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FOREWORD

The first time I visited Anna Tasca Lanza’s cooking school was for my fifty-first birthday, in 1995, with my friend Mary Taylor Simeti. I remember the hour and a half drive up the winding hills to Regaleali, through some of the most beautiful landscape imaginable. It was breathtaking: The tangles of wild fennel along the roadsides, the rolling hills, the gnarled grapevines—as we drove through the Sicilian countryside, it felt as though we were traveling back to another time bristling with color and wildness and life. And there, as we crested a hill, the old stone buildings of the estate came into view—right in the heart of it all. We were welcomed like family.

In my memory the place is, of course, inextricably linked to the dishes that Anna and her family had been creating for generations. She maintained a lush kitchen garden from which she would snip rosemary and mint and parsley as she cooked. Every meal we ate was perfectly of that place, deeply grounded in the rugged land that surrounded us. We stayed in the guesthouse next to the courtyard, where the students at the cooking school baked loaves of rustic bread in the wood oven (the wheat had been harvested from the surrounding fields), and where they produced pecorino and ricotta from the milk of Case Vecchie’s resident sheep. I remember that on my birthday Anna made cream puffs filled with a heavenly fresh cream that just tumbled out of them. They were simple and profoundly satisfying—I have tried to replicate them on many occasions, but they never taste quite as divine as they did upon that first tasting. It must be the cream—or more precisely, what the animals are eating up there.

It was springtime when I arrived, and Anna would take me on walks through the countryside to show me the wildflowers. You couldn’t take a single step without encountering a new wild herb—amazingly, she knew the name of every single plant. I remember how quiet it was, walking through the hills with the blue sky and big billowy white clouds above.

Over the years, I’ve had the opportunity to experience the magic of Regaleali a handful of times, and came to know and love both Anna and her wonderful daughter Fabrizia. One of the things I left with on one of my visits was a little picture booklet on how to make sun-dried tomato paste—estratto—the way Sicilians have been making it for centuries. They would put the fruit in giant vats and cook it over an open fire, and after the mixture had reduced, the tomato paste was spread on tables in the courtyard to bake in the hot sun. As the tomatoes dried over the course of several days, they would be scraped down into smaller and smaller heaps. Each time I left the school with a little jar of the final paste—it has a flavor so intense, you only need a quarter teaspoon of it in a pasta to evoke the essence of Sicily. How thrilled I was, then, to discover this very process—the great big pots of boiling tomatoes, the courtyard filled with table upon table of vivid red estratto—lovingly photographed and described here in Fabrizia’s book. This celebration of tradition continues to amaze and inspire me.

It was, and is, so clear to me that this is a place for deep edible education, reaching out to visitors through all the senses: touch, taste, smell, sound, sight. How lucky we are, then, that Fabrizia has so fearlessly stepped into Anna’s shoes, embodying the values of her mother and the property and carrying on the legacy of the school with such grace and passion. This is a quality about Fabrizia I very much admire; she sees the world around her with the eye of a historian, the layers and the tradition and the art that are built into everything she creates in her kitchen. She knows these recipes in her bones, believes in the purity and provenance of the ingredients, and teaches visitors from around the world with effortlessness and charm. All this is so beautifully represented in these pages: Simple, seasonal, robust dishes that appeal on a fundamental level and reveal the generosity of spirit that Fabrizia has in such abundance.

— Alice Waters
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INTRODUCTION

When people ask me if I learned to cook from my mother, I feel a bit odd saying no. Neither my mother nor I grew up with any real cooking experience. After all, my family belonged to the Sicilian aristocracy, and we were privileged enough to have wonderful cooks—Totò and Agostina at our house and Mario at my grandparents’ villa—who took care of all our meals. So there is no pretty, romantic picture of me learning how to make pastry dough at my mother’s elbow. When I was young, my mother was rarely in the kitchen, but I spent many an evening there, teasing and playing with Totò while waiting for my mother, beautifully dressed and covered in jewels, to sweep in and visit me before she went out. She reminded me of a lioness, coming to pet her cub before going out into the wilds of cocktails and dancing!

And yet, my mother, Anna Tasca Lanza, went on to become known as the queen of Sicilian cuisine, and I have found myself following in her footsteps, carrying on the tradition of the cooking school she started on our family’s estate in the middle of the island. How could this be?

