customers can serve themselves. The selection will almost certainly include fried food, such as fried ricotta, and various iterations of marinated or raw fish—the crudo that has become very fashionable in the last two decades—as well as fish salads, wedges of frittata, caponata, tangy preserved artichokes or eggplants, and other vegetables. Likewise, Sicilian home cooks happily juggle making briny olive salads, arancine, and fritto misto in their own kitchens. The idea is the same as in the old days: The antipasti, mostly served at room temperature and often brightly seasoned with vinegar or lemon, are meant to welcome you to the table and warm up your appetite before the big meal.



Chickpea Fritters


panelle


A panini of chickpea fritters and potato crocché sandwiched into a white bread roll called mafalda is a classic street food in Palermo. Sold from street stalls in the city’s old sections, it is a filling meal that both workers and students enjoy. The recipe for panelle consists of just two ingredients—very finely ground chickpea flour and water—that are cooked together like polenta. The resulting mixture is spread out into a thin layer, cooled, and then cut into smaller pieces and deep-fried until golden and crisp. Served with a glass of white wine, panelle make a very refined appetizer.


Serves 10


2½ cups (250 g) finely ground chickpea flour (see Resources, here)


3 cups plus 2 tablespoons (750 ml) cold water


Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Vegetable oil, for frying


In a medium saucepan, combine the chickpea flour, water, and a pinch each of salt and pepper and whisk until smooth. Cook over medium-high heat, whisking constantly, until the mixture is like a very stiff polenta, about 8 minutes. (Reduce the heat if necessary to keep it from burning.) Switch to stirring with a wooden spoon and cook, stirring constantly, until the mixture pulls away from the sides of the pan, about 3 minutes. Working quickly, transfer the hot mixture to three or four large plates and use an offset spatula to spread it out to about ¼ inch (6 mm) thick. (Alternatively, spread it out to ¼ inch/6 mm on one large baking sheet.) Let cool to room temperature, 15 to 20 minutes.


Loosen the edges of the cooled panelle mixture with a knife. Carefully peel the pieces of dough off the plates and place them on a clean work surface, stacking one on top of the other. Cut the stack into 16 equal wedges. (If using a baking sheet, cut the dough into 2-inch/5 cm squares.)


Pour at least 2 inches (5 cm) of vegetable oil into a wide heavy-bottomed pot and heat over medium-high heat until it is hot enough to fry in (see Deep-Frying, here). Line a large plate with paper towels.


Once the oil is ready, carefully lower as many wedges as will fit without crowding into the hot oil. Fry, flipping occasionally, until golden and crisp, about 3 minutes. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the panelle to the paper towels. Sprinkle with salt. Repeat to fry the remaining wedges.


Serve hot.
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Deep-Fried Rice Balls


arancine


Found in any bar, rosticceria, or café in Sicily, arancine are considered a step above street food, a casual treat that can be equally enjoyed standing up or seated. In Palermo, the rice balls are round, while they are cone shaped in the Catania area (additionally, in Catania they are called arancini—with a final i—and this matter of a single letter is a point of contention between the two cities!). Ragù is the most common filling for arancine, followed closely by a version with béchamel, prosciutto, and cheese called arancina al burro. Nowadays, Sicilians make arancine often at home and fill them with all kinds of ingredients, even sweet ones filled with Nutella.


Makes 12 to 14 arancine


For the Filling


2 tablespoons olive oil


1 small onion, finely chopped


1 carrot, peeled and diced


1 celery stalk, diced


5 ounces (140 g) ground beef


5 ounces (140 g) ground pork


2 cups (480 ml) good-quality tomato sauce, homemade (here) or store-bought


½ cup (75 g) frozen peas


1 tablespoon estratto (sun-dried tomato paste; see Resources, here) or other good-quality tomato paste


½ cup (120 ml) white wine


Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the Rice


2 tablespoons olive oil


1 small onion, finely chopped


1½ cups (300 g) risotto rice, such as Carnaroli, Arborio, or Vialone Nano


2½ cups (600 ml) water


Pinch of saffron threads


3 tablespoons grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese


Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the Coating


¼ cup (30 g) all-purpose flour


2 tablespoons water


2 large eggs


2⅓ cups (250 g) plain dried bread crumbs, plus more for dusting


Vegetable oil, for frying


Make the filling: In a medium saucepan, heat the olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the onion, carrot, and celery and sauté until softened, about 5 minutes. Add the meat and cook, breaking it up with a wooden spoon, until browned, 6 to 8 minutes. Add the tomato sauce and peas. In a small bowl, dissolve the estratto in the wine and add the mixture to the pan. Decrease the heat to medium-low and cook, stirring occasionally, until the sauce has thickened, about 30 minutes. Season to taste with salt and pepper and remove from the heat.


