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The Italian agriturismo system was developed to preserve the act of farm-to-table eating long before it became a trendy slogan. It was born from the need to help the thousands of family farms across the country that were struggling to survive—yet essential lifelines to the pulse of Italian cuisine. Opening their doors to overnight guests and diners allowed farmers to supplement their incomes and showcase the flavors of their land by providing meals prepared with their own seasonal ingredients. The success of the movement penetrated deep into rural Italy, as abandoned farms were restored to their former brilliance, and travelers from around the world embraced the concept of a vacation soaked in the splendors of the Italian countryside. Today the Italian agriturismo symbolizes a revival of times past; it speaks of practical healthy living that is sustainable and a model of living off the land.


After our first experiences working on several Italian agriturismi upon graduating from culinary school, we were deeply moved by the simplicity of cooking with ingredients grown and raised out the kitchen door. There was something that we connected with, that just seemed real and felt right about washing dirt off freshly picked vegetables, or noting the vibrant orange color of the freerange egg yolks we were using to make fresh pasta. We grew enamored with the magic that happened in cooking with an entire farm at our disposal. We returned home with this philosophy engraved in our budding culinary minds, and hatched a plan that was full of unbridled youthful dreams—to write a cookbook about the lives and recipes from agriturismi throughout all twenty regions of Italy. Through tenacity, determination, and a little luck, we completed half of our goal with our first cookbook about the agriturismi of northern Italy, The Italian Farmer’s Table. And now, almost a decade after our initial agriturismo inspiration, down the tortuous road of life’s twists and turns, we bring to you the sequel book, which completes this chapter of our lives.


Our first book ended in Emilia-Romagna. Our immersion into the core of the central and southern regions thus began in the hills of Tuscany, down the less traveled roads of the deep south, out to the faraway land of Sardegna, and finally ending on the shores of Sicily. With the incredible journey and experiences of our first trip still fresh in our minds, initial comparisons to our northern voyage were difficult to avoid. But as we eased into our routine and the trip began to develop its own unique character sketched from the stories of the people, places, and food we encountered along the way, a revelation of Italy’s beauty came to us. Perhaps its most apparent charm lies within the diversity found in each region, city, and village, which is most obvious in the immense chasms dividing the north, central, and south. Within the confines of an entire country not much larger than the state of Arizona, there exist vast differences in landscape, climate, terroir, and personalities. These shape the food cultures of each region that are so fiercely loved and protected by the populace. There is no better way to experience this great diversity than by visiting the country’s agriturismi, packed with local flavor and color. Their backbones are the heirloom recipes prepared with each farm’s own products, which speak of the true essence of Italian cuisine. And that’s exactly what we did.


During our five-month culinary adventure at over thirty of these farms, we unearthed and discovered Italy’s rural soul. Each day brought us new inspiration and moments of awe at the marvels and depths of Italy’s gastronomy. We arrived just in time to help with the saffron harvest, and plucked its fire-red thread, staining our fingers with a burnt orange hue. We visited countless cheese farms, including numerous pecorino producers in the central hills that are home to flocks of grazing sheep; a Sardinian dairy that had us sample the mouth-singeing, eye-watering island delicacy of maggot-infested cheese; and a stone hut in Sicily, where we witnessed the dying tradition of making cheese in a copper cauldron over a fire. Its taste leaves a lingering hint of smoke on the palate. Our pasta lessons were numerous. At each farm we were exposed to countless shapes and types, clouding our memories with the innumerable variety in the Italian repertoire. After spending a morning watching the crooked and bent fingers of a ninety-seven-year-old grandmother roll and cut perfect little ears of orecchiette, we drank to her health with rounds of limoncello. We spent time among the ancient olive groves of the Sabina park of Lazio, whose twisted, knobby trunks bear spine-tingling evidence of Roman origins, and drizzled their liquid gold over everything we ate there. We helped net fat healthy fish at a visit to a trout farm fed from a mountain stream, picked grapes for the 2009 vintage at an award-winning winery, and went looking for mushrooms in damp Calabrian forests. A farm in the heart of water buffalo country had us falling in love with the gentle beasts before even taking a bite of the insanely delicious mozzarella. Some farms put us right to work eager to take advantage of our free labor, and we waited tables, our American-accented Italian revealing our nationality to diners, and cooked on the line, feeling the pulse of the bustling agriturismo kitchen.


Five months traversing Italian roads was not without excitement. A shredded tire and smashed bumper bear testament to our calamities. The crater-size pockmarked roads of the deep south were often blocked with protestors or herds of animals, opening our eyes to the sorry state of the infrastructure of the poorest regions. In the mountains of the Abruzzo, we listened to the stories of a retired shepherd, who recounted Italy’s past of world wars and poverty through colorful narrations about his simple life of tending to his animals. After witnessing the slaughter and butchering of suckling pigs, we politely accepted a pig’s ear cut from one of the animals after it had been passed over with a blowtorch. It was uniquely chewy. An Umbrian farm cooked us a local specialty of grilled airdried pigs’ intestines—decidedly not our favorite—and a visit to an antique fountain to fill water bottles proved to be an ill-fated decision resulting in sleepless nights, a longing for home, and a visit to an Italian hospital. We begged and pleaded for a family’s highly coveted award-winning recipe—and finally prevailed after winning over the mom with our charm. We helped pick olives, joining in the camaraderie of the fall activity, and were invited to harvest feasts at long wooden tables festive with banter fueled from the invigorating work and jugs of wine. The explosion of sweet citrus flavor from blood oranges and clementines picked straight from the tree made us gasp at the intensity, leading to severe stomachaches from overindulging. Lunch with a colorful set of characters at a hunting lodge deep in the forests of Tuscany showed us the finer intricacies involved in dismembering a wild boar, and a morning at a local horse show revealed the grace and beauty of the region’s working horses. The generous spirit of the south quickly taught us that saying no to a second helping is impossible. The same goes for thirds. Foraging for wild greens illustrated the thriftiness of Italians who can make something delicious from a field of weeds, and baking bread in a brick oven and grilling thick porterhouse steaks over smoldering coals proved to us the unrivaled goodness of cooking with wood.