Basically, my mother and I both learned how to cook by eating. I have always been an enthusiastic omnivore, what in Italy we call una buona forchetta—“a good fork”—and I was especially fortunate to enjoy a wealth of eating experiences, both high and low, from a young age. I lived with my parents in a villa in the seaside town of Mondello, on the outskirts of Palermo. Every morning, I went to a public school in the city. Outside of the school, there were plenty of vendors selling sfincione and panelle, which secured me a good apprenticeship, if you will, in Sicilian street food. But when I came home for lunch, I would find the dining table set with poule au riz, egg ribbons, gazpacho, and chicken liver fricassee, which guaranteed another horizon of knowledge.

[image: ]

My childhood was greatly influenced by my two grandfathers, who were both grand gourmets; but even between the two sides of my family, the Lanzas and the Tascas, there were substantial differences in cooking styles and preferences. My paternal grandfather, Fabrizio Lanza, for whom I am named, was very cosmopolitan. He grew up in Rome, married a Spanish lady, my grandmother Conchita, who truly did not know how to boil an egg, and preferred French cuisine above all else (except for spaghetti with ragù alla bolognese, which he craved).

My maternal grandfather, Giuseppe Tasca, was much more local. He lived in Sicily his whole life and married one of the wittiest, sportiest young girls from Palermo, my grandmother Franca, who loved food as much as he did (though she spent her whole life pretending she was on a diet). When I was a child, they lived part of the winter in an ornate villa in Palermo and divided the rest of the year between a house in Mondello, just down the street from us, and Regaleali.
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This fertile swath of land in the interior of Sicily, about ninety minutes from Palermo, has been in the family for nearly two hundred years. The property had two great old stone homes built around cobblestoned courtyards, acres and acres of grapevines, olive trees, fruit trees, and vegetable gardens, plus dozens of sheep that provided all the ricotta and pecorino the family could eat. Giuseppe and Franca made their home at Case Grandi, the larger house, built high on a hill that overlooked almost the entire property. The smaller house, Case Vecchie, was eventually passed down to my mother. My grandfather loved French cuisine, but he was equally thrilled by all the extraordinary fresh produce that came every day from the estate, and he knew a lot about Sicilian traditions. With his chef Mario’s imposing Franco-Sicilian background and assistance, he made sure that things like panelle had a place at our family’s table next to more vaunted dishes. And, of course, there was the wine. Grapes had always been grown at Regaleali, but my grandfather set out to make a wine that could stand up to a great Bordeaux. His first great success was the Rosso del Conte, a strong, full-bodied red made from Sicily’s native grape, Nero d’Avola. Indeed, there was much to taste and to learn for a curious child like me.

But for understandable reasons, I had to make my own life outside of this big challenging family. At the age of eighteen, I left Sicily for France and, later, the north of Italy to study art history, and after I finished school, I stayed there. Food was definitely not my primary interest at this time, and I lived happily on salads and cheese. Plus, about every six months, I received a treasure trove of goods from Regaleali—bottles of homemade tomato sauce, wine, olive oil, marmalades, canned tuna, dried herbs, sun-dried tomatoes—lovingly organized by my grandmother Franca. These shipments would round out my friends’ and my meals for the next little while. Eventually, I became a full-time museum curator and art historian in the Veneto region, married, and had two children. My life in the north wasn’t easy, but I was independent. Sicily is really another world from the rest of Italy, with a different mentality. Because of my background, life in Sicily may have been comfortable and privileged, but I could never escape the family and history I was born into. For the next twenty-five years, I returned to Sicily only for holidays.

Meanwhile, my mother was finding her own way. My life was incredibly free and full of choices compared to my mother’s early years. She was brought up to look beautiful, to marry well, and to have lots of kids. She succeeded at the first two, but I was her only child. She was certainly not expected to work, let alone become an entrepreneur. Looking at her younger self, it seems almost impossible that my mother would go on to start a renowned cooking school. But she was in many ways extraordinarily curious, full of life, and far too intelligent to limit herself to being only a wife and mother.

The cooking school started as a bit of a lark. My mother had a gift for handcrafts, and she knitted dozens of elaborate sweaters, then moved on to bookbinding, before finally making her way to cooking. She had just restored Case Vecchie and saw that opening part of it as a cooking school could be a way to stay close to her beloved parents. She asked her sisters, Rosemarie and Costanza, to join her, and Mario was there to mentor her first classes. The cooking school was born in 1989. No one really paid much attention to it, least of all my mother, and she was truly surprised when the first group of students showed up. She started traveling to big culinary conventions in the United States and found that people knew little about Sicily—except what they’d seen in The Godfather—which was very frustrating in the beginning.