Let the filling cool completely, at least 1 hour at room temperature or in the refrigerator overnight. (Chilling the filling completely will help it to thicken, making it much easier to work with.)


Cook the rice: In a heavy-bottomed medium saucepan, heat the olive oil over medium heat, add the onion, and sauté until softened, about 8 minutes. Stir in the rice, coating the grains evenly with oil. Pour in the water and bring to a boil. As soon as the liquid boils, add the saffron. Stir well until the rice turns golden from the saffron, then cover with a lid and remove from the heat. Let sit, covered, until the rice is tender and the liquid has been fully absorbed, about 20 minutes. Stir in the Parmigiano. Taste and season with salt and pepper. Spread out the rice on a sheet pan and set aside to cool.


When the rice is cool enough to handle, prepare the coating (this is the most important step because the coating will prevent the arancine from falling apart when you deep-fry them): In a large dish with high sides, whisk together the flour, water, and eggs until the mixture is smooth and creamy. In another dish, spread out the bread crumbs. Dust a baking sheet with bread crumbs. Place a bowl of cold water next to you.


To shape the rice balls, wet your hands in the cold water and scoop up about ¼ cup (50 g) of the rice mixture in the palm of one hand. Cup your palm and use your other hand to make a hole in the middle, pushing the rice to the same thickness all around.


Fill the hole with 1 tablespoon of filling and close your hand, enclosing the rice around the meat mixture. Add a little more rice if necessary to round out the ball. If the rice sticks to your fingers, you can wet them in the cold water. The rice ball should be no bigger than a small orange (from which the dish takes its name).


After shaping the rice ball, roll it first in the egg coating, then in the bread crumbs, making sure the ball is compact and evenly coated. Place the shaped rice ball on the crumb-dusted pan. Repeat the process to fill, shape, and roll the rest of the rice balls.


Pour about 2 inches (5 cm) of vegetable oil into a large heavy-bottomed pot and heat over medium-high heat until it is hot enough to fry in (see Deep-Frying, here). Line a large plate with paper towels.


Once the oil is ready, carefully place the arancine in the pan, working in batches if necessary. The rice balls may not be fully submerged in hot oil so, using a spoon, baste the top of the arancine with oil and turn them every so often to brown all sides evenly. Fry until the arancine are golden brown all over, about 3 minutes. Using a large slotted spoon, transfer them to the paper towels.


Serve hot.


Note: Arancine can be shaped and breaded up to 2 hours ahead of frying and refrigerated, loosely covered in plastic wrap. Any leftovers can be gently reheated in a warm oven or microwave (though they won’t have the same crisp exterior as those freshly made).
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Ricotta Fritters


ricotta fritta


Plan ahead to make this appetizer—in order to hold together in the hot oil, the ricotta must be drained in a sieve for a couple of days in the fridge. The cold temperature will firm up the curds, and your patience will be rewarded with a crunchy golden bread-crumbed exterior that gives way to delicate, snow-white ricotta. Since ricotta has such a neutral flavor, you could sprinkle these with sugar and cinnamon, rather than salt, for a sweet treat.


Serves 6


1 pound (450 g) whole-milk ricotta cheese, very well drained of its liquid


Vegetable oil, for frying


3 large eggs


⅓ cup (40 g) all-purpose flour


1½ cups (185 g) plain dried bread crumbs


Fine sea salt


Place the drained ricotta on a clean cutting board and cut into slices 1 inch (2.5 cm) thick. Cut the ricotta slices into “fingers” about 1 by 3 inches (2.5 by 7.5 cm).


Pour at least 2 inches (5 cm) of vegetable oil into a wide heavy-bottomed pot and heat over medium-high heat until it is hot enough to fry in (see Deep-Frying, here). Line a large plate with paper towels.


While the oil heats up, in a shallow dish, beat the eggs together with the flour. In another dish, spread out the bread crumbs. Dip each piece of ricotta in the egg mixture first and then evenly coat with the bread crumbs. Set aside.


Once the oil is ready, carefully lower a few pieces of breaded ricotta into the hot oil and fry until golden brown all over, about 1 minute. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the fried ricotta to the paper towels and season with salt. Continue with the remaining ricotta.


Serve hot.



