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introduction

Sicilia is my letter of love to one of the oldest, most richly varied food cultures in Europe.

Sicily is a frustratingly complex contradiction in terms. At once both a frugal, peasant land with a simple, robust cuisine yet also a land full of ornate glamour and shameless extravagance. There isn’t a country that I know with a richer or more diverse tapestry of cultural influences.

I’ve spent much time exploring the regions of the mainland as well as the otherworldly island groupings off Sicily’s coast – the Aeolian and the Egadi. And every time I visit, I discover something new and wonderful.

Sicily sits at the true heart of the Mediterranean, between east and west, Europe and North Africa. As such it is perhaps no wonder that the island’s cuisine is so richly diverse. The Moorish and Norman occupation of the island brought culinary innovations and advanced cooking techniques in tandem with the introduction of exotic fruits and vegetables to an already abundant and fertile soil – citrus, almonds and spices mixing harmoniously with the simple indigenous olives, vines and wheat.

This book explores the island through its food. I have featured a favourite selection of traditional dishes, both simple and extravagant, as well as other dishes that I’ve created, inspired by Sicily’s bountiful produce, cooking styles and gloriously sun-soaked Mediterranean way of life.

The recipes within are in the main simple, sometimes no more than an assembly of beautiful ingredients, whilst others might be more time consuming but always eminently achievable with careful planning.





the african kiss

Sicily’s history is rich, complex and diverse. It has experienced many years under various occupations including the Romans, Normans, Spaniards, French and Visigoth Greeks. Each occupier has left a little bit of their culture. However, for me it is the footprint of the Moors and the Berbers that has left the strongest mark.

It was on my first visit to the wild and sensual Palermo with its souk-like markets, noisy haggling, vibrant colours, evocative Arabic architecture and diverse demographics that first inspired me to write my book Moorish. In Moorish I focused not just on the better-known Moorish Andalusian cuisine of southern Spain but also on the wonderful cooking of Moorish-influenced Sicily.

Sicily, often thought of as the crossroads of Europe and as a strategically important gateway, found itself under Arab rule at the start of the 9th century. The Arab rule passed through various dynastic families until in 948 Hasan al-Kalbi declared himself Emir of Sicily, though quite soon rival ‘emirates’ were established in Enna and Syracuse. The island was then divided into three administrative districts, whose names survive still – di Mazara, Val di Noto and Val di Demone.

The Arab world was arguably the most advanced civilisation of its time and Sicily certainly benefited from becoming part of it, not least in terms of agriculture and culinary matters. It soon entered a period of great cultural enlightenment and economic progress, the benefits of which are seen and felt to this day.

In agriculture, the new rulers moved to diversify production and introduce new crops, including dates, lemons and sugar cane, all harnessed by a radical and very effective irrigation system.

The Arab influence is still seen today, particularly within Sicilian cuisine – almonds, saffron, oranges, pistachio and pomegranates amongst many others, bear witness to their influence.

Many sweets retain clear Arab influence, using nuts as replacements for flour and honey to replace sugar, and adding fragrant flower waters for flavour. The highly skilled, forward-looking Arab cooks were adept at creating complex and highly designed confections. They created layers of vibrant colours, added preserving fruits to syrups to enhance the visual impact of cakes, biscuits and sweets. And all was carried out on the instruction of the Arab rulers and the monied classes. The extravagance that was on display then is still evident in Sicilian confections today. Sorbets and granite also owe their popularity to North African ingenuity, cleverly designed to combat the summer heat.

One of the most common dishes in western Sicily is couscous (or cus cus). It is celebrated each year at the end of September when San Vito Lo Capo hosts an international couscous festival. The west coast fishing town of Trapani has a seafood version close to my heart – the seafood is deliciously poached in a rich stock scented with saffron and cinnamon and the couscous is stirred in just before eating, making for a hearty, nourishing lunch for the hard-working local fishermen.

The Arabs also promoted saffron more widely, helping it to become an elegant spice of choice in the Middle Ages, where it was commonly used to colour and subtly flavour classic Sicilian dishes like arancini and pasta con le sarde (pasta with sardines, pine nuts raisins and fennel).

And using their manufacturing skills, the Sicilian Arabs moved into mass production of dried pasta.

Amazingly, despite the banning of alcohol under Muslim law, the Zibibbo grape, used to make Passito di Pantelleria, the supreme dessert wine, was introduced to the island by the Arabs. They also encouraged the distillation of alcohol to produce sweet smelling perfumes eventually moving on to the production of grappa-style eaux de vie.

Even cooking techniques, now common place, such as controlled cooking over fire and deep-frying in oil, were introduced by the Arab chefs with the locals taking to these new and ground-breaking skills as if to their own – these are techniques that are still widely used today.

When asked what it was that first made me fall for Sicily and its glorious cuisine, I say it was the beautiful nature of the Arab-Italian fusion and the way it perfectly reflects the muddled nature of modern life.





the food markets

I never tire of exploring the food markets of Sicily. They assault the senses with noise, colour, hustle, bustle, smoke and produce so strikingly vibrant and almost surreal that it knocks me back.

I remember the first time my wife Nykeeta and I visited Palermo and wandered into the Ballaro street market. It felt like being in a North African souk. Exotic piles of spices, soot-faced stall holders grilling vegetables and meat over billowing charcoal, vendors shouting and gesticulating and a mix of eager, wide-eyed tourists rubbing shoulders with locals, both young and old, haggling, bantering, laughing and eating.