All these experiences were eye-opening, yet the true beauty behind them is that they are simple, ordinary happenings that occur every day in the food world of Italy. The undeniable fact is that Italians simply know how to eat. They can talk about what is for dinner while eating lunch, and why a dish from their own province is so much better than that of their neighbor when the two are virtually identical. A common thread throughout the country is that quality of ingredients is crucial, including understanding where they are grown and how they are made. And that is why agriturismi are so special. We hope that the stories and recipes on these pages offer a taste and flavor of Italian working farms, and inspire you with the purest examples of the Italian philosophy so fundamental to its cuisine.
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	BASIC RECIPES
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Basic Semolina Pasta Dough


PASTA FRESCA


3 cups (375 g) semolina flour


½ teaspoon Kosher salt


1–1¼ cups warm water


On a clean work surface, mix together the semolina flour and the salt. Make a well in the flour and add the water to the center of the well a little at a time. With a fork, gradually pull some of the flour into the water mixture, and continue mixing until a soft dough begins to form. With your hands, knead the dough until it is smooth and elastic, about 8 minutes. Cover the dough with a kitchen towel and let rest for 20 minutes. Cut the dough into desired shapes.


SERVES 4


Basic Egg Pasta Dough


PASTA FRESCA ALL’UOVO


2 ¼–2½ cups (280–300 g) all-purpose flour


4 large eggs, room temperature




	Make a well in the flour and add the eggs to the center. With a fork, lightly beat the eggs, and use the fork to gradually pull in some of the flour. Mix the flour and eggs together until well combined. Knead dough until it becomes smooth and elastic. Cover the dough and let rest for 20 minutes.


	Cut the dough into six pieces and cover with a towel. Pass one piece at a time through a pasta machine. Starting on the widest setting, pass the dough through, then fold the dough like an envelope and pass it through the widest setting again. Repeat these steps until the dough is smooth and elastic, 8 to 10 times. Begin to lower the setting a notch on the pasta machine and pass the dough through once on each setting, finishing on the second to thinnest setting.


	Lay the dough out on a flat surface sprinkled lightly with flour. Let the dough dry slightly; it should still be a little tacky and pliable or it will not cut properly.


	Cut the dough into desired shapes: tagliatelle, taglierini, spaghetti, what have you. Or use the sheets to make stuffed pastas such as ravioli, lasagna, or cannelloni.





SERVES 4


Crepes


CRESPELLE


1 cup (125 g) all-purpose flour


1 cup (240 ml) water or milk


3 large eggs


Pinch of salt


1 tablespoon unsalted butter


Place the flour, water, eggs, and salt in a blender and pulse to a smooth batter. Heat a 10-inch nonstick skillet over medium-high heat, brush the pan with a little melted butter, and ladle in enough batter to coat the bottom of the pan. You want to make the coating as thin as possible. Cook the crepe until it begins to dry out and set, about 1 minute, then use a spatula flip the crepe over and continue to cook another 30 seconds to 1 minute. Remove from the pan and lay flat on a dish. Continue cooking the crepes in this manner until the batter is finished.


MAKES 12 CREPES


Tomato Sauce


SUGO DI POMODORO


2 tablespoons (30 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


1 clove garlic, smashed


1 28-ounce (793 g) can whole plum tomatoes


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


Put the oil and garlic in a 4-quart pot over medium heat and cook until the oil is fragrant and the garlic is lightly golden, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the tomatoes and a Pinch of salt and cook for 30 minutes. Whisk the sauce vigorously to break up the tomatoes and garlic, then season to taste with salt and pepper.


MAKES 2 1/2 CUPS


Béchamel


BESCIAMELLA


¼ cup 0/2 stick) unsalted butter


¼ cup (40 g) all-purpose flour


3 cups (720 ml) milk


Pinch of nutmeg


Freshly ground white pepper


Pinch of salt




	Melt the butter in a 3-quart pan over medium heat. Add the flour and cook until the mixture is a golden brown, about 2 minutes.


	Meanwhile, warm the milk in a 2-quart saucepan over medium-low heat. Whisk the milk into the butter mixture a ladleful at a time and bring up to a simmer. Cook until the sauce has thickened. Add the nutmeg, white pepper, and salt.





MAKES 3 CUPS


Chicken Broth


BRODO DI POLLO


6 pounds (2.73 kg) chicken parts


2 yellow onions, cut into large dice


2 carrots, peeled, cut into large dice


2 stalks celery, cut into large dice


2 bay leaves


4 sprigs parsley


3 sprigs thyme




	Place all the ingredients in a large stockpot and cover with water. Bring to a slow boil. Reduce the heat and simmer gently for 2 to 3 hours, skimming any scum from the surface.


	Strain the broth into a clean bowl and refrigerate until needed. Remove any hardened fat that rises to the top. Chicken broth can remain in the refrigerator for up to 5 days, or you can freeze it.





MAKES 4 QUARTS


Vegetable Broth


BRODO DI VERDURE


1 yellow onion, roughly chopped


2 leeks, cleaned and sliced


2 carrots, roughly chopped


2 stalks celery, roughly chopped


8 ounces (226 g) mushrooms, sliced


1 potato, peeled and cut into large dice*


1 bay leaf


1 sprig parsley


1 sprig thyme


1 teaspoon black peppercorns


Place all the ingredients into a large stockpot and cover with water. Slowly bring to a boil, reduce the heat, and simmer for 1 to 2 hours.


Strain the broth into a clean bowl and keep it in the refrigerator for up to 5 days, or freeze it.


MAKES 2 QUARTS


* Other vegetables can be included in the broth, such as turnips, parsnips, asparagus, and red onion. Just steer clear of overly strong vegetables like cauliflower, cabbage, broccoli, and beets.


Sponge Cake


PAN DI SPAGNA


Softened butter, for the pan


4 large eggs, separated


⅔ cup granulated sugar, divided


1 teaspoon (5 ml) vanilla extract


1 cup (125 g) all-purpose flour


Pinch of table salt




	Position a rack in the center of the oven and heat the oven to 350°F (180°C). Butter a standard 18 × 13-inch half sheet pan and line with parchment paper.


	In a large bowl, beat the egg yolks, ⅓ cup of the sugar, the vanilla, and 2 tablespoons warm water with an electric mixer on high until thickened and very pale yellow, 5 to 6 minutes.


	In a stand mixer fitted with a whisk, beat the egg whites on medium speed to soft peaks. Gradually pour in the remaining ⅓ cup sugar. Raise the speed to medium-high and continue beating until glossy stiff peaks form.


	Fold a third of the egg whites into the yolk mixture to lighten, and then gently fold in the remaining whites. Sift the flour and salt over the top of the mixture and gently fold it in. Pour the batter into the prepared pan, gently spreading and smoothing it to make sure it’s level. Bake until the top springs back lightly when touched, 10 to 12 minutes. Transfer to a wire rack and let cool completely.





1 CAKE
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The central regions of Sardegna, Tuscany, Lazio, Umbria, Le Marche, Abruzzo, and Molise are geographically and metaphorically the epicenter of Italy’s gastronomy. They hosted two of the world’s most influential and prosperous cultures, the Roman dynasty and Tuscany’s Renaissance, both of which shaped and defined present-day Italy with their colossal achievements. This rich history has left Italians with inspiring architecture, masterpieces of art, and a cuisine based in the bounty grown and harvested from the same fertile soil as centuries past.


The recipes and traditional dishes of today’s central Italy have influences from neighboring regions but are independently distinct, made from only local ingredients. Fresh pasta is prepared with both eggs and flour—as it’s done throughout the north—as well as in the southern Italian manner with only flour and water. Bread eaten throughout Tuscany, Umbria, and Le Marche may strike the outsider as bland and tasteless from its lack of salt, but locals have a special place in their heart for it, and heavily season their cured pork products to accompany thickly cut slices. Leftover loaves are cubed and added to salads and soups.
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Cork trees


Central Italy’s aesthetically dramatic panorama of sloping hills and open meadow pastures that spread to the base of the rugged Appenines affords a landscape ideally suited to rearing sheep, and forged the shepherding cultures of the regions. Sardinian shepherds migrated to the mainland throughout the mid-1900s, bringing with them their pastoral lifestyles and their expertise at making sheep’s cheese. Their assimilation and acquisitions of land and property made them permanent residents of their adopted regions, and cemented pecorino’s reputation as the cheese of central Italy. Skewers of mutton have become synonymous with the Abruzzo and Molise, where tender cubes of the meat and fat are threaded onto sticks and grilled over wood coals. Their tenderness and earthy flavor are attributed to the animals’ lives spent grazing in high-altitude plains.


Italy’s most recognized steak, the infamous, insanely thick T-bone bistecca fiorentina, served bloody rare, comes from the Chianina cattle raised throughout Tuscany, Lazio, and Umbria. The stark white, well-muscled animals date back to Roman times, and were prized for their ability to work the steep hills of the regions. Tractors have now replaced the giant beasts in the fields, but a smaller breed of Chianina is bred for its intensely flavored and marbled meat. Special black pigs with a white stripe known as Cinta Senese, also native to Tuscany, are now reared throughout other central regions; their succulent meat produces superior dried salamis and prosciuttos. Central Italy is also home to the country’s most organized and skilled hunting clubs, which convene weekly throughout designated seasons to seek out a variety of the wild game that dominates menus from Sardegna to Molise. Wild boar, hare, pheasant, quail, and partridge all have their place in traditional country kitchens. Although the region is flanked by two oceans, fish plays a minimal role, even on the island of Sardegna; central Italians feel a closer connection to the land than the sea. Freshwater fish farms in Umbria and Le Marche produce fattened mountain trout fed from the natural rivers that slice through Sibillini National Park, and their fillets are a common second course among hearty meat fare.


Artichokes, peas, and fava beans are perennial favorites, as are heartier cold-weather vegetables like cardoons, Tuscan kale, and all sorts of squash. Seasoned foragers comb open meadows for an abundance of wild edibles, including chicories, bitter greens, and stalks of wild fennel. Dense forests damp with rainy fall and spring weather explode with spores of sprouting mushrooms, and beneath groves of poplar and beech trees specially trained dogs unearth knobby black truffles. Dark brown freshly tilled fields are seeded with wheat, lentils, beans, farro, spelt, bulgur, and corn in this cuisine based heavily upon legumes and grains. The concept of terroir—the perfect marriage of soil composition and climate—reaches a pinnacle in Tuscany’s vineyards, and its wines are now regarded as some of the best around the world, but bottles of lesser-known varietals throughout the other regions should not be overlooked; they offer exceptional quality at more affordable prices. Olive oil is the ultimate unifier in every region. Tables are always set with bottles of locally produced extra-virgin oil to drizzle generously over each course.


The rustic good eating that has made Italian food famous around the world is alive and well in the belly of its central regions. Blessed with temperate weather and a fruitful landscape, central Italy has bestowed its grace and magnetic appeal to all those lucky enough to have spent time in its embrace and enjoyed its cuisine, one of the world’s finest.
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Resting bull




[image: image]






	[image: image]

	
CHAPTER 1 SARDEGNA (SARDINIA)
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SA MANDRA


A true agriturismo in every sense, Sa Mandra is a model of farm-to-table eating. Husband and wife Mario and Rita and their children Maria Grazia, Michele, and Giuseppe have slowly built up over the years one of the most successful agriturismi in Sardegna. Mario and Rita both grew up in the mountainous hinterland region of Barbargia, which boasts the island’s highest peak. The area’s rugged climate of snow and ice is a far cry from the sandy beaches and clear blue waters of Sardegna’s coast.


Both spouses were raised in large families of shepherds with strong roots to the cultural heritage of their land. They left home over twenty years ago, when life in the Barbargia had become unbearably difficult, as there were too many shepherds and not enough land to accommodate all of them. They moved to the coastal flatlands of the Alghero province, with the intentions of raising their family and starting a farm of their own, where they could continue the traditions of their families. They began slowly with a small plot of land and flock of sheep, naming it Sa Mandra, which refers to the pen where sheep are milked and is symbolic of their roots and identity. Soon after, they began offering meals in their home, with guests dining at their own kitchen table. Everything was prepared with ingredients from their land. In addition to meat, the family was also producing cheese from their sheep.


Much has changed since Sa Mandra’s early years as one of Sardegna’s first farm restaurants. Over the years the agriturismo has expanded to serve the growing numbers of tourists discovering the island’s beauty. Today the farm hums with activity throughout the summer months. Small and wiry and with a look of eternal youth, Rita sparks the kitchen to life every night. Her daughter Maria Grazia, who passed up a law career to devote her life to her family’s business, manages the dining rooms with grace and an impressive efficiency that sees hundreds of customers fed every night. She greets arriving guests in the farm’s courtyard with an apertivo of local wine and a selection of cheeses. They can stroll around the property, which is made up of small stone buildings that house miniature museums of antique tools and artifacts of rural Sardinian culture. Visitors are also encouraged to watch Mario in action when he cooks porcetto, the farm’s signature dish, in enormous open fireplaces. The farm’s own suckling pigs are skewered onto long metal spears and then set in front of a lively fire of burning olive and myrtle wood. They are rotated every hour for four hours until their skin becomes perfectly browned and crackling. Heaping portions are served to diners, who delight in the delicacy and texture of milk-fed pork with a hint of smoky flavor. Sa Mandra is famous across the island for their preparation of porcetto, and the fireplaces symbolize the farm’s success and heritage.
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Mural depicting Sardinian culture
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Just-butchered suckling pigs
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Suckling pigs ready to be skewered
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Porcetto, spit-roasted suckling pigs


Ravioli with Seven Herbs and Ricotta


RAVIOLI ALLE SETTE ERBE


1½ (680 g) pounds ricotta


¼ cup loosely packed basil leaves


¼ cup roughly chopped flat-leaf parsley


1 tablespoon roughly chopped mint


1 tablespoon sliced chives


1 tablespoon roughly chopped chervil


1 teaspoon roughly chopped oregano


1 teaspoon thyme leaves


Kosher salt


¼ cup (59 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


1 recipe egg pasta dough (see “Basic Recipes”)


2 tablespoons freshly grated pecorino cheese, plus more for serving


At Sa Mandra, Rita simply walks out the kitchen door to her herb garden, picking what she needs to make the filling for these ravioli. They are packed with flavor, and the sauce made from a scoop of the filling adds a nice creaminess to the dish




	In a food processor fitted with the blade attachment, add the ricotta, the herbs, and 2 teaspoons of the salt. Process until the herbs are chopped. With the motor running, gradually add the oil in a steady stream until it is incorporated, the herbs are finely chopped, and the mixture is the consistency of mayonnaise. Reserve ⅓ cup of the cheese mixture and set aside.


	Divide the dough into four pieces. Using a pasta machine, roll the dough out, starting with the widest setting and then going down until the dough is ⅛ inch thick. Lay out one sheet of pasta. Drop teaspoons of filling down one side of the pasta sheet at ½-inch intervals. Fold the pasta over the filling and gently press out any air between the filling and the dough. With a fluted pastry cutter, cut the ravioli into small squares (about 1½ inches) and place on a lightly floured baking sheet. Finish the remaining ravioli in the same fashion.


	Bring a large pot of well-salted water to a boil. Drop the ravioli into the boiling water and cook until they rise to the surface, 2 to 3 minutes. Reserve ¼ cup of the pasta water, then drain the ravioli. Toss the ravioli in a bowl with the reserved cheese filling, a little of the pasta water, and the pecorino cheese. Serve immediately with more cheese if desired.





SERVES 5–6


Fregula with Lamb Ragù and Zucchini


FREGULA CON SUGO D’AGNELLO E ZUCCHINE


1 tablespoon (15 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


1 pound (453 g) lamb meat, cut into ⅛-inch cubes


Kosher salt


1 medium yellow onion, finely chopped


¼ cup finely chopped flat-leaf parsley


1 tablespoon tomato paste


3 cups (750 ml) low-salt chicken broth


¼ cup thinly sliced basil


1 small zucchini, cut into quarters and then thinly sliced


12 ounces (340 g) fregula


1 tablespoon freshly grated pecorino cheese


Sardinian fregula, sometimes referred to as Sardinian couscous, is eaten all over the island and made by mixing semolina flour with water. Traditionally water was sprinkled over the flour and then sifted until small, pebble-shaped clumps formed. The granules were then dried, toasted, and cooked in boiling water until al dente. Here the pasta is paired with a hand-cut lamb ragù. Taking the time to cut the meat into small cubes complements the small shape of the fregula.




	In an 11-inch straight-sided skillet, heat the olive oil over medium heat. Add the lamb, sprinkle with salt, and cook until browned all over, 6 to 8 minutes. Add the onion and parsley and continue to cook until the onion is tender, 3 to 5 minutes. Stir in the tomato paste and cook until it begins to brown, about 1 minute. Add 2½ cups of the broth and bring to a boil. Cover, reduce the heat to low, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the lamb is tender, about 1 hour. Add the basil and zucchini and cook until the zucchini is just tender, about 5 minutes.


	Meanwhile, bring a large pot of well-salted water to a boil. Add the fregula and cook until just al dente, about 1 to 2 minutes less than the package instructions call for. Drain the fregula well and transfer to the pan with the lamb ragu. Add the remaining ½ cup of broth and continue cooking until the fregula is al dente, 1 to 2 minutes. Season to taste with salt and sprinkle with the pecorino cheese.





SERVES 4






CASU MARZU


The Sardinian shepherding culture has forged a distinct pastoral cuisine, and sheep’s-milk cheese has become one of the region’s most important and recognized products. While the slightly aged Pecorino Sardo leaves the island’s shores for the global market, there exists a coveted and cherished version of pecorino that Sardinians keep for themselves. Casu Marzu begins as wheels of regular pecorino, but instead of ripening in cellars, they are left out in the open with a small incision made in the top to attract cheese flies. These flies lay eggs, which hatch larvae that permeate the interior, living their lives feeding on the cheese and producing enzymes to stimulate fermentation. They have done their job when the inside of the once hardened pecorino becomes creamy, soft, and “alive” with feeding maggots. An acquired taste, the pungent, eye-watering, tongue-singeing flavor is perhaps most appreciated by locals.


As stricter EU regulations have made their way into italy, Casu Marzu has become a banned product, with government officials declaring the cheese unsafe to consume given the risk of intestinal larval infection in humans. Although now illegal to produce and purchase, the cheese sells on the black market of the island, which has added to its mystique and brought the cheese even closer to the hearts of many Sardinians. Sa Mandra always has a few wheels “aging” for adventurous guests who request a bite of the “living” cheese.
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Sardinian Spiced Cookies


PAPASSINI


2 cups (250 g) all-purpose flour


6 tablespoons (¾ stick) unsalted butter


5 tablespoons (73 ml) whole milk


1 large egg


¼ cup chopped slivered almonds


¼ cup raisins


1 teaspoon orange zest


½ teaspoon aniseed


½ teaspoon baking powder


¼ teaspoon baking soda


¼ teaspoon cinnamon


Pinch of table salt


These popular spice-scented diamond-shaped Sardinian cookies are chock-full of delicious ingredients. They are found all over the island and vary from town to town, and family to family. They are often prepared with a sugary glaze on top, but Rita made hers plain so the subtle nuance of spice would shine through.




	Position a rack in the center of the oven and heat the oven to 350°F (180°C).


	In a stand mixer with the paddle attachment, combine all of the ingredients and mix on low speed until the dough comes together. Turn the dough out onto a clean work surface and roll out to a rectangle ¼ inch thick. Cut the dough lengthwise into 2-inch strips, then cut each strip on a diagonal into about 1½-inch diamonds. Transfer the diamonds to the baking sheet. Reroll the scraps, cutting out more cookies, until all the dough is used.


	Bake the cookies, one baking sheet at a time, until golden brown and set, 15 to 20 minutes. Transfer to a wire rack and let cool.





MAKES ABOUT 30 COOKIES


Meringue Cookies with Almonds and Orange Zest


MARIPOSSOS


3 large egg whites


⅓ cup granulated sugar


2 tablespoons slivered almonds, toasted and finely chopped


2 teaspoons orange zest, toasted


In these cookies the airy, soft, and chewy texture of the meringue gets a punch of flavor from the orange zest—and a little added crunch from the ground almonds. The consistency is so appealingly addictive, you can’t eat just one.




	Position a rack in the top and bottom third of the oven and heat the oven to 175°F (80°C).


	In a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment, beat the egg whites on medium-low speed until soft peaks form. In a steady stream, gradually pour in the sugar, increase the speed to medium-high, and continue beating to glossy stiff peaks. With a spatula, gently fold in the almonds and orange zest. Spoon the mixture into a large pastry bag fitted with a plain ½-inch tip.


	Line two baking sheets with parchment paper and pipe out the meringues into rounds 1½ inches in diameter by ½ inch high. Space the meringues ½ inch apart.


	Bake the meringues until they are dry and crisp and not at all browned, about 2½ to 3 hours. Turn off the oven, leave the door slightly ajar, and let the meringues sit in the oven until cooled, about 1 hour. Remove them from the oven and gently lift the meringues off the parchment. Store in an airtight container for a few days.





MAKES ABOUT 30 COOKIES
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Rita making a sweet Sardinian cheese


SA TIRIA


The arid, sun-scorched countryside of southwestern Sardegna feels more like a vast desert than a Mediterranean island. Driving down from the north through the open expanse of brown earth and cacti, you feel hundreds of miles away from the sea. When the sparkling blue waters appear on the horizon, the contrasts of Sardegna’s topography become apparent. Here, set into the foothills, lies the agriturismo of Sa Tiria, whose bright yellow-and-orange facade pops against a backdrop of barren landscape. The Ledda family have been farming their land for over one hundred years, raising sheep for cheese, pigs for meat, and bees for honey; most recently they’ve planted olive trees for oil. In 2001 daughters Linda and Franca spearheaded the decision to expand the farm by opening their doors to tourism. An immense restoration of the entire property ensued, with the farm transforming itself into a holiday destination aptly named Sa Tiria, for the wildflowers that proliferate in the area. Today the Leddas continue their agrarian traditions, with the men tending the farm while the women work in the kitchen and run the agriturismo and restaurant.


The constantly changing menu reflects the seasons and cycles of the farm. Antipasti range from an assortment of the farm’s cured hams and dried salamis, to a selection of hard and soft sheep’s-milk cheeses, to a more humble sauté of pig’s heart and liver. Primi are simple and typical of the island. Each morning Linda, Franca, and their mother, Lucia, decide what to serve and prepare the ingredients. Typically, after mixing semolina flour and water (eggs are obsolete in Sardinian pasta) and passing the dough through a pasta machine, the women convene at a long table to sit, talk, shape, and cut the pasta for that night’s meal. Effortlessly, they shape tiny gnocchetti rolled over small ridged wooden boards, make pillows of sheep’s ricotta and nutmeg filled ravioli, and roll out long, thin sheets of the golden dough for a vegetable lasagna. Spit-roasted suckling pig, braised lamb, and chicken roasted in a wood oven are a few of the second courses offered, all of which are reared on the farm directly behind the restaurant. Desserts reflect Sa Tiria’s agricultural activity and are made with a fermented sheep’s cheese. The soft cheese becomes a filling for two of the house specialties: pardulas and sebadas, both made from a flaky, lard-enriched dough. The main difference lies in their shapes, with pardulas resembling stars with a center filling, and sebadas crimped rounds that look like circular calzones. Once fried, they both get a drizzle of the farm’s own honey made from the various flowers and herbs that grow wildly around the property. The Ledda family’s preference to serve only what they can produce validates Sa Tiria as an authentic taste of rural Sardegna.
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Southern coast of Sardegna


Sautéed Peppers with Green Olives


PEPPERONI CON OLIVE VERDI


1 tablespoon (15 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


4 long green peppers, seeded and cut into thin strips


2 medium yellow bell peppers, seeded and cut into thin strips


1 large yellow onion, thinly sliced


¾ cup pitted green olives


Kosher salt


¼ cup thinly sliced basil leaves


½ tablespoon (7 ml) white wine vinegar


At Sa Tiria they serve this dish as an appetizer with wedges of aged pecorino cheese. The addition of white wine vinegar at the end of cooking gives a touch of brightness to the dish.




In a large straight-sided skillet, heat the olive oil over medium heat. Add the peppers, onion, olives, and a generous Pinch of salt. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the vegetables are tender but not breaking down, 10 to 12 minutes. Stir in the basil and the vinegar and cook until the flavors meld together, about 1 minute. Serve warm.





SERVES 4–6






PANE CARASAU—CARTA DI MUSICA


The regional differences in gastronomic products in Italy are varied and vast, and their origins speak of time and place. Bread is as important a staple as any in the Italian repertoire, and there are many different types across the country. One of the most unusual hails from Sardegna and is actually more akin to a cracker. Pane carasau are thin, unleavened sheets of dough, which are baked twice to achieve their crispy texture. Their origins date back to Sardegna’s shepherding heritage, when wives would pack stacks of the bread for their husbands to take while they were away from home tending to their animals. Easy to transport and with a long shelf life, the flat disks were also used as a type of edible plate. At Sa Tiria baskets of pane carasau are set on tables at dinner and refilled throughout the evening, as the bread’s pleasing texture proves to be quite addictive. Pane carasau can also be moistened and softened to resemble sheets of pasta, which are layered with sauce and baked.








Braised Lamb Shanks with Sundried Tomatoes


STINCO DI PECORA BRASATO


4 lamb shanks (12–16 oz./340–453 g each)


Kosher salt


3 tablespoons (44 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


1 medium yellow onion, cut into small dice


1 clove minced garlic


2 tablespoons fresh flat-leaf parsley


12 sun-dried tomatoes (not packed in oil)


¾ cup (175 ml) red wine


1 28-ounce (793 g) can whole plum tomatoes, crushed with their juices


2 bay leaves, preferably fresh


Sardegna’s identity lies within its shepherding culture. Sheep have always been raised here for cheese—and of course for their meat, whose slightly gamy flavor plays an integral role in the island’s cuisine. At Sa Tiria they dry their own tomatoes every summer in the scorching sun. The tomatoes are then preserved in olive oil and used throughout the year to add a summer touch to dishes. In this recipe the tomatoes are added to a long-simmered braise with lamb shanks, making for a fork-tender taste of Sardegna.




	Position a rack in the bottom third of the oven and heat the oven to 300°F (160°C).


	Season the lamb shanks generously with salt. In an 8-quart heavy-duty pan or Dutch oven, heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the lamb shanks, in batches if necessary, and brown all over, 3 to 5 minutes per side. Remove the shanks from the pan and set aside on a plate. Add the remaining 1 tablespoon of oil with the onion, garlic, parsley, sundried tomatoes, and a Pinch of salt; cook until the onions are tender, 5 to 7 minutes. Add the wine to the pan and reduce by half, about 2 minutes.


	Return the lamb shanks to the pan along with the tomatoes, bay leaves, and 1 cup of water. Bring the mixture to a boil. Cover the pan and place in the oven. Cook until the meat is fork-tender, about 2½ to 3 hours. Discard the bay leaves. Put the shanks on a platter and spoon over the sauce. Serve immediately.





SERVES 4


Semolina Gnocchi


GNOCCHETTI SARDI


1 recipe semolina pasta dough (see “Basic Recipes”)


2 tablespoons (30 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


1 medium yellow onion, minced


1 carrot, minced


½ cup minced flat-leaf parsley


Kosher salt


1 28-ounce (793 g) can whole plum tomatoes, crushed with their juices


2 bay leaves


Pecorino cheese, for serving


These small semolina gnocchi are a traditional dish of Sardegna and often are served at weddings or other celebrations. To get their ridges they are either cut by hand and rolled across a small wooden board with deep grooves, or rolled into strips and passed through a hand-cranked pasta maker, which speeds up the process of making these tiny dumplings. In this case the back of a cheese grater will suffice to ensure nice ridged pasta.




	Cut the dough into eight pieces and roll out each piece into a ¼-inch-thick rope. Using a knife or pastry cutter, cut each rope into ¼-inch pieces. With your thumb, roll each piece of cut dough against the back of a handheld cheese grater. Transfer the gnocchi to a baking sheet lined with parchment paper.


	Heat the oil in a 5- to 6-quart pot over medium-low heat. Add the onion, carrot, parsley, a Pinch of salt, and 2 tablespoons of water. Cover the pot with a lid and cook the mixture, stirring occasionally, until tender but not at all browned, 10 to 12 minutes. Adjust the heat as necessary to ensure that the mixture does not brown. Add the tomatoes, and bring to a vigorous simmer. Reduce the heat to maintain a gentle simmer and add the bay leaves. Cook uncovered until the sauce is thick and flavorful, 45 to 50 minutes. Season to taste with salt.


	Bring a large pot of well-salted water to a boil. Drop the gnocchi into the boiling water and cook until they are al dente, 12 to 15 minutes. Drain the pasta well and toss with the sauce. Serve with freshly grated pecorino cheese.





SERVES 6–8
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Semolina gnocchi


Fried Cheese Ravioli


SEBADAS


For the dough:


4 cups (500 g) semolina flour


1 cup lard or shortening


Pinch of Kosher salt


1 ¼ cups (300 ml) water


For the filling:


2 cups (500 g) ricotta


½ cup finely grated pecorino


1 cup (125 g) all-purpose flour


¼ cup granulated sugar


1 egg yolk


1 tablespoon lemon zest


1 tablespoon honey, preferably wildflower, plus more for serving


1 tablespoon (15 ml) Sambuca (optional)


To assemble:


Canola oil for frying


Granulated sugar or honey for serving


Sebadas, renowned in Sardegna, are a divine dessert. Sweetened sheep’s-milk cheese is stuffed into a ravioli that gets fried and then served warm drizzled with honey. What better way to end a meal?




	
Make the dough: In a stand mixer fitted with a dough hook, add the flour, lard (or shortening), and salt, and mix on low to combine. Gradually add the water and then increase the speed to medium. Mix until a dough forms around the hook, 5 to 8 minutes. Transfer the dough to a clean work surface and cover with a kitchen towel.


	
Make the filling: Add the cheeses to the stand mixer fitted with the dough hook and mix on low to combine. Add the flour, sugar, egg yolk, lemon zest, honey, and Sambuca, if using, and mix on medium speed until combined.


	
To assemble, divide the dough into four pieces. Using a pasta machine, roll out the dough, starting with the widest setting and then going down until the dough is ⅛ inch thick. Cut out disks from the dough using a 4-inch-round cookie cutter. Place a heaping tablespoon of filling in the center of a round, and then top with another disk of dough. Press out any air between the filling and the dough and then crimp the edges. Finish with the remaining dough and filling. Transfer the ravioli to a baking sheet lined with parchment paper; cover with parchment paper and refrigerate until ready to cook.


	Heat a 12-inch cast-iron skillet with ½ inch of canola oil until shimmering hot. Add the ravioli and fry until golden brown, 2 to 3 minutes. Flip the ravioli over with a slotted spatula and continuing frying until nicely golden, about 2 minutes. Transfer to a paper-towel-lined plate and continue frying the remaining ravioli. Serve on individual plates, drizzling each with ½ tablespoon honey. Serve immediately.





SERVES 10
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Forming the Sebadas


IL MUTO DI GALLURA


Deep in the rugged inland terrain of northeastern Sardegna lived Il Muto di Gallura—a legendary and elusive bandit. Born a mute in the early 1800s, the notorious outlaw wandered throughout the Galluran landscape of dense cork tree forests dispersed with enormous outcroppings of granite and jagged mountainous peaks. His Robin Hood–like tale of brutal crimes against the rich to help the poor resonates with romanticism and pride. Husband and wife Gianfranco and Francesca Serra named their agriturismo in honor of the voiceless hero. Gianfranco, a rugged, Clark Gable type, boasts that he is a descendant of the Muto, and through the work on his farm, he carries on his lineage in the same hills and fields where the legend lived. Seeing Gianfranco mounted on horseback with a rifle slung across his back as he canters through the desolate 300 acres that surround his farm feels like stepping back into another era, and to a time of fabled stories and elusive bandits.


The hills that surround Muto di Gallura teem with partridge, hare, quail, and wild boar, and Gianfranco has turned the property into a private hunting reserve for guests of the agriturismo. Avid hunters from all over the world come to bag native species and to taste the flavors of the countryside. In an all-terrain-outfitted Land Rover Defender Ninety, Gianfranco engages the four-by-four and drives his guests down twisting, overgrown, pockmarked dirt roads, deep into the woods for the hunt. Any animals taken that day are brought back to the kitchen, where Francesca prepares classic renditions of wild game. The Pernice Sardo, an indigenous partridge found only in the hills encircling Muto di Gallura, is a prized catch. Francesca prepares the bird either braised whole with olives and herbs or slowly simmered in a tomato sauce and then shredded and served over pasta. Wild boar gets simmered in red wine and herbs to shed some of its gaminess, and then cooked in a sweet-and-sour sauce that tantalizes the senses with its contrasting flavors.


Francesca’s signature first course—Zuppa Gallurese, a bread soup made from veal stock and layered with cheese and herbs—reflects the province’s impoverished past. The no-frills appearance of the soggy bread bowls presented before guests does little justice to the sublime deliciousness of the dish, where each mouthful contains a bite laden with the rich long-cooked broth and melting sheep cheese. While many of Francesca’s recipes speak of a peasant diet from another era, the abundance and generosity with which they are served speaks of the prosperity of present-day Sardegna. Surrounded by vineyards, the farm’s award-winning wine accompanies meals, and its easy-drinking quaffable qualities work their mellow charm on diners throughout the evening. A shot of homemade mirto—liquor distilled from tiny purple berries of myrtle bushes—always finishes the night. Its smooth, subtle kick helps aid in digestion. In tune with the Serra’s hospitable spirit, entire bottles are left on the table for guests to sip on long into the night.


[image: image]


Sardinian landscape


Gallurese Soup


ZUPPA GALLURESE


For the broth:


2 pounds (900 g) beef marrow bones


1 pound (453 g) scrap veal meat or shanks


1 large yellow onion, quartered


2 carrots, cut into 2-inch pieces


2 stalks celery, cut into 2-inch pieces


1 tomato, cut in half


3 sprigs parsley


¼ cup lightly packed basil leaves


2 bay leaves, preferably fresh


For the soup:


½ cup grated pecorino


½ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano


¼ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley


Freshly ground black pepper


1 loaf rustic Italian bread, cut into ¼-inch-thick slices and left out for 2 days to dry


1 cup grated scamorza or provolone cheese


No dish represents the region that Il Muto di Gallura calls home more than Zuppa Gallurese. This rustic, bread-based soup illustrates the once bucolic lifestyle of the area, and is deeply rooted in its food culture. Nourishing both the appetite and the soul, this hearty fare will be best appreciated during the cold winter months. The meat broth is essential to this recipe, so making the rich stock is definitely recommended over store-bought broth.




	
Make the broth: In a large (8-quart) stockpot, add the marrow bones, veal scraps (or shanks), onion, carrots, celery, tomato, parsley, basil, and bay leaves. Cover with water by 1 inch. Bring the mixture to a boil over medium heat. Reduce the heat to just a simmer and skim any scum from the surface. Cook until the broth is rich and flavorful, 4 to 5 hours. Strain the broth through a fine-mesh sieve into a clean pot. Let cool and then refrigerate overnight. Skim away any fat that has consolidated on the surface.


	Position a rack in the center of the oven and heat the oven to 350°F (180°C).


	
In a small bowl, mix together the pecorino, Parmigiano, parsley, and a few generous grinds of black pepper. In an 8 × 8-inch baking dish, arrange a layer of bread so that it covers the bottom of the dish. Sprinkle with half the scamorza cheese, then a quarter of the pecorino mixture. Top with another layer of bread, then the remaining scamorza cheese, and a quarter of the pecorino mixture. Top with a final layer of bread and then with the remaining half of the pecorino mixture. Pour in enough broth just to come up the side of the final layer of bread, about 4 cups. Bake in the oven until the top is a deep brown and crusty and the liquid has been absorbed, about 1 hour. Transfer to a rack and let cool slightly before serving.





SERVES 4–6


Hunter-Style Quail


QUAGLIE ALLA CACCIATORA


8 quail (about 5 oz./141 g each)


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper
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