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5TRATTORIA’S FOODMEANING OF TRATTORIA In Italy, trattoria usually means a family run, inexpensive restaurant, with a less afuent clientele. It is normal for an elderly man who no longer has a wife to prepare his meals, to spend an important part of his day here, his table, the waitress who welcomes him as one of the family, the daily gossip, the low prices. Intrattoria portions are large, they aim at nourishment, there’s no elegant presentation, tableware is unpretentious.  In the more modest trattorie the menu has a xed price, meaning with just one to three choices of rst and second course, changing every day and is often repeated the following week. Thursday, in Liguria for example, troe al pesto (1) and acciughe ripiene (2), and Friday zuppa di pesce (3) and cima alla genovese (4).4. cima alla genovese (see Recipes)2. acciughe ripiene (see Recipes)1. trofie al pesto (see Recipes)3. zuppa di pesce (see Recipes)
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6Usually the menu offers local traditional dishes.  For instance, it is impossible to nd bagna cauda (5) or zampone con spinaci (6) on the menu of a trattoriain southern Italy, both dishes are from the north, Piemonte and Lombardia respectively, and vice versa you can’t nd seada (7) in the north, unless the trat-toria’s management is from Sardegna.  Emigration has always been from south to north, so that in a city of great allure like Milan, it is easy to nd trattorie from Puglia, Toscana, Abruzzo or Sicilia.  Over time however some dishes have been adopted outside of their place of origin, becoming famous and ubiqui-tous not just in Italy, like lasagne alla bolognese (8) or spaghetti al pomodoro (9).6. zampone con spinaci (see Recipes)7. seada (see Recipes)8. lasagne alla bolognese (see Recipes)9. spaghetti al pomodoro (see Recipes)5. bagna cauda (see Recipes)
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7During a trip it is nice to end up, tired, in some small town and start hunting for the trattoria, almost as if it were an institution.  Outdoors it might be bitterly cold, or foggy, the streets deserted, but the door opens and there we are, enveloped in a warm and welcoming atmosphere, like a “mother’s womb”,  the steamy windows, noise of pans, laughter at one table, blue and white checked tablecloths, an old dresser, the owner’s daughter smilingly asks “Okay here?”. Over the past decade, the number of trattorie has diminished, because many owners have decided to take the leap and become restaurants, but nearly always the atmosphere of the place has suffered, losing authenticity.  Pizzerie, which are trattorie specializing in pizza, make up a chapter on their own, as they started off in Naples to then spring up all over the world.In ancient Rome people travelling for ofcial business were given a document, the “littera tractoria” (allowed to take) which when shown, granted the right to eat in the staging posts.  Hence the name trattoria.SIX EXAMPLES OF TRATTORIAI have quite a few favorite trattorie, those I can’t resist visiting when I pass that way.  I’ll describe six.The rst, which from the outside couldn’t be more anonymous, is on the outskirts of  Piacenza, in Emilia.Their tortelli con le code (10), melt in the mouth, such perfection doesn’t seem possible, one leads to another and you’d never want to stop.  After tasting them the rst time, I never ordered anything else. Whenever I turn up, the owner, an ardent opera fan, doesn’t even show me the menu because he’s known for years what to bring me.  I’ve tasted the same dish in other trattorieor restaurants of the area, but never any as good as these. Served with a fresh, crisp Gutturnio wine.  At midday, happiness is a table with a dozen or so children from the nearby primary school who come in for lunch.The second is right by the sea, in a little gulf near Ancona, Portonovo in Marche. The bathers who come in directly from the beach make this place as informal as possible. Their specialty is moscioli, tiny, special tasting mussels, that only inhabit the nearby sea.  The few dishes on the menu are spaghetti coi moscioli (11) and moscioli gratinati (12),  but equally delicious are tagliolini al sugo di marebianco (13). A photograph of  Prince Charles, Prince of Wales who docked nearby and ate right here years previously, has place of honor on the wall.Trattoria in Emilia10. tortelli con le code (see Recipes)
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8The third is on the mountains over Genoa, in Liguria, the sea visible in the distance, the ta-bles under a pergola, the vegetable garden full of tomatoes, basil, rosemary, marjoram, thyme, peppers, salad, courgettes and aubergines, a light breeze, crickets chirping, the handwritten menu on a blackboard, the owner reciting the names of the few dishes resulting from a centennial tradi-tion, the pleasure of conversation watching the sunset.On the menu the antipasto di maretiepido (14), pansoti alla salsa di noci (15), verdureripiene (16), frisceu (17), zuppa di baccalà (18) but only on Thursday.Trattoria in Marche11. spaghetti coi moscioli (see Recipes)12. moscioli gratinati13. tagliolini al sugo di mare bianco (see Recipes)Trattoria in Liguria
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9The fourth is in Vimercate, a small town near Milan, in Lombardia, where I worked for many years.  I would go there when it was run by the grandfather, then the father, today by the grandson.  Elderly ladies, once young 14.  insalata di mare (see Recipes)15. pansoti con salsa di noci (see Recipes)16. verdure ripiene (see Recipes)17. friscieu di verdure18. zuppa di baccalàTrattoria in Lombardia19. cassoeula (see Recipes)
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10girls, work in the kitchen and wait on tables.  Dead on the dot of 12 noon the workers and pensioners arrive and leave before one.  Then it’s the turn of the employees from the nearby municipality, lastly the bank clerks.  Just a few dishes, the same year after year depending on the day of the week, in winter it’s cassoeula (19) on Wednesday.  A “cult” meal in the area, on Sunday it’s not unusual to see men hurrying down the street laden with a large steaming pot  just made by their mother or grandmother, to quickly put in front of the tableful waiting at home. They are so quick serving that sometimes I’ve ordered busecca (20), it was Tuesday, and see it steaming in front of me with some fragrant bread rolls before I’ve even removed my jacket.I’ve taken colleagues who are used to great restaurants, but they always remember this trattoria. Some elder-ly guests no longer able to get there, send someone round with a pan to collect their favorite meal, ossobuco con piselli (21), scigula e gnervitt (22), cotechino con purée (23).  The fth is in the north of Sardegna, where the cook likes to prepare meals that can’t be found anywhere else, ancient peasant food, such as mazzafrissa which is a cooked cream of sheep’s milk on a bed of salad or for seasoning small gnocchi called malloreddos (24), the rarely found lindeus (25), literally “God’s hair” (a pasta shredded into very ne threads, and dried in three superimposed layers to create a gauze-like effect) in 20. busecca22. scigula e gnervitt23. cotechino e purèe (see Recipes)21. ossobuco con piselli






[image: background image]


11mutton broth, callu de cavrettu (26) just a primitive cheese discovered in Mesopotamia ve-thousand years ago inside the stomach of a freshly slaughtered young  goat just after being fed, the churdled milk was then left to season. The island’s shepherds, descendents of the Sardanes who came right from the Middle East, have never ceased making this up in their mountains.  It is very strong avoured, to be eaten in small doses, not to everyone’s taste.  The meal is washed down with Vermentino, a cold, crisp strong and aromatic wine, produced locally, just a few meters from the sea dunes.  Sometimes, nished cooking, the cook will break out in song with her beautiful voice.The last is in Atrani, a town next to Amal, in Campania.  A few tables right on the marina, behind the nestle of houses, old, white, a bit dilapidated, the only at spaces occupied by children playing their endless game of football, the mothers calling from above because dinner is ready.  I’ve always gone with a local friend, as the guest from the north, on whom a “bella gura” (good impression) must be made.  And the owner plays along, and starts bringing a crunchy frittino (27) (a tiny version of the opulent frijenno and magnanno, i.e.”frying and eating”, a mixed fry in which the ingredients are prepared a few a time, hence eaten constantly just ready; the traditional recipe envisages 36 ingredients, including anchovies, sardines, salt cod, polenta, zucchini owers, Trattoria in Sardegna24. malloreddos con mazzafrissa25. filindeus26. callu de cabreddu
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1229. spaghetti alle vongole (see Recipes)28. pizza Margherita (see Recipes)30. seppie con patate (see Recipes)31. babà al rum (see Recipes)27. frittinoTrattoria in Campania






[image: background image]