Everything in the Ballaro seems bigger and bolder than anywhere else. Squashes several feet long, huge alien-like glistening tomatoes slowly cooking in the sun, vast tubs of prepared spikey artichokes ready to be taken home and cooked instantly, tangles of vibrant, ultra-green turnip tops. The many varieties of citrus – blood oranges, meyer lemons, green satsumas, gigantic Cedro lemons to be eaten, skin, pith and all, highly-scented bergamots and bags of lemon and orange leaves for infusing in stews or for scenting meatballs. And to reinforce the feeling of being in a North African souk, exotic stalls of purple and white aubergines, pomegranates, ripe black figs, dates and fresh almonds.

Swordfish and tuna glistening in the sun, the fishmonger slicing pieces off the gigantic bodies. Octopus and varieties of fresh prawns sold by the handful and stuffed into used carrier bags to take home. Rough and ready but all the more charming for it.

At the butchers’ counters, offal and the extremities are the most popular cuts on display. Lungs, spleen, brains, tails, trotters and snouts take centre stage, harking back to a time when only the elite of Sicilian society could afford the prime cuts. And don’t be surprised if you see horse meat for sale – it’s still one of the most popular meats on the island.

The market is full of stalls selling delicious and sometimes challenging freshly cooked fast food to eat as you go. If you visit the market early, avoiding the sweltering summer heat, you’ll find fry shops selling panelle, the chickpea flour fritters fried in olive oil, and perhaps potato croquettes flecked with fresh mint and orange zest. And for a hearty treat to set you up for the day, Sfinconi, the Sicilian pizza, layered with tomato, ricotta, pecorino and fresh herbs. The tripe vendors will also be doing a booming trade – seeded buns with warm braised tripe from hot hold boxes finished with squeezes of fresh lemon or pane ca meusa, similar to the tripe buns but made with boiled spleen, fried in pork fat and stuffed into a sesame seed roll.

But for me it is the stiggihole that give the market it’s singular atmosphere. Skewers of sheep’s guts grilled over wood and charcoal until blackened and then finished with fresh parsley, lemon and salt. The smoke from the grills mixing with the sweet farmyard-like aroma hanging heavy in the air, the skilful grillers taking pride in wafting the smoke through the market to let you know that you are in Sicily – and only Sicily.

And then there are the sweet treats. Incredible piles and buckets of candied and dried fruits, bejewelled biscuits made with nuts and spices and mostarda di mosti – the Sicilian chewy sweets made from reduced grape must mixed with nuts and spices. Fried pastry stall holders will be seen crouching over vast saucepans of bubbling oil, frying the pieces of dough until golden brown, sifting them out and quickly dousing them in sugar, honey or orange flower water. Delicious to munch whilst thinking about lunch.

Tourism has diluted the market experience to some degree but the big four markets of Palermo – Bullaro, Capo, Borgo Vecchio and Vucciria – and Catania’s Fera o luni, held in a grand baroque square, are still the real deal. And much fun and brilliant chaos can be discovered in the street markets of Syracuse on the east coast and Marsala on the west coast, where the Arabic influence is most strongly felt with Tunisia just a short hop across the water.

The street food markets of Sicily are a way of life and the beating heart of the island, and I love them.





a quick trip: sicily’s islands

As well as being the largest island in the Mediterranean, Sicily also encompasses the many smaller satellite islands in the Ionian, Mediterranean and Tyrrhenian Seas. These dazzling islands, comprising three archipelagos and several standalone formations, remain unknown to most travellers. Some of these stunningly beautiful and otherworldly islands are barely inhabited, nothing more than a fishing village or two. I’ve been lucky to spend some time travelling and eating around the islands – both the well-known Aeolians in the north-west and the less familiar Pantellaria and Pelagie off the south-west coast.

My wife and I first visited the islands together about seven years ago. We took a boat from mainland Sicily to Salina. On arrival we were struck by the contrast. Sicily’s hustling bustling charm had been left behind and we were greeted by peace and serenity. Pastel-coloured stucco houses dot the island landscape and a few bars and restaurants appear here and there. Stunning beaches and a sun-baked volcanic terrain enchant the eye. Even at the height of the season, tourists are few and far between.

And then there’s the very special food – wonderful dishes and produce specific to the Aeolian islands. The waters are rich with seafood and the land fertile, able to grow gigantic and flavoursome vegetables and vines that produce some of the best wines to be found in the Mediterranean, such as Malvasia and Nero d’Avola.

Locally caught fish is the staple. Plump silvery sardines can be found cooking on the bone over dried rosemary twigs to charred perfection all along the beaches and outside restaurants. The smoky rosemary aroma wafts across the islands evoking the sultry magic of the place. A specific type of brown squid called totani is one of the main hauls for local fishermen, very meaty with a strong flavour, quite unique and to be grilled over charcoal and sprinkled with local lemon juice, salt and dried oregano leaves. Super fresh salty scorpion fish is eaten crudo-style with just a squeeze of orange or lemon juice and a sprinkling of salt. On one memorable visit to Salina at the wonderful house-cum-restaurant of chef Carla Rando we were cooked a whole spatola, a fish similar to bream, in a fried bread crust with orange zest – it was delicious and summed up the island’s easy approach to cooking the best ingredients without fuss and with simplicity.

Mulberry trees are abundant. The juicy, heavy-perfumed fruits are found thrown into salads or turned into refreshing granita and ice cream. Courgette flowers are everywhere in the summer months – fried and steamed – along with purple aubergines and tomatoes beyond compare.

Hardly anything on the islands is imported, even from the mainland. Many homes will make their own ricotta or ricotta salata (the hard, dried variety used for grating). Vegetables are grown and sometimes supplied to nearby restaurants.

My first experience of the fabled Aeolian tomato came beach side at the famous Da Alfredo restaurant in Salina in
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