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Anna arrived in England in 1949 to a culinary wasteland. She married an Englishman and stayed on, and while bringing up her children, she wrote books which inspired a new generation of cooks. This is a memoir of a life seen through food – each chapter rounded off with mouthwatering recipes.
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INTRODUCTION
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WHEN MY EDITOR suggested that I write a memoir, I was thrilled, flattered – and amazed. Who on earth would be interested in reading about my life? She explained: ‘Anna, you were one of the first people in Britain to write about Italian food, and it is partly thanks to you that it is now so popular.’

My agent spurred me on with her infectious enthusiasm. ‘Think what a fascinating life you had, brought up in one country and finishing your days in another. You went through a horrific war at an age when other generations just went to parties and dances and, frankly, I have never heard of another cookery writer who was machine-gunned and who went to prison twice.’

If I found it difficult to write this book, it was because I belong to a generation that was taught to be self-effacing. Vanity was the worst sin I could commit (it was taken for granted that I’d be unlikely to kill or even steal). I remember an aunt of mine once told me how pretty I looked in one of my favourite dresses, a white cotton dress with red poppies all over and a smocked yoke. My mother’s words of caution were: ‘Don’t tell her that or she’ll become too vain.’ I was never praised for my work at school and seldom congratulated on any of my achievements. It was also assumed that I would behave well, love my parents and never utter a word of criticism about them. I was expected to be grateful for everything I had, and that was that.

So, when I was asked to write my memoirs, I began to think about myself, something I’d never really done before. True, I was born in one country and then lived mostly in another, so I am né carne né pesce – neither meat nor fish – as we Italians would say (neither fish nor fowl as we English would put it). That’s why friends in Italy say I am no longer Italian but English, while, here in England, my friends find me very Italian, although, they say, I don’t seem to gesticulate as much as Italians do, nor do I show my emotions as Italians are supposed to do. Though my parents – especially my father – would have deemed any outward display of emotion unsuitable for a ‘nice’ girl of my background, as would all their friends. It all sounds very Victorian England, but this was prewar Italy and I am sure the way my parents brought up their children was no different from that of their middle-class, Catholic contemporaries.

The problem is that I am myself unsure whether I am Italian or English. I am – and feel – Italian when I say something complimentary about Italy or the Italians, yet I say ‘We, in England,’ when I want to praise the English. I don’t intend to be opportunistic; it’s just the way I am. Now, in my old age, I feel more Italian than when I first came to Britain some sixty years ago. But surely that’s because as we get older we revert to childhood preferences, in our likes and dislikes, going back to our roots.

With me, this is particularly noticeable in respect of food. I am now a devotee of unfussy food as I remember it being served in my Milanese home. By that I mean ingredients – such as meat, fish or vegetables – of the highest quality dressed or cooked with a modicum of best unsalted butter or good olive oil. But there are two changes in my table appreciation: wine and fruit. I now drink wine regularly, and with great pleasure, though in moderation; excesses of any kind are not me. When I was a child, I didn’t like the taste and wouldn’t even drink the due dita – two fingers’ worth – of red wine diluted with lots of water, which were administered to every Italian child from a very young age. I started drinking, as I started smoking, when I was seventeen, more for the impression it created than for the craving. As for fruit, I can only assume my dislike of it was simply a way of asserting myself against my mother, who believed that fruit was the provider not only of health and beauty but also of moral rectitude.

As a child, I was a finicky eater and, to a certain extent, I still am. I don’t mean that I don’t eat this or that – I eat absolutely everything from tripe to fish eyes and kid’s head – but I am selective. I am not a gourmand, but I think I am a gourmet.