Mario didn’t stay with the school for very long. He was very secretive about his recipes, while my mother’s palate was leading her away from haute cuisine and toward more simple, traditional Sicilian food, especially wild vegetables. My mother never did anything halfway; things had to be genuine. I remember my father’s face when she presented him with a platter of spaghetti simply covered with wild greens and no sauce or seasoning except a spoonful of olive oil. He had been brought up on the most sophisticated French cuisine of the 1920s, dishes based on eggs, béchamel, butter, and cream, and he looked quite desperate!

When my mother’s first book, The Heart of Sicily, was published, it embodied a certain transition between the “old-fashioned” cuisine that Sicilian aristocrats and wealthy families had eaten up until the 1980s and the new interest in light, healthy, “peasant” cooking. In fact, the timing was perfect—Mediterranean cuisine was ravishing the world, the switch from French to Italian was in the air, and olive oil was all the rage. Therefore, people from all over the world started coming to the school, and because there was no competition, things grew quickly.

As for myself, I had moved beyond my diet of salads and cheese. At the time, I was living in Verona with my first husband and our children. I was curious, and there was plenty to learn there—lots of polentas and stews and rich, unforgettable flavors. And because my mother was now established with the cooking school, I could call on her for advice. (I see the same thing now happening with my daughter Virginia and me!) I was getting to be a good cook, simply by tasting and experimenting and asking questions. Every time I prepared a fancy meal, my husband would laughingly say, “When are you going to stop this art history nonsense and just cook?!?” But my identity was wrapped up in my museum work, not the kitchen. It was only much later—after both my marriage and job ended, and when my mother asked me to help her with the school—that I realized I was finally ready to untangle some of the knots I had with my family roots. So, at the age of forty-five, I returned to Sicily.

Coming home was difficult at first. My mother loved me with all the passion one can think of, but she was a very strong woman and wanted me to follow her lead. How dare I act or think differently than she did?! This had long been a problem, and so I had gone away, and stayed away. I stepped into her world very gradually, first accompanying her on promotional trips. We went to the U.S. together, and she introduced me to her friends in the culinary world. We also traveled to Malta, the U.K., and India, and I began assisting her with classes at Case Vecchie, as well.

I moved from my first life as an art historian and curator to my new life as a chef and instructor without any real despair or lack of confidence, a trait I certainly inherited from my mother. I realized that learning how to make a cassata was no less interesting than analyzing a Botticelli. I consider both to be works of art. So after nearly thirty years of art history, I transferred that same level of passion to cooking, and I could not get enough! I started by working in my mother’s footsteps, but soon I was adjusting, comparing, introducing new ingredients, and inventing recipes as I explored my own pleasures and tastes. I also started interviewing villagers and filming them while they kneaded dough or prepared feast day recipes. Two short documentaries came out of this unforgettable time of my life: Amuri and Amaro. The former is on the relationship between our saints’ festivals and the food prepared on those occasions, and the latter on the significance of bitter flavors, which are very present on Sicilian tables. Sicily offers such a wide and amazing scene for cooking, raw ingredients, and traditions that it seems I don’t need to move anywhere else to feed my endless curiosity. I have been trying to organize the unconscious know-how my mother placed in my hands to provide a deeper awareness of how important it is to preserve these ancient processes and methods. It was, and still is, challenging and hugely exciting.

Splitting my time between Palermo and Case Vecchie, I was also rediscovering myself and my home. I was unexpectedly and completely overwhelmed by the pleasure of finding my senses again. Flavors, lights, temperatures, rumors, silences, nature, colors, smiles, looks, landscapes, warmth . . . these particular impressions of Sicily all came flooding back to me. Certain foods, like zucchini soup with tenerumi, which you can only find in Sicily, propelled me back into memories; but so did words, hand gestures, noises, smells, the very air brushing against my skin. I loved the decadence of taking a lazy hike through wild oregano fields with a friend and catching the last breeze from the ocean at night while eating sparkling fresh seafood. I fell back into the Sicilian habit of quarreling loudly with other drivers over a parking spot. I slipped into the natural rhythm of making marmalade in the winter, canning tuna in the spring, jarring tomato sauce in the summer, and preparing quince paste as the air cooled in the fall. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed all this while I was away, and I was surprised by how happy I was to be back—and to claim food as the core of my life.

It was during a promotional trip to India that I first noticed that my mother did not seem like herself. She was tired and insecure, no longer the lioness I knew from my childhood. Something was wrong, but it would be two long years before we figured out what. My mother was fading away, and we were both in trouble. She wouldn’t let go, and I had to figure out a way to take over her work without threatening her. When she was finally diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in 2009, I could finally step in and take care of her. But still, it wasn’t easy. I think she had mixed feelings about passing the command of her own creature—the cooking school—to me. But, despite these conflicts, we unexpectedly became very close. When she needed help, I was there for her and extraordinarily happy and proud to be useful.

I started cooking for my mother, something very new for both of us. In the beginning, she could be very suspicious, but I instinctively knew what she wanted: pureed chard with poached eggs, capellini in broth with ricotta, pasta with tomato sauce, marinated fish, lots of ice creams, lemon cream, taralli, crème caramel. . . . The last thing I made for her was a lemon granita. By that point, she had stopped talking and couldn’t open her eyes, but she tasted a spoonful of the tart, icy granita and, in a whisper, said, “Squisito!” She passed away a few days later, on July 12, 2010.

In the years since then, as I have worked to honor my mother’s legacy while also making my own mark on the cooking school, offering the students who come and learn not only an exquisite meal but also a holistic way of envisioning food: as a system, a creative space where human beings from all times and countries share their desires and hopes, I have thought a lot about what I have learned from her, what legacy she has left me. I no doubt got my enthusiasm for life and open-minded curiosity from my mother, but she also left me something more tangible. I have some old Polaroids framed at Case Vecchie that show the property before my mother planted the garden that now lies below the house. From those little photographs, you can tell that my mother managed to transform a little patch of desert into an Eden. Now that I am looking after her garden, which has gradually become my garden, whenever I plant an orange or lemon or walnut sapling I realize that I shall have to wait two or ten or even twenty years before I see it as a tree. This thought makes me immensely grateful for my mother’s foresight and patience. The trees she planted so many years ago now produce not only fruit but cool patches of shade, which are so precious in this warm, sunny climate.

I remember my mother telling me that she didn’t like planting trees that didn’t produce something edible. Today we would say she had a vision about eating locally—as Slow Food founder Carlo Petrini would say, kilometer zero—but I actually think it wasn’t so much a vision as just what she knew. It was her soul. She had grown up at Regaleali, with the sights and the smells of the old orchards, the old processes, the old rhythms, so I don’t think she was aiming for ideas that would later become trendy and current; she was simply going back to those practical, proven ways of doing things.

My mother passed these roots to me, but obviously I denied them as long as I could. Those roots were too heavy to carry, and I had to make my own way without them. But then, once I came back, I realized I was in fact on the same path as my mother, one that looked both backward and forward.

So much has changed since my mother started the cooking school so many years ago. The understanding of Sicily and its culture has evolved greatly over the past decades. The Godfather stereotype no longer dominates. Instead, Sicily seems to have found a place in the collective imagination as a kind of reservoir of tastes and traditions that have been lost in other places. I think of it as the last of the western countries and the first of the eastern ones.

Likewise, the school’s early guests were mostly Italian Americans looking for a trace of their roots. Now, the variety of guests is much more diverse, and they come not only from the U.S., but Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, and all over Europe, and their approach to food is quite different. It is no longer a matter of finding one’s Italian heritage, or even just eating marvelous food and drinking good wines. A visit to Case Vecchie is a chance to experience where the food comes from and how it is handled as it is processed and preserved. The harvesting of herbs and wild greens, the making of marmalades and liqueurs—I have opened these beautiful practices to my guests and invite them to participate. Guests are as enthusiastic—if not more so—to watch a shepherd make fresh ricotta or help out with our marmalade-making as they are to sit down to a fine meal. People want to know the story behind the food, and they want to know how to make things from scratch.

So many of us want to feel some responsibility for what we eat, and the best way to do so is to follow the whole path from the beginning, to know where our fruits, vegetables, meats, and milk come from, and then to have a hand in preserving them. Since coming home to Sicily, I have felt the sun’s heat on my neck while I stirred tomato paste in the courtyard, and I have crawled up the hills, hunting for wild fennel, and the dishes I have cooked with these ingredients have tasted all the sweeter for those experiences. Ricotta, vinegar, vino cotto, estratto, tomato sauce, cured olives, quince paste, dried herbs, preserved artichokes, candied orange peel, marmalades . . . these are all things we make during the year at Case Vecchie. These processes are described in the following pages, but I hope that what they convey is not just a collection of recipes, but a way of living, not just a how-to, but an inspiration.
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