13artichokes, borage, brains, bone marrow, liver, sweetbreads and potatoes), and then pizza Margherita (28), a taste of spaghetti alle vongole (29), to follow with seppia e patate (30), and to end with babà al rum (31), all washed down with a misty jug of Fiano.  At some point the usual trio arrives to entertain the customers with Neapolitan songs accompanied by a mandolin, making tourists feel a part of the postcard they wanted and cameras start ashing, such is life.MEANING OF TRADITIONAL DISHThe restaurant is different from a trattoria.  It has to answer to some conditions of quality and sometimes of sophistication, even of creativity.  In the beginning the restaurant was created to prepare meals for the elite when, after the French revolution, the cooks of the nobility were left without a job and recycled them-selves among the people.  In the best, the cloakroom, an elegant waiting room with magazines testifying to prizes and number of stars, damask tablecloths, silver cutlery, an abundance of glasses, the wine list seeming like a book, the condescending sommelier, recipes imaginatively presented, sometimes the waiter standing behind, the chef appearing at the end of the meal to accept praise.I personally prefer a handwritten menu, a few traditional dishes and a good local wine.What is the meaning of traditional dish?  It means that that particular recipe is the result of many attempts, over the centuries, to achieve the best with locally available, nearly always simple, ingredients,  but with due accompaniment and imagination have led to such sublimity, as tortellini in brodo (32), parmigiana di melan-32. tortellini in brodo (see Recipes)33. parmigiana di melanzane (see Recipes)34. aranzadas (see Recipes)






[image: background image]


14zane (33), or aranzadas (34).Such culinary creativity! If a modern chef invented pesto alla genovese today, he’d be forever famous.  How many regional recipes are there?  Some books report more than ve thousand!!Just think how many pasta shapes we know, be it dry or fresh. Maccheroni, spaghetti, bucatini, paccheri, fusil-li, maniche, mezzemaniche, fedelini, tortiglioni, ditalini, eliche, farfalle, penne, tagliatelle, tajarin, pappardel-le, sagne, chitarra, cavatieddi, lasagne, bavette, strozzapreti, conchiglie, cannelloni, pipe, capellini, piccagge, malloreddos, fettuccine, zite, scorzette, pisarei, pici, alingiadas, blutnudeln, lindeus, fregula, bigoi, gnocchi, orecchiette, tria, gramigna, tonnarelli, tagliolini, troe, trenette, pizzoccheri, linguine, lombrichelli, malfatti, pinciarelli, garganelli, bavette, matassa, nido, mafalde, reginette, lumaconi, chifferi, gomiti, tortiglioni, ca-lamarata, ruote, creste di gallo, quadrucci, stelline, tempestina, maltagliati, scialatielli and so on...And what about lled pasta? Tortellini, cappelletti, agnolotti, anolini, ravioli, tortelli, schlutzkrapfen, pansoti, anvein, balanzoni, scarpineucc, broglioni, tortelloni, casonsei, culurgionis, marubini, cialsons...Why do trattoriein Sardegna serve malloreddosand in Emilia tagliatelle? And in Veneto bigoi, and in Puglia orecchiette?In Valtellina, a valley in the northern part of  Lom-bardia where, in the 15th Century there was a massa-cre of  Reformists, all the trattorieserve pizzoccheri, short thick tagliatelle made of buckwheat our and generously seasoned with potatoes, thinly sliced cab-bage, butter and local cheese (35). At the end of the valley, about fty kilometres long, pizzoccheri are impossible to nd.In the trattorie of Brisighella, a lovely small town in Romagna once famous for the ferocity of its mercenaries and now for its superne olive oil, an elderly lady can be seen in the back preparing garganelli.  Flour water 37. tortelli di zucca35. pizzoccheri36. garganelli al prosciutto e piselli
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15and eggs are kneaded by hand on the wooden board with some parmigiano cheese and nutmeg; the roll-ing pin attens out some not too thin slices which are then cut into 5 centimetre squares and combed with a special utensil so as to achieve the grooves ideal for capturing sauce; then each lozenge of dough is rolled around a stick, and here are the garganelliready to be wed with their usual sauce of cream, parmigiano, ham cubes and peas (36).  Only to be eaten here.For centuries, Italy has been divided into little States often at war with each other and the resulting paro-chialism, meaning an excessive attachment to ones own town and customs and ridiculing those of neigh-bouring towns, has been passed down.  Parochialism can be seen in many elds, many occasions, in sport, politics, and also in the kitchen.  Mantua and Ferrara, two beautiful little and historical towns just a few kilometres apart, compete with each other back from the time of the Gonzaga and Este families (we’re talking about the XV century) the primogeniture of ravioli di zucca (37). The people from Ferrara make fun of those from Mantua saying that to get good results they’ve had to add mostarda and amaretto to the pumpkin.  An elderly cook was telling me this quite seriously just some days ago, after ve centuries.Some people even say that each type of pasta is best accompanied by a certain type of sauce. In fact some unions are mandatory and this is how they are always served in trattoria, i.e. only bucatiniwith salsa all’ama-triciana (38), only orecchiette con cime di rapa (39), only tagliatelle with ragù alla bolognese (40). However salsa al pomodoro (tomato sauce) can accompany many types of pasta, in fact menus just state a generic pasta al pomodoro.However, of the over ve thousand recipes to be found in the trattorie, only a small minority, only the most tested, the best known, most requested, are actually served. Only in some cases does the cook delight in offer-ing less known dishes. 38. bucatini all’amatriciana (see Recipes)39. orecchiette con cime di rapa (see Recipes)40. tagliatelle al ragù
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16ITALIAN REGIONSItaly is divided into four parts, northern, central, southern  and the islands.Northern Italy is comprised of 8 regions: Piemon-te, Valle d’Aosta, Liguria, Lombardia, Veneto, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Trentino-Alto Adige or Sud Tirol, Emilia-Romagna. Central Italy is made up of 4 regions: Toscana, Marche, Umbria, Lazio. Southern Italy of 6 regions: Abruzzo, Molise, Campania, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria. The is-lands are 2 regions: Sicilia and Sardegna. Making a total of 20 regions (41). Each of these regions has different gastronomical characteris-tics.  The regions in turn are divided into provinc-es, making a total of 109.  Each of these provinc-es, have different gastronomic characteristics too.  Every province is made up of towns and villages that, from a culinary viewpoint, can have diverse characteristics.The result being that it is impossible to fully de-scribe, if not in a voluminous tome, the character-istics of this enormous culinary puzzle.Of course, some rough idea can be given.The northern regions of Italy have been inhabited for a thousand years by Celtic populations, who made great use of meat, butter, lard, with lengthy cooking times. Nowadays things haven’t really changed.  As always in the central-southern regions, inhabited by Greeks, Etruscans and Romans, the basic seasoning is olive oil, with extensive use of sh and vegetables, and a short cooking time.Tito Livio, the famous Roman historian, describes an enjoyable event occurring before the birth of Christ.  Julius Caesar is praetor of  Mediolanum, today’s Milan, inhabited by the Celts even though already part of the future empire.  Here he laid the foundations for conquering Gaul, now France. He and his centurions are invited to lunch by one of the town’s noblemen. When the centurions see a plate of asparagus seasoned with butter arrive on their table, they refuse with disgust to eat it because in Rome butter is used exclusively as an ointment for massaging the body.  So Julius Caesar scolds them saying that it isn’t good manners to refuse the local dishes.  Boiled asparagus covered with grated grana padano cheese and a fried egg, seasoned with melted butter are still today, two thousand years later, a typical lombard dish (42). Another diversity between the north and south is the respective use of rice and dry pasta. Immediately after the war, when there was much emigration towards the factories in the north, the mothers of the youngsters who were leaving would urge: <Don’t trust those people, eat rice!>. Rice was imported by the Duke of Milan, Gian Galeazzo Sforza, in the XV century.  The atness of the territory and the abundance of suitably governed waterways enabled wide diffusion and even today the planes between Lombardia and ITALIAN REGIONS
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17Piemonte are one immense rice paddy.  La Sforzesca, a large estate conceived by Leonardo da Vinci where the rst seedlings were planted, still exists today.  The canals were teeming with frogs, so here is where risotto con le rane originated.  Despite weedkillers having drastically reduced the number of frogs, this speciality still exists today in some trattorie in the area. Over the centuries, in the form of risotto or soup or just boiled, rice has been combined with very many ingredients, becoming one of the fundamental food resources.  It is impossible to count the number of combinations.  Another food which is typical of the north is polenta, made with corn our, it was brought to Europe by Chris-topher Columbus.  Here it found the ideal conditions for its cultivation and for centuries has fed generations of the poor.  Those who lacked any accompanying relish ate polenta alone and became ill with pellagra.  Even today it is a popular dish in the trattorie combined with mushrooms (43), cheese, sausage (44) and meat gravy. Polenta (or pulenta) derives from the Roman puls, made then mainly with barley our.The emblems of southern cooking are dried pasta, pizza and a triumph of vegetables.      Some old photographs that have gone around the world show Neapolitan“scugnizzi” (street urchins) who gorge on spaghetti with their hands, becoming a trademark of the origins of pasta. A theory that is challenged by some who say that dried pasta originated in China, this pasta was eventually imported to Venice by Marco Polo in 1292. To settle the question once and for all there is the ofcial testament drawn up in 1279, in Liguria, by Ugolino Scarpa for a soldier, Ponzio Bastone, who bequeathed a “barisella plena de maccaronis” (barrel full of macaroni).  But there is also a passage in the book “The delight of he who desires to journey through the climates” written in 1154 by Muslim geographer Al-Idrisi, who describes a liform type of pasta, “itrya”, produced in Trabia, a town 30 kilometers from Palermo, in Sicilia.  Dry pastawas a great invention for feeding the seafaring populations, so much so that it was immediately imported to Naples and Genoa. In particular it became the main activity in the little Neapolitan town of  Gragnano, thanks to the birth of numerous pasta making facilities. A railroad was even built here to connect it to the regional capital in order to facilitate trans-portation to the port. Whatever the controversy into the origins of dry pasta, that made of spaghetti, olive oil, tomato sauce with parmigiano, has won its battle. It is increasingly eaten the world over ever since the famous “mediterranean diet” has been unanimously recognized as the healthiest way to eat.There are an innite number of accompanying sauces, often made up of just two or three ingredients, almost always simple and interchangeable. Olive oil, garlic, onion, anchovy, tomato, parmigianoor pecorino cheese, basil, parsley, eggs, seasonal legumes and vegetables, bacon, breadcrumbs, salted ricotta cheese, clams, mus-sels, sausage, salt, black pepper, peperoncino (chilli).In the time it takes to cook the pasta, the sauce is ready. All in twenty minutes.As it is so easy, how is it that badly made pasta can still be found? Because the pasta has been overcooked, 44. salsiccia e polenta43. polenta e funghi42. asparagi alla milanese (see Recipes)
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18the sauce wasn’t allowed to cook enough and was watery, or it became too dense, because the type of pasta used wasn’t suitable for that sauce, or because the tomatoes weren’t ripe enough, or the sauce was too sour, or the oil too heavy, or the cheese was packaged and not freshly grated, or the ingredients weren’t in the right proportions.  Pizza is a piece of rolled out bread pastry put over the re, the word derives from pita as it is still called in the Middle East where it originated thousands of years ago.  But the neapolitan imagination transformed this bread into a delicacy by adding oil, mozzarella cheese and then, after Christopher Columbus, pommarola(tomato). It was nished off by lifting the edges to make a cornicione (frame) so that the ingredients didn’t escape. In June 1889 Queen Margherita was visiting Naples.  Curious about this new dish she wanted to taste it and invited the town’s best “pizzaio-lo” (pizzamaker) to the Palace of Capo-dimonte.  Raffaele Esposito, this was his name, thinking that the avor of the popular pizza alla marinara (45), with garlic, oil, oregano and tomato, may be too strong for Her Majesty, prepared another,milder ver-sion with mozzarel-la, tomato and basil: i.e. the white, red and green colors of the Italian ag.  The Queen greatly appre-ciated this and asked the “pizzaiolo”the name of this pizza.  He said  <Like you, your majesty, Margherita>  and since then it has been called pizza Margherita.  Italian emigrants had already imported it to New York by the end of the 1800’s.Walking down the little village lanes in the south, but also in some town roads, one can see bunches of tomatoes hanging as a symbol of the importance these people give to the products of the land. Or even tomatoes cut in two and left to dry in the sun out-side the houses, before becoming that unique, simple dish bottled in olive oil with its sweet and spicy taste served as antipasto and which we’d carry on eating “ad libitum” (46).  In southern houses a pasta rst course followed by a vegetable dish is the norm. Re-46. pomodori secchi conditi45. pizza alla marinara (see Recipes)
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