Deep-Frying


There is something very comforting about properly deep-fried food, and deep-frying has an important place in Sicilian kitchens—perhaps not every day but certainly for big, festive meals and special treats. Even though the United States and many other countries are very accustomed to eating deep-fried food, many people are scared about the act of frying itself. Lots of questions arise: What type of oil should I use? How do I know when the oil is ready? How do I know when something is done? What should I do with the leftover oil? Can I reuse it?


Contrary to popular belief, olive oil is rarely used for deep-frying, for a number of reasons: It is more expensive than many other oils, it can burn more easily, and its strong flavor might overshadow that of the food being fried. Of course, there are exceptions. In Sicily, any farmer who owns enough olive trees to produce oil for their family will save some of the less precious stock for deep-frying. In this case, “less precious” does not mean a second press (no such thing exists today in professional mills) but simply a batch that comes from a less select quality of olives. These days, Sicilians generally use a seed oil such as sunflower for deep-frying, saving the good extra-virgin olive oil for cooking at lower temperatures, which preserves its flavor and integrity.


To deep-fry successfully, an abundance of oil is key, as the ingredients must fully float in it. It is also important to have the oil at the right temperature. Sicilians rarely use a thermometer when deep-frying, knowing when the oil is ready either from experience or by testing it by dipping a piece of bread in the hot oil: If the oil around it sizzles right away, you are ready to go. If you do want to use a thermometer for the recipes in this book, fry in the range of 350° to 375°F (180° to 190°C).


Once the oil is the right temperature, gently slip in a few pieces of whatever you’re cooking, taking care not to overcrowd the pan (which will cause the temperature to fall too much). Don’t be scared—neither the ingredients nor the oil will splash you unless you rush as you drop in the pieces. Now is the time for patience and attention. Don’t start anxiously poking the ingredients—the shock between the temperature of the ingredient and the temperature of the oil will seal the ingredient’s surfaces, so the more you touch this surface, the more you risk breaking it and letting the oil penetrate. Give food the space and time to go through the process. After a minute or so, you can start gently flipping the pieces to make sure they are frying evenly. It’s good to have tongs or a slotted spoon for flipping and removing the food from the hot oil. Before you start frying, set up a large plate covered with paper towels or a sheet pan fitted with a wire rack for draining the fried food.
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Sicilians tend to avoid reusing oil, unless it is for the same type of food (for instance, oil used for frying fish calls again for fish; otherwise any other food you fry in it will have a fishy taste). However, if you plan to reuse the oil, it is very important to filter the used oil in order to remove all of the little crumbs of food that gathered during frying. These bits and pieces will burn in subsequent batches, affecting the taste and causing the oil to break down more quickly. When it’s time to get rid of the used oil for good, let it cool completely, then pour it into a sealable container, such as an old glass jar, and dispose of it in the trash, unless you have a local disposal spot where used cooking oil is accepted. No matter what type of oil you use, store it in a cool, dark place to keep it fresher longer.
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Fried Seafood


fritto misto di pesce


Once upon a time, fritto misto was made with the unwanted catch that was unlucky enough to get tangled in the nets when fishermen were trolling for larger, more precious fish. Anything too small to sell got tossed in the fryer. Nowadays, fritto misto is a typical restaurant dish served very simply with lemon wedges. The classic components are squid, cuttlefish, shrimp, and any baby fish such as sardines, anchovies, or very small cod—but of course the idea is just to use what you can find, as long as the fish is very small and tender. For best results, fry each type of fish separately, as their cooking times may vary, and be ready to serve the dish right way.


Serves 4


1½ pounds (700 g) mixed small seafood, such as shrimp, small mullets, squid, cuttlefish, and sardines


2 cups (320 g) semolina flour


Vegetable oil, for frying


Fine sea salt


Lemon wedges, for serving


Clean the fish and pat it dry with paper towels. Cut any large pieces into smaller ones if necessary (for instance, cut larger squid into rings). Place the semolina in a large shallow bowl.


Pour at least 2 inches (5 cm) of vegetable oil into a wide heavy-bottomed pot and heat over medium-high heat until it is hot enough to fry in (see Deep-Frying, here). Line a large plate with paper towels.


While the oil heats up, work with one type of fish at a time and dredge it in the flour, shaking off any excess.


Once the oil is ready, fry each type of fish separately, lowering it carefully into the oil and frying until golden all over, 1 to 2 minutes per batch. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the fish to the paper towels. Continue with the remaining fish.


Transfer the fried fish to a serving platter, sprinkle with salt, and serve at once, with lemon wedges on the side.



Mussel Gratin


gratin di cozze


Served in their shells, these juicy mussels topped with a brightly flavored bread crumb topping can be eaten out of hand as a casual appetizer or with a fork as a plated dish. The same bread crumb mixture could be used to top clams or oysters.


Serves 6


2 pounds (900 g) mussels


2 large tomatoes, chopped


1 garlic clove, finely chopped


2 tablespoons olive oil, plus more for drizzling


1¼ cups (155 g) plain dried bread crumbs


2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley


Finely grated zest of 1 lemon


1 tablespoon dried oregano, preferably wild (see Resources, here)


Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Wash the mussels carefully under cold water, scrubbing off any grit and pulling away the beards. Put the mussels in a large dry pan (no liquid added) and cook them uncovered over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally, just until they open, 3 to 5 minutes. Remove from the heat. Set a large sieve over a bowl and drain the mussels, reserving the liquid that collects in the bowl. (Discard any that don’t open.) When the mussels are cool enough to handle, pull off the top shells, leaving the mussels attached to the bottom shells (discard the empty shells). Arrange the shells with the mussels attached on a large baking sheet. Set aside.


In a medium skillet, combine the tomatoes, garlic, and 1 tablespoon of the olive oil and cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until reduced to a light sauce, about 10 minutes. Scrape the sauce into a bowl and return the skillet to the stove.


Heat the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil over medium heat. Add the bread crumbs and cook, stirring, until they are beginning to toast, about 2 minutes. Add the parsley, lemon zest, and oregano. Season with salt and pepper. Continue to cook, stirring constantly, until the bread crumbs are toasted and golden brown, about 3 minutes. Remove from the heat and stir in 1 cup (240 ml) of the tomato mixture and about 2 tablespoons of the reserved mussel cooking liquid (you may have some tomato sauce left over). The mixture should hold together and be somewhat sticky.


Preheat the oven to 350°F (180°C).


Fill the shells, adding just enough of the bread crumb mixture to fully cover each mussel, and set them back on the baking sheet. Drizzle some olive oil over the shells and bake for 10 minutes. Remove from the oven and sprinkle some of the reserved mussel liquid over the mussels. Return to the oven and broil until the bread crumbs are well toasted, 3 to 5 minutes.


Remove from the oven and serve at once.


Note: The mussels can be cooked and topped with the bread crumb mixture up to 6 hours in advance. Refrigerate, covered in plastic wrap, until you are ready to bake them.
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Octopus Salad


insalata di polipo


Sicily’s seafood restaurants often greet you with displays of boiled whole octopuses propped up on large colorful platters—a dramatic sight! Unlike most people, Sicilians prefer their octopus more chewy than tender. In order to get the curly tentacles, you must hold the octopus by the head and plunge it into boiling water three times before leaving it to simmer gently. The dressing for this salad is exceedingly simple—lemon, parsley, and olive oil—and so the secret to success here lies in the freshness of the octopus and cooking it properly.


Serves 6 to 8


Fine sea salt


1 whole octopus (2 pounds/900 g), cleaned


¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil


2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley


Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Holding the octopus by its head, plunge it into the boiling water three times, then leave it in the water and simmer until tender, 30 to 40 minutes. Remove from the pot and let cool.


In a small bowl, stir together the olive oil, lemon juice, and parsley. Chop the octopus into bite-size pieces and place in a shallow bowl. Pour the dressing over it and toss gently to combine. Season to taste with salt. Serve the octopus salad cold or at room temperature.


Note: The octopus salad can be made up to 6 hours ahead and refrigerated until serving time.



Olive Oil


Driving almost anywhere in Sicily, from the coast to the mountains, you will see olive groves. The trees may be planted in tidy rows on large smooth hills, in small patches dotting vast wheat fields, or at the edges of a vineyard, their gray-green leaves waving in the breeze. An olive tree grows very slowly, not just in height but also in girth, as its trunk widens with bumps and knobs and develops mysterious cavities and twists. A healthy olive tree may grow and bear fruit for thousands of years, a living monument to Mother Nature. An Italian saying beautifully illustrates that longevity: “I plant the vineyard, my father plants the mulberry, and my grandfather plants the olive tree.”


The olive tree, ubiquitous throughout the Mediterranean landscape and culture, arrived in Sicily with the Greeks, who revered it, considering the tree a symbol of knowledge and vital energy. At the time, olive oil was mainly used as an ointment or balm, not for culinary purposes. The Romans were the ones who figured out how to make really good olive oil—by harvesting the olives directly from the tree and pressing them right away—as well as every possible way to make use of the fruit and its oil for cooking. But with the fall of the Roman Empire, Sicily’s oil production declined sharply. A new culture had come in from northern Europe that was more keen on lard and butter (since their climate could not support olive crops), and therefore many Italian farmers abandoned their olive oil production and the good practices set up by the Romans were lost. Many Sicilian farmers would pick overripe olives in order to get more fat content, then store them improperly before pressing them in large woven baskets made out of hemp, called fiscoli. The results were of dubious value, since the olives were often rancid by the time they made it to press, and the baskets were impossible to clean.


Fortunately, the knowledge, process, and technology of olive oil production have hugely improved in the last fifty years. In fall, when the olives have reached the right degree of ripeness—half green and half purple—the trees are surrounded by nets, and groups of men use sticks or mechanical combs to knock down the olives, which are then collected in large crates and brought straight to the press. Most Sicilian olive oil today is excellent and extremely diverse, thanks to its many cultivars and terroir. Sicilian olive growers experiment with a wide array of cultivars, including Biancolilla, Cerasuola, Nocellara del Belice, Tonda Iblea, Moresca, Ogliarola Messinese, Nocellara Etnea, Giarraffa, and Santagatese. There is new awareness about how important each stage of ripeness is and how that, along with proper processing, can determine quality, pungency, and flavor compounds. The dream of any good olive oil producer today is to offer a number of choices and flavors to pair with different foods, as we are accustomed to doing with wine.


[image: Image]


That said, the olive oil business has a long history of fraud and corruption, and it can be hard for consumers to know what to trust. The shelf life of good olive oil is usually one and a half years from the date of harvest, but very few producers indicate that date. You may find yourself with olive oil that was harvested at a certain time but bottled years later or that has been blended with inferior oils. Price can be a good indicator of quality. But the best way to learn how to identify good olive oil is just to taste, taste, taste. Regularly seeking out olive oil from reliable producers will help the consumer and cook build an invaluable internal compass.



Citrus-Marinated Sardines


sarde marinate


Crudo di pesce, a relatively new staple on menus in Sicily’s coastal cities, is usually a combination of swordfish, tuna, and grouper served thinly sliced, carpaccio-style. Another common antipasto is whole, raw sardines marinated in vinegar and seasoned with olive oil. This version calls instead for fresh lemon and orange juices, which give a sweeter, mellower flavor. Served on semolina toasts and drizzled with oregano-flecked olive oil, these summery sardines are the perfect accompaniment to some chilled amaro or other aperitivo.


Serves 4


½ pound (225 g) very fresh small sardines or anchovies, heads removed, cleaned and boned (see Cleaning Fresh Sardines and Anchovies, here)


Juice of 2 lemons


Juice of 1 orange


1 small loaf good-quality semolina bread, thinly sliced


¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil


1 garlic clove, halved


1 tablespoon dried oregano, preferably wild (see Resources, here)


Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Place the cleaned sardines in a small bowl and pour the lemon and orange juices over them. Marinate for 20 to 30 minutes.


Meanwhile, preheat the broiler. Arrange the bread on a baking sheet and broil until lightly toasted, about 3 minutes, flipping halfway through.


In a small bowl, combine the olive oil, garlic, oregano, and salt to taste. Drain the sardines, and one at a time dip in the olive oil mixture and arrange on a slice of toasted bread. Sprinkle with salt and pepper and serve at once.



Sautéed Black Olives


olive nere saltate


Warming olives helps their flavors and those of the aromatics really bloom. Serve these with a selection of antipasti, such as Chickpea Fritters (here) and Octopus Salad (here).


Makes about 2 cups (350 g)


2 cups (350 g) black olives


Finely grated zest of 1 orange


1 small dried hot chile, chopped, or a pinch of crushed red pepper flakes


3 tablespoons olive oil


½ teaspoon dark brown sugar


½ teaspoon dried oregano, preferably wild (see Resources, here)


In a medium skillet, combine the olives, orange zest, chile, olive oil, brown sugar, and oregano and cook gently over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until the sugar is dissolved. Serve warm.


OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
The Food of

ICIL

Recipes from a Sun-Drenched
Culinary Crossroads

FABRIZIA LANZA

WITH KATE WINSLOW

Photographs by Guy Ambrosino

A

ARTISAN BOOKS
NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0036-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-06.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-07.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0013-02.jpg
<
=
0
-
o
-
i L
<
-l






OEBPS/images/f0013-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-04.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-05.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg
5 "~
(I 7
‘\'\Osl '3
K ITuTuloly,

%5‘.







OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0031-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg
[——— s
e o e

O






OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0023-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0039-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0035-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781648293498.jpg
FABRIZIA LANZA





OEBPS/images/f0032-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