Writing about myself and my life was a challenge but as soon as I began to recall the tastes and smells of my childhood, memories came flooding back and I felt inspired. So here is my story, a memoir with food.
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CHAPTER 1

TOSCANINI

Marrons glacés
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EVERY CHRISTMAS I get a box of marrons glacés, my favourite present. And year after year when I open the box, lift the paper, smell the first sweet-musty whiff and pop one in my mouth, I’m no longer in England but thrown back some seventy years to an elegant drawing room, full of beautiful furniture, the floor thick with layers of Persian rugs, the walls covered with pictures … and there I see a small man with a bright mane of white hair – the legendary conductor Arturo Toscanini. Marrons glacés always remind me of Toscanini and my childhood.

Meeting the maestro was my childhood ambition. Odd, I agree, for a child of eight. My elder brother Guido wanted to meet Charlie Chaplin; one of my cousins never stopped dreaming of Shirley Temple; and another was in love with film star Robert Taylor, but Arturo Toscanini was my pin-up.

At the time we were living in a flat in Via Gesù, an exclusive street in the centre of Milan that is now considered the best address in the world for couturiers, shoe makers, shirt makers and the like, and where the Four Seasons Hotel now takes up three of the oldest houses in the road. But before the Second World War, Via Gesù was a quiet residential street lined with elegant family houses and with only one unobtrusive shop – an antique dealer.

Our flat at Via Gesù was on the second floor of Number 3, a pleasant mid-nineteenth-century house divided into four large flats: two facing the street and two facing the courtyards. Ours was at the back, over the courtyards. Next door was the flat of the Clausetti, who were good friends of my parents. Margherita Clausetti, who must have been in her sixties then, was very beautiful, very amusing and very outspoken. She often recounted tales of her youth in Venice – the masked balls, the operas and the midnight rides in the gondolas. Apparently, Margherita had the most beautiful legs in Venice; she only had to lift her skirt to reveal her ankles and men would throw themselves at her feet. And then when rejected, they would throw themselves over the bridges – and ‘così il fondo dei canali è coperto di cadaveri dei miei spasimanti ripudiati’ – ‘so the bottom of the canals is covered by the corpses of my rejected admirers’.

Margherita’s husband, Carlo, was a serious, distant man, devoted to music and musicians. He was a partner in the firm of Ricordi, the prestigious music publishing house. Everyone in the world of music went through the Clausetti’s front door. I was so in awe of all those famous singers that, as a child, my ambition was to be an opera singer. Certainly I could sing, with a penchant for opera rather than popular songs, and I’d dream of treading the boards of La Scala Opera House to the echoing applause of an adoring audience. Sad to say, my inadequate musical talent soon put an end to that ambition, and I had to resort to adoration for those who trod the boards of La Scala in real life.

But I could still sing my favourite arias to myself, or to the unlucky members of my family. My repertoire was quite considerable for a girl of that tender age, and that was because I can truly say that I learnt many arias in the cradle. My father loved opera and I remember him singing his favourite arias to my younger brother Marco in his cot, to help him go to sleep, just as he’d sung them to me as I lay in the same cot some twelve years earlier.

Papà was proud of his baritone–bass voice that enabled him to sing some of the lowest notes in the opera repertoire – as in the famous line ‘Sparafucil mi chiamo’ from Verdi’s Rigoletto and the aria ‘Ella giammai m’amò’ from Don Carlos. When, years later, I heard Boris Christoff singing that same aria in a spectacular production by Luchino Visconti at the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden, the memory suddenly flooded back of Papà leaning over Marco’s cot singing that beautiful passage of unrequited love.

But why, I wonder now, was I so excited at the thought of meeting Arturo Toscanini? Perhaps it was because I had heard my parents talking about him with such reverence, so often heard their refrain after a night at the opera: ‘It was good, but not as good as when Toscanini conducted it in 1928 …’

In 1929 Toscanini had resigned from La Scala, and in 1931, after refusing to play the fascist anthem before a performance, he was attacked and pilloried by fascists. He didn’t conduct in Italy again until 1946, at the reopening of La Scala, which had been badly bombed in the war. So, I saw Toