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Introduction
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As we grow, there is a point in childhood when our vision of the world widens. We begin to understand, in a very rudimentary way, that we are part of something larger than the boundaries of home and family. For example, learning our last names, addresses, and telephone numbers helps place us in this big new world. 

Among my earlier recollections of learning these details—Schiavelli, 1264 Myrtle Avenue, Glenmore 2-2543, Brooklyn, America—there is another place-name as deep and as old in my memory: Polizzi Generosa. 

My grandparents Carolina (Vilardi) and Andrea Coco had separately emigrated from this small city in the Madonie Mountains of Sicily at the turn of the twentieth century. She had been a schoolteacher and he a master chef, a monzù. I grew up in their household, learning Sicilian as a close second language to English.

After school, I would sit at one end of the kitchen table and do my homework as my grandfather stood at the other end preparing dinner. The monzù chose to share all his culinary secrets with me, secrets guarded over a lifetime. While Papa Andrea worked, both he and my grandmother told me endless, wondrous stories about Polizzi Generosa; stories about a magical land where prickly pears and figs abounded, watermelons were round, and artichokes could be eaten whole. 

They told me about their own childhoods and of their grandparents. Sometimes the stories had lessons, but always they were a look at a world far different from mine, although people there lived by the same rules as they did in our urban Sicilian-American neighborhood. 

I listened to these stories over and over, always hearing them as if for the first time, even though the words and phrasing never varied. As I grew older, I understood them as part of my heritage. 

My grandmother died in 1960. In 1968, when I was twenty, my grandfather died at ninety-six, but their stories of nineteenth-century Polizzi Generosa are still vivid in my mind and heart. And the great gift of food Papa Andrea gave me is still alive at my table. 

As years passed, Polizzi Generosa became to me more mythic than real. I could never find it on any map. College, relationships, working as an actor in Los Angeles, and all the other joys and responsibilities of life served to postpone a Sicilian quest. It wasn’t until I was nearly forty that I made my first trip to Polizzi. What I found there in 1988, and what I continue to discover on each return, is far more extraordinary than I ever could have imagined: the “once upon a time” of my childhood. 

The beautiful city of Polizzi Generosa is perched three thousand feet above sea level, nestled at the edge of a pristine mountain national park. Untouched by fire, flood, or war for centuries, Polizzi looks virtually the same as it did in the eighteenth century, and more recently in my grandparents’ day. Carolina’s and Andrea’s descriptions of churches, convents, palazzi, even specific streets and balconies are accurate even today. 

Although the population of Polizzi sadly dwindles each year, the people diligently maintain their culture and traditions, like an eternal flame to an ancient goddess. Their integrity, pride, intelligence, grace, and generosity have been nurtured by a unique history. 

In the seventh century B.C.E., the ancient Greeks invaded and colonized Trinacria, the Mediterranean island known today as Sicily. The Greeks introduced the olive tree to this fertile land, and Sicily soon became their major source of olive oil. Although the specific origins of Polizzi remain in archeological debate, all agree that the colony was established during this period. Most scholars believe a Grecian cult devoted to the Egyptian goddess Isis came to Sicily, seeking freedom from religious persecution. Its members established an outpost in the mountains of northwestern Sicily, far from the major Greek settlements of the eastern and southern regions. They named it Polis Isis, the City of Isis. At its center they built a temple to their goddess. 

The Romans, during their later occupation, built roads, aqueducts, fortifications, and country villas in and around Polizzi. The mountain forests were clear-cut to provide timber for Roman warships. Agriculture was intensified, and all of Sicily became known as “the granary of Rome.” 

The oldest surviving written record of Polizzi is dated 880, from the Byzantine period; a fortress built a century earlier is referenced in this document. The ruins of this fortress still grace the cityscape. 

In 882, Polizzi was conquered by the Saracens. People still live in the low, connected, stucco-covered houses remaining from that time. The streets of this section of town twist and turn like an ancient casbah. At its center, a minaret reaches toward heaven, reconsecrated almost a millennium ago as the bell tower of a Roman Catholic church. 

North African rule, although lasting for only two centuries more than a thousand years ago, has made an indelible mark on Polizzani culture and cuisine. Incomparable hospitality, the traditional code of propriety between men and women, even the rigid concepts of respect and vendetta—all of these embody a worldview that is more Levantine than European. 

The Saracens brought pasta, almonds, and the spices of the East, such as saffron and cinnamon, to the table. They were the first to refine sugar and to explore the art of confectionery and pastry-making. Most important, however, the culturally advanced North Africans introduced Polizzi to the very notion of cuisine. 

At that time, and in most of Europe for centuries to follow, rich and poor ate the same fare; the only difference was that the rich ate more of it. The Saracens, however, followed a grand tradition of dining rather than of feeding. Refined cooking techniques, meals served in courses, and the use of exotic golden spices, all new concepts for the Sicilians, were quickly embraced. 

·   ·   ·

A generation before the Norman conquest of England in 1066, a powerful coalition of Greeks and Byzantines formed to hire the Norman army to expel the Arabs from Sicily. When the Normans saw the wonders of Sicily, they decided to break their mercenary agreement and take the island for themselves. 

The “other” Norman conquest was accomplished by 1080. By 1071, Polizzi and the region of the Madonie Mountains was under Norman occupation. Within a hundred years, the island would lose its place as the geographic center of the Arab world, as a link between North Africa and the Middle East. Ever after, Sicily has been considered a southern outpost of Europe, always occupied but, as the Polizzani say, “never conquered.” Some maintain that Sicily is still occupied—by the Italians. 

Holy Roman Emperor Federico II was the grandson of the Swabian ruler Barbarossa. His mother was Norman, and through her line he became the hereditary King of Sicily. While Federico was still a boy, his father died. His “uncles,” German nobles, usurped the kingdom and kept the boy-king and his mother, the queen, captive in the royal castle at Palermo. When the boy reached his majority, the queen found a way of escape and Federico was crowned Holy Roman Emperor. 

In 1234, Federico II was in the midst of a fourteen-year military campaign. His objective was to regain control of his island. The long campaign was not going well, and the Emperor was not having a good time. He longed for the magnificent pleasures of his court, which included a seraglio. The lavish oriental style Federico maintained in Palermo had prompted the Pope to sarcastically dub him “The Baptized Sultan.” 

Federico needed to furlough his battle-weary troops and to rest himself. The mountaintop town of Polizzi, easily secured because of its geographic position, seemed like a good stopping place. He fully expected to find its populace, at the very least, indifferent to his condition, but to his surprise, Federico and his army were received with open arms. 

So moved was he by the generous hospitality he encountered during his time there, Federico decreed henceforth the place would be called Polizzi la Generosa. In a second, more important, decree, he gave Polizzi the status of città demaniale, a city of the dominion. This meant that Polizzi would have a seat in the Sicilian parliament of the day and be under the direct rule of the king. The city would be free to make its own civic decisions without the intrusion of barons or other feudal lords. Until the unification of Italy six hundred years later, this status was reconfirmed by succeeding rulers of Sicily. 

The city was granted its own coat of arms. In it is pictured the crowned imperial eagle, standing against a gold background. A shield on his chest contains the image of seven roses, representing the seven sections of the city. Caught in his talons is a banner that reads Politium Generosa Civitas, the City of Polizzi Generosa. 

Polizzi Generosa flourished and prospered over the next seven centuries, growing to become the educational, cultural, and social center of the region. To this day, the Polizzani show an enlightened, free spirit unlike the populations of other nearby towns with less independent pasts. 

Local lore hints that the ensuing improvement in the fortunes of Federico II was attributable to the clear mountain air, the serene setting, and the delicious, wholesome food he enjoyed during his sojourn in Polizzi Generosa. And perhaps this footnote to history is responsible, indeed, for turning Federico II into the preeminent ruler of the age, known to this day as Stupor Mundi, the Wonder of the World. 

The anchor for this book is food. Over the centuries, Polizzi has developed a cuisine as unique as its history and as striking as its bucolic mountain setting. Millennia of occupation can be traced through the Polizzani cupboard. Olives from ancient Greece; almonds, spices, and sugar from North Africa; and tomatoes, potatoes, squashes, beans, peppers, and prickly pears from the Western Hemisphere by way of Spain are a few examples of the many imports that fill this cornucopia of edible culture. 

What people eat and when they eat it is determined by seasonal availability, tradition, and good planning. Since the Middle Ages, homemade liquers have been popular in Polizzi. Through a simple process of maceration, fruits, herbs, and nuts are transformed into delicious, brilliantly colored cordials and after-dinner drinks. Canning, preserving, and sun-drying all play an important role in bringing the sweetness of summer to the winter’s table. In Polizzi Generosa, a family’s true wealth is calculated according to the cleverness with which these tasks have been accomplished and by the bounty of its cupboard. 

This simple, frankly rustic cuisine, still enjoyed today, also has an enchanting playfulness about it. Literal translations of recipe titles produce such whimsical phrases as “Drowned Lettuce Soup,” “Cauliflower Under Siege,” and “Almond Love Bites.” 

The wisdom and skill of many people, both home cooks and professionals, are included in these recipes. In Polizzi, culinary expertise is divided into two categories: those who cook and eat, and those who don’t cook but still eat heartily, knowing every recipe in minute (sometimes tedious) detail. 

Many of the recipes that follow were shared by friends and relatives. In 1987, the Associazione Culturale Naftolia, the local Polizzani cultural organization, published a community cookbook. Charmingly titled Polizzi, Generosa Anche a Tavola (Polizzi, Generous Also at the Table), the book contains recipes authored by men and women of the city. A number of the recipes in this book are from that source. 

As originally offered, orally or written, all of these recipes were intended for an audience that already knows them. Quantities were given in “handfuls of this” or “ladlefuls of that.” A more enigmatic measurement used for everything from salt to tomato sauce is q.b., quanta basta, “whatever is enough.” 

I have translated and adapted these recipes to a format more suitable for the American cook. When necessary, ingredient substitutions have been noted, but happily, most of the traditional ones can easily be found in this country. 

The key to Polizzani cuisine is utter simplicity. The actual taste of the main ingredient is always spotlighted, and changing one ingredient can produce an entirely different-tasting result. Centuries of refinement provide the counterpoint and complexity of flavor. There is an old Sicilian saying, easily adopted for the Polizzani table: 


Quannu i Polizzani si fannu i casi, Pensanu c’annu a campari pi mill’anni. Ma quannu mancianu, Pensanu c’annu a muriri u nnumani.

When the Polizzani build their houses, They think they’re going to live for a thousand years. But when they eat, They think they’re going to die tomorrow.



I welcome you to this place of delicious imagination. I hope that the following pages will provide a panorama of the people, culture, and food of this ancient jewel of the Madonie. I hope that the so many beautiful things of Polizzi Generosa will find a place in your heart, and at your table, as they have for me.
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One
My First Visit


First impressions are often accurate. They may not provide the whole story about a person or a place, but the insight they offer becomes a lasting reference point. My first visit to Polizzi Generosa, a place familiar through my grandparents’ stories yet physically unknown to me, falls into exactly this category. 

The weeks before my first trip to Sicily in 1988 were an exciting time in my life, a time of renewal and beginnings. I had spent September working on a film in France for the first time. At the beginning of October, I met an American harpist, Carol Mukhalian, who was living and working in Paris. As destiny would have it, it was love at first sight. 

I had planned to go to Sicily after the Paris trip. I wondered if anyone named Vilardi, my grandmother’s family name, was still alive. Since the emigration of my grandparents’ generation nearly a hundred years ago, contact with the Sicilian part of the family had virtually ceased. 

The only clue I had was from Angelina, one of my grandmother’s first cousins. She had told me that we have a cousin who plays the tuba in the Police Band of Rome. But that was twenty years ago, and beyond that, I knew nothing of my Sicilian relatives. Having never found Polizzi Generosa on any map, it would be a true journey of discovery. When I told Carol of my plans, she agreed to join me. 

We thought it best to travel as husband and wife. We had a hard enough time explaining to ourselves what was happening between us; a more traditional culture, we were certain, would not understand at all. Carol always wore an antique diamond and sapphire band on her right hand. She asked me if I would place it on the fourth finger of her left hand, and when I stopped shaking, we were on our way from Paris to Palermo. 

The connecting flight from Milano to Palermo was impossibly delayed. I had managed to phone our hotel, the Grande Albergo della Palme (the Grand Hotel of the Palms), from Milano and asked to have a cold supper placed in our room for our midnight arrival. 

When we finally arrived, we could see that the Grand Hotel must have been truly grand once, but time and neglect had taken their toll. Even the palms showed the wear of war and occupation. A diffident, aged bellman ceremoniously led us into a miniature modern elevator, and then down an endless twenty-foot-wide corridor to our room. Upon opening the door, I noticed first of all a hat rack. I always wear a hat and have observed that the modern world offers few places to hang one. 

In a corner of the ample, high-ceilinged room was a small table set with two places. Under the protection of starched white linen napkins was laid the cold supper: chicken baked with garlic, herbs, and orange juice, green bean salad in a vinegary dressing, and potato salad with olive oil, capers, and onions. There was a chilled bottle of Sicilian white wine from the Regaliali winery and one of mineral water. 

Dessert was a bowl of perfectly ripe fresh fruit. The pears seemed to cry when we peeled them, their flavor sweet and perfumy with an ever-so-slight astringency. Without doubt we were in Sicily. The thrill of our being there together kept us up until dawn. 

The next afternoon, we bought a road map. For the first time I saw the name “Polizzi Generosa” printed on a map. My eyes filled at the reality: This place of childhood myth really does exist. 

We rented a car, a Renault Cinque with Milano license plates. It took only the four-block drive from rental office to hotel to understand that in Palermo, to relinquish the right of way holds the same social status as being cuckolded. There are fewer traffic lights than Americans are used to, and their signals are mostly ignored anyway. To traverse an intersection, one must simply pull out into the chaos, leaving oneself in the hands of fate. Being in a small French car with continental plates gave us no primacy whatsoever in this madness. 

Our destination, Polizzi Generosa, lay about seventy miles southeast of Palermo. The last quarter of the trip was on a two-lane state road that turns off the main coastal highway just past the city of Termini Imerese. When we reached this junction, it was dusk. Above us in the distance were the lights of Polizzi. As we wound our way up and around the mountain, the city would disappear, then reappear larger, closer, like a series of stop-motion photographs. Sooner than seemed possible, after a perilous set of switchbacks, a large sign proclaimed Welcome to Polizzi Generosa in several languages. 

Our arrival, while momentous for Carol and me, was hardly noticed by the men at their work on the outskirts of town. I asked a garage mechanic, in my best Sicilian, if he knew of a hotel in town. He graciously answered with great formality that unfortunately there wasn’t a hotel in town, but there was one in the countryside below, the Villa Cariddi. 

We wound our way back down the mountain and, following his directions, turned through an open gate into a courtyard. Before us was a charming little villa. In one room near the window, a grandmother sat crocheting. We had obviously turned into the wrong driveway, since the woman pretended not to notice us. We probably could have stayed parked in her courtyard all night. After all, this was Sicily, and what these strangers were doing in her courtyard was certainly none of her business. 

I tapped on her window. She opened it. I respectfully apologized for the intrusion and said that I believed I’d made a mistake. With a warm, pleasant smile, she said, “Perhaps. But if you are looking for the Villa Cariddi, it is the next house up the road.” 

The Villa Cariddi was a strangely austere Sicilian baroque structure. The windows were shuttered, the grounds overgrown. The property was filled with howling cats in heat. At first impression it seemed abandoned, but wisps of light seeping through the cracks in the shutters, and the wonderful aroma of cooking, implied otherwise. 

Carol waited in the car as I walked up to the massive door and knocked. I expected it would be opened by a kindly grandfather not unlike my own. The door swung open wide, filling the courtyard with light and noise from a bustling room. The porter was not a sage old man in a well-worn cardigan at all, but a young man wearing a Brooks Brothers-like button-down shirt and a crew-neck sweater. 

He rudely asked, “What do you want?” Thrown by his greeting, I mustered enough Sicilian to explain that we were looking for board and lodging. With flat indifference, he answered, “We are full,” and slammed the door, leaving us in the darkness with the cats. 

I looked to Carol for encouragement and knocked again. He opened. I asked if there were any other places he could recommend. He said, “To tell the truth, there are other places, but they are difficult to find, there are no telephones, and only I know where they are.” 

I knew what he was getting at, but his manner was rather disappointing. Instead of crossing his palm with silver, I quipped, “So, if you please, tell me something: How do they find clients?” He laughed coldly, slamming the door in my face once more. I turned and walked back to the car. Without understanding a word, Carol knew what had happened. She suggested that we go back to town for another look around. 

We returned up the perilous route to Polizzi. Around the bend from the mechanics, we found a pizzeria. We stopped for a coffee and to regroup. The place was named Il Pioniere, The Pioneer, and was oddly decorated with large original paintings of the American Old West. In the center of the large room, well-worn rustic tables and benches made of split logs completed the theme. Near the bar, at small café tables and chairs, sat a group of old men drinking coffee. We stood at the bar and drank ours. The room rumbled with the same kind of silence as in a western movie when the stranger walks into the saloon. 

I asked the man behind the bar if he knew of any hotels. He sang out, “The Villa Cariddi.” I told him that we had already been there and that it was full. I asked if there were any others. He nervously answered, “I don’t know. I don’t know.” Suddenly, one of the old men stood up and declaimed in a loud voice, “You know what you should do?” And then to the crowd, “You know what they should do?” Everyone held his breath. He continued, “You should go to the Università della Muratori.” I translated for Carol, explaining that he said we should go to the “University of the Bricklayers.” She rolled her eyes. I, uncertain of his meaning, asked if this was a hotel. “Yes,” he said. “It has an odd name but it is comfortable, with very good food. The owner is named Santo Lipani. Be sure to tell him that the Distribbuturu Agip sent you.” At first I thought this was some grand municipal title, but soon realized that this gentleman was the distributor or owner of an Agip-brand gasoline station. 

As the kind gentleman was giving us directions, the barman magically remembered that he had, behind the bar, a stack of brochures for the place. Carol and I exchanged a glance but said nothing. 

After the business of hotel directions was settled, I mentioned that my grandmother was Polizzani. The distributor said, “I know that. I can hear it in your accent.” All of the old men now smiled and nodded at us. 

I realized that everyone we had come in contact with knew exactly why I had come to Polizzi Generosa. Their code of respect prevented them from speaking to the issue; they would not invade my privacy. But now that I had brought it up, they were free to ask my family’s name. 

“Vi-lar-di,” the distributor pronounced carefully. He said it again almost in a whisper, building the drama of the moment. He became lost in great brow-knitting thought. Finally he said, “There is a barber here with that name who has a brother who plays tuba in the Police Band of Rome.” 

“My God!” I almost shouted, “that’s my cousin!”

With a fatherly attitude, the gentleman told me to calm down. “It’s late now,” he said. “Go to the hotel, have a nice dinner, rest, and tomorrow come back to town and you’ll find your cousin Giuseppe Vilardi.” I thanked him and we finally shook hands. As we left, all of the old men came to the door to see us off. 

Soon we were down the mountain again and turning onto the dirt road leading to the University of the Bricklayers. The night was cold, foggy, and dark, the road muddy and rutted. A light, barely visible in the distance, encouraged our progress. When we grew closer, the outline of a square, rustic two-story building could be seen. 

I parked the Renault in the courtyard and we entered a warm room, overlit by fluorescent lights and cozy from the fire in an enormous hearth. At the far corner sat two men eating pasta fasoli, macaroni and beans. They were shocked to see these two strangers on their threshold. I asked for Signur Santo Lipani and one of them came forward. He was in his mid-thirties, squarely built with fair skin, reddish hair, and a large blond mustache. The other man, of similar age but thin and dark, introduced himself as Domenico. 

There was a room available; in fact the place was empty. He asked if we were hungry. He showed us to our room and said dinner would be ready in twenty minutes. I thanked him, using the old Sicilian formal pronoun, vossia. He said, “We are in the country here. It is very peaceful, serene. There is no need to be formal, no reason to call each other vossia. We can use tu.”

The room was charming. A good bed, covered in a brightly colored quilt, filled most of the tiled floor. The tile continued past a door into the bath. The casement windows had beautifully carpentered shutters with hand-forged wrought-iron latches. The room was cold and had that sweet smell rooms acquire deep in the country. Although not yet eight o’clock, the peacefulness of the night was broken only by the wind and an occasional barking dog. 

We lugged in our bags (I always carry too much and so, it turns out, does Carol), washed up, and returned to the main room. A table close to the fire had been laid with a crisp oilcloth and set for two. The dinner began slowly, with a modest antipasto of salami, olives, and bread. The flavors, however, were rich with country Sicilian robustness. 

We “oohed” gleefully at the incredible flavor of the salami. Santo explained that this salami was made locally from pigs raised in the traditional way—herded, not penned. The animals forage the hillsides, eating chestnuts before the time of their slaughter. The meat has a delicate sweetness and a richness, while at the same time having little fat. 

The olives were rich and oily; black-brown, they were slightly larger than calamatas. They were skewered on toothpicks and toasted over an open fire. We learned that this was a style of preparation unique to Polizzi. 

The bread, yellow with a firm crust, was made of durum wheat flour. Santo had baked it in a large wood-burning brick oven that stood on the patio outside the kitchen door. Pani ’i casa, as it is called, is the traditional bread of Sicily. Breaking bread here, in the land of my roots, stirred an ancient part of my soul. 

Our pig-squeals of delight over the antipasto inspired Santo to prepare the first course. The antipasto, I realized later, was a sort of test to measure our appreciation of what would follow. Had our response been cooler, Santo would not have prepared the magnificent first course that soon came from the kitchen. Placing it on the table, he announced, “Taggiarini chi funci sarvaggi.” I translated for Carol, “Homemade pasta with wild mushrooms.” 

Santo had foraged the mushrooms that very morning. Funci ’i ferla, as he called them, they look somewhat like our cultivated portabella, but there is little comparison in flavor. They have a deep, musty quality, enhanced by their preparation with parsley and the perfume of garlic. 

Next came coils of thin sausage, made from the same pork as the salami. Sea salt and a pinch of black pepper were the only flavorings added to the ground meat. The sausages were pan-cooked, finished with red wine, and accompanied by a green tomato salad dressed with a wonderfully fruity extra-virgin olive oil and dried oregano. Santo said that the tomatoes were green because in these Sicilian mountains the growing season is relatively short. All of the tomatoes that turn red by the beginning of September are cooked into sauce and canned, or sun-dried into paste for the winter. 

The wine was local, very fruity and very young, about two weeks old. It looked like unfiltered apple juice. Santo tapped it from a small barrel into a beautiful majolica pitcher. Despite its youthful flavor, it was strong. Carol and I became giddy as we toasted our arrival in Polizzi and the mutual pleasure of our company. I caught Santo and Domenico smiling in our direction. I could see in their eyes that they knew, “wedding ring” aside, we had just met. 

On the table next to the wine was a glass carafe filled with the water of Polizzi, of which my grandfather had often spoken. I was thrilled to see it still as clear as the finest ground-glass lens, still as pure and sweet as the first flower of spring. I had now drunk the sweet water of Polizzi Generosa, and I felt as if the thirst of every cell of genetic memory was quenched by it. I think that I shall remember always my first meal in Polizzi Generosa, on October 30, 1988. My grandfather would have been 116 on that day. 

After dinner we asked Santo and his colleague Domenico to join us. We sat around the table cracking hazelnuts and talking. The dark night was growing colder, and the fireplace provided great comfort against it. 

The first thing they wanted to know was how we had found their place. I told them the story of our rude experience at the Villa Cariddi and how the Distribbuturu Agip had told us about the University of the Bricklayers. They were amazed to learn that we were told about the place in town. Domenico nervously laughed and remarked, “It is the mafia.” This word Carol understood without translation. Her face registered alarm. Santo explained as I translated for her: “Domenico doesn’t mean what you think. You are not from here, and perhaps your sense of the mafia is like it is in The Godfather, with gangsters and guns. But it’s different here; it’s about respect.” 

He cracked a nut for emphasis. “Let’s say, for example, an important, well-respected man opens a hotel in the countryside. By and by, a stranger comes to town asking for a hotel. There are sixteen hotels around Polizzi, but the townspeople will give directions to just that one place, out of deference to the man of respect. Of course, tourists can stay wherever they wish, but a different hotel might be hard for them to find.” He took a sip of wine. 

“You see, it is much more profound than the American idea of mafia. It is something more difficult to grasp, this ancient culture of respect.” For final punctuation, Santo put the nut-meat in his mouth and crunched it hard between his molars. 

Domenico dissolved the sobriety of the moment by quickly changing the subject to America. “I lived there once for nine months, in Bruculinu,” he gleefully announced. The section of Brooklyn he described was, not surprisingly, my old neighborhood. “What a place! People always running, and for what? After a while I couldn’t take it, so I returned to Polizzi. I’m very happy about that.” 

Santo had never been to the United States, but he had spent time in Nicaragua, teaching farming techniques to the native people. “We were in the jungle,” he said, “showing the people how to grow tomatoes and potatoes, the two most important foods originally from that part of the world, and they’d never seen them before. It was very strange.” 

I asked him why he called his hotel the University of the Bricklayers. “I have been building it on and off for ten years,” he said, “and for me it has been a university.” The walls were hung with a collection of paintings. Their style was a kind of modern realism, and the subjects ranged from historical battles to portraits that looked a bit like Sicilian Botero. Santo modestly acknowledged that the work was his. Domenico went on to say, less modestly, that Santo’s paintings have been exhibited in Palermo, Catania, and Rome, as well as in galleries in other major cities throughout Italy. “Santo Lipani is not only a chef and a bricklayer,” boasted Domenico, “but also a famous artist.” Santo blushed. 

They asked us how we had heard of Polizzi. I told them about my family. Santo said, “I know. I hear it in your accent.”

It now being official that we were sort of paisani, Domenico brought out a bottle of homemade hazelnut liqueur. We toasted, first to my “wife,” and then to our arrival. We toasted the dinner, and Polizzi, and the universe, and the mind of God. 

Santo drew something on a small piece of paper and handed it to me. It was a caricature of me. At first it seemed very funny, but the information held in its image showed otherwise. On my shoulder flew two flags: the trinacria of ancient Sicily and Old Glory. Above my head were the words 

I DO NONT REMEMBER SICILY.

Santo understood why I had come to Polizzi Generosa.
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We drank and laughed and talked well into the small hours of the morning, our actions punctuated by the howling wind and the fire’s crackle. 

Back in our room, there was not the benefit of a fireplace, but the warmth produced by the liqueur held long enough for Carol and me to undress and climb into bed. Reviewing the day’s events by the dim yellow light of a small candle, it was hard to remember that only the previous afternoon Polizzi Generosa had been just a red dot at the end of a squiggly blue line on a road map. 

As we talked, lying on our sides facing each other, we inched closer. We could see our breath in the candlelight as we whispered “I love you” over and over to each other for the first time. The breath that formed these words surrounded us in a great protective dome, as we dreamily drifted asleep in each other’s arms. 

All at once, we were frightened awake by the sound of many feet in the gravel outside the window at the head of our bed. The candle had burned out, leaving us in complete darkness. There was the hushed voice of someone giving orders. We wondered what could be causing the disturbance, our imaginations certain of the worst. Could it be that we were to be targeted for staying in the unapproved hotel? We realized that we knew very little of Santo or Domenico or of Polizzi. How easy it would be for two people like us to disappear here without a trace. 

Hearts pounding, we finally found the muscles needed to untangle ourselves. With all the courage we could muster, we quietly rose to wobbling knees on the unsteady bed and listened at the shuttered window. I could understand nothing of what was being said, and trying to convince us both that it probably was none of our business, I suggested that we return to bed. I dove for the safety of the covers. 

Carol’s curiosity, however, could not be postponed. Slowly she unlatched the shutters and peeked out the window. She whispered, “Oh Vince, you have to see this.” I looked up to see the dawn’s light illuminating the nude form of a beautiful woman kneeling on the bed beside me. Joining her at the window was beginning to seem like a pretty good idea. 

What we saw outside was a man trying to negotiate his cow away from under our window. He pulled and tugged at the collar to no avail. His pleading turned to anger. He cursed the cow and all her kind in a colorful stream of epithets. The window was high and we remained unnoticed. At his final moment of desperation, the stubborn cow graciously complied and she led the farmer away. 
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Still on our knees, heads framed by the window, we felt embarrassed by our foolish assumption of mafia assassins. Our eyes followed the trail of man and beast. As our heads tilted up, we sighted for the first time the incredible splendor of where we were. Before us lay a mountain pasture, dotted with olive trees. In the distance, on a hill covered with broom, sheep grazed. We threw open the casement. The room filled with the clear, cold morning air. It was scented with wild fennel, and bay laurel, and earth—rich, fertile earth. There was no machine noise, only the sounds of bleating sheep, and cowbells, and the chime of someone tinkering. 

I thought of my grandfather sitting at our kitchen window in Brooklyn. Looking out over that bleak landscape through a tangle of clotheslines, could the remembrance of this splendor have caused the sparkle that ran across his eyes? What determination to find a better life must have driven him, must have driven all of them, to trade these pristine Sicilian mountains for Brooklyn’s tenements. 

The cold air made us shiver and we scurried to find our clothes. While stamping our feet and flapping our arms, we dressed quickly and went out into the light of the new day. Hand in hand, wandering the narrow dirt roads near the hotel, we found the morning alive with the activity of a rural life. Shepherds were moving their flocks to graze, and farmers were carrying implements on their shoulders to the fields. One man was riding a donkey, hurriedly traveling somewhere. 

We smiled and bid boniornu to everyone we passed. Their eyes shared with us the pleasure of our being in love. They knew we had come from far away, and were honored and pleased by our obvious joy at being there. It was as if we had traveled all this way just to see them. They returned our boniorni and smiled back at us with gracious pride. 

An hour later, we flew into the hotel, excited and invigorated by the walk. A barely awake Santo was preparing coffee. He scooped a generous amount of finely ground espresso into a pot of boiling water. He let it return to the boil, removed the pot from the heat, and added a trickle of cold water to settle the grinds. Then he strained it through a small fine-mesh strainer. I remember my grandmother preparing coffee this way every morning of my childhood. 

First Santo served the strong brew black, in small cups, as a kind of eye-opener. Then we had it in coffee bowls with hot milk, accompanied by toast and jam. Santo turned to face me and, looking squarely into my eyes, asked, “Now do you remember Sicily?” 

After breakfast, we drove up to Polizzi to find my cousin Giuseppe Vilardi, the barber. It was Sunday morning, and the center of the city was closed to vehicular traffic. In traditional Sicilian fashion, the women were on their way to church and the men were filling the piazzas and cafés. Some were engaging in the Sunday ritual of passíu, strolling back and forth along the main street. Their pace was almost processional. Even though we were obvious strangers, everyone ignored our presence. 

We found a barber shop. I stood in the doorway, but before I could speak, the barber informed me that we wanted a different barber shop, pointing us in the right direction. Clearly, he knew who we were. 

Finding it, we stood outside the opened doorway and looked inside. It was an old shop. The chairs were white porcelain with green leather cushions. A client reclined in one of them with his eyes closed. A portable sink of shiny copper was in place under his head. The barber, who had his back to us, was wetting the man’s hair with a kind of copper watering can and giving it a shampooing. 

“Excuse me,” I said, “I am looking for a barber named Giuseppe Vilardi.” The barber turned, his hands full of soap, “I am Giuseppe Vilardi.” 

“I think we’re cousins,” I said.

With that, the man in the chair turned in our direction, opening one eye to give us the once-over. Remembering this was none of his business, he turned back and closed his eye. 

Giuseppe was stunned with excitement. He moved toward me, his arms extended. We half shook hands and half embraced, the soap on his hands making it awkward. “But where did you come from?” he asked. I told him that we were from America, and about Cousin Angelina’s information about his brother the tuba player. Although his portrayal of surprise was impeccable, I was sure he already knew all that. I also was now certain that the news of our arrival in Polizzi was all over town.

A genealogical review determined that we were, indeed, cousins. Although he was twenty years my senior, our great-grandfathers had been brothers. We were third cousins, not a distant relationship in a Sicilian family. Had we known each other during my childhood, I would be calling him Zù, (uncle) out of respect. 

The shop was filling up with clients. Some of them spoke to me, happy at the reunion, pretending to be hearing of it for the first time. I did not want to further interrupt Giuseppe at his work, and said as much. He very apologetically said that Sunday morning was his busiest time. We made a plan to meet later in the day. He invited us to his home, to meet his wife and children. We embraced good-bye, sans soap, until later. Amazing! I could barely comprehend the ease with which I had found family six thousand miles away and ninety years later. I think Guiseppe took it more in stride. After all, family is family. 

The city was becoming busier with the activities of Sunday morning. We stopped in a café to drink cappuccino and eat horn-shaped pastry filled with cream. Carol and I stood very close to each other at the bar, pastry cream running down our mouths. Carol moved to lick away a particularly luscious glob from the corner of my mouth when her eye caught a stern look from the barman. I turned to see what had stopped her. We moved a little apart to maintain propriety. The barman’s acerbity changed to a smile, but still he scolded us with a shaking finger. 

We finished our snack like proper Sicilian ladies and gentlemen and then left the café to find a place to steal a kiss, easier said than done. Our quest for an isolated spot took us on a grand tour through the beautiful winding streets of Polizzi Generosa. 

We found ourselves in an ancient part of town with narrow winding streets walled by small two-story houses. At the center of this section rose what was, obviously, at one time a minaret. Clotheslines laden with brightly colored laundry, waving in the warming sun, bridged the streets. As Carol and I passed underneath, I felt as if these banners were placed there to herald our arrival. 

It was near noon when we returned to the center of town. The strollers were now walking faster, on their way to Sunday dinner, carrying cake boxes or loaves of bread. From out of nowhere, an old lady in black appeared in front of us. She was uncommonly pale, with wispy white hair and a mouth full of misplaced teeth. 

She spoke in a loud, exasperated, craggy voice. “Are you Vilardi?” she croaked. I half-nodded in the affirmative, and clasping her hands to heaven, she said, “Thank God! I found you! I felt you were here.” In Sicily one would never betray a confidence by saying, “So and so told me you were here.” 

She fell in between us and, grabbing our arms in a vise-like grip, led us, silently, at breakneck speed through a maze of winding streets. We came to a halt in front of a small house. She nudged us inside to a large dark kitchen. In it were three men, the two older men sitting at an oilcloth-covered table. It was illuminated by the light from a giant television set, on which a soccer match was in progress. The youngest man was stirring a large pot of tomato sauce on the dimly lit stove. Without looking up, he bellowed gleefully, “You found them?” “Of course,” she said nonchalantly. She now turned to us with a big smile. Her teeth sparkled like a drunken jeweler’s fantasy. “Now,” she said, “I can embrace you. On the street, what would people think.” She clasped each of our heads, in turn, in her strong hands, planting firm kisses on our cheeks. 

We introduced ourselves. Her name was Pasqualina Vilardi. Her youngest son, Peppe, came forward with his right hand extended and the wooden sauce spoon in the left. He pumped ours with great enthusiasm. His kisses on our cheeks were just as earnest. The two older sons, Moffu and Franco, were slightly less effusive, After all, cousins from America are one thing, but it was the crucial moment of the game. 

In a jump-cut we were at the table enjoying a dish of macaroni. The sauce was a hearty tomato-meat ragù with rich, sharp pecorino grated on top. The second course was a veal shoulder roast, flavored with onion and Marsala. The meat was accompanied by a potato gratin made with olive oil and pecorino, perfumed with the woodsy mountain flavor of fresh bay leaves. There was also cicoria, a wild field green that is similar to dandelion, only shorter and more bitter. The cicoria was cooked and dressed with olive oil and lemon. 

Pasqualina, whom I called Zà (aunt) out of respect, sat next to me at dinner. She stared at me the whole time, smiling with watery eyes. She thanked the Lord, the Virgin Mary, and all the saints in heaven for “bringing my cousin safely back to me.” We figured out that her late husband was descended in some way from my great-great-grandfather. She kept taking my face in her hands and kissing my cheeks. This made it difficult to eat, but after all, the event wasn’t about food. 

The soccer match ended unfavorably for the favorite team. Immediately relegating the loss to the remote past, the sons spoke of how different Los Angeles must be from Polizzi. (More, I knew, than they could ever imagine.) Carol was sitting on the other side of me and I endeavored to keep her abreast of the conversation. They all watched with great interest the attention I was paying to my “wife.” 

Conversation drew to a slow stop. We sat around, sort of smiling and nodding at each other. There seemed to be one common thought: “Who are these people? What if we’re not related?” Peppe ran to another room and returned with a photo album. Zà Pasqualina opened it and, pointing at a picture, said, “This is your grandmother.” The battle-ax to whom she was pointing bore no resemblance to my delicate, beautiful grandmother. 

She tried again: “This is your cousin Philip.” I feigned memory loss. She turned pages in silence, pointing at photos, hopefully trying to coax some recognition from me. It was to no avail. All of these people were total strangers to me. Taking the book from her, I started to turn pages myself, frantically looking for a familiar face. At last, there she was. “Ah!” I said in victory, “Zà Angelina!” The photo was of the woman who had told me about the tuba player. The whole room sighed in relief. Then we ate hazelnuts. I looked up from nut-cracking and noticed that the Vilardis were not using nutcrackers to open these hard shells. They accomplished this strenuous task with their teeth. 

All at once, the room filled with more than twenty people. They were Zà Pasqualina’s other children and grandchildren and their families. It was a party. We toasted and were toasted with homemade hazelnut liqueur. I grew lax in my simultaneous translation. Carol had to tap me on the shoulder and ask, “What’s going on?” A “Don’t you know?” with a giggle was all I could manage. 

Loosened a bit by the liqueur, the eldest daughter, Vincenzina, a no-nonsense woman, asked questions about this alleged marriage between Carol and myself. When I told her that we had been married for only three months, she said, “Well, that explains the attention. You’re newlyweds.” 

The other daughter, Anna, and her family kept a large kitchen garden. The end of October is prickly pear season, and Anna’s husband, Giovanni, had brought a bushel basket of the fruit. Fucurinnia, as the Sicilians call them, comes from the Italian fichi d’India, Indian figs. The Spaniards planted this cactus, indigenous to the American Southwest and Mexico, at a time when Europeans still believed that the Western Hemisphere was part of India. 

Over the centuries, the Sicilians have come to believe that the prickly pear is theirs. The sweet deep red fruit found beneath the dangerously spiny skin could be a metaphor for the contradictions of Sicilian life itself. As befits their ironic sense of humor, Sicilians love to make jokes about prickly pears. Somehow the punch lines always have to do with someone sitting on the spiny fruit. The family howled as they told their favorite prickly pear stories, some of which were so old—and so widely known—that I had heard them from my grandfather as a boy. 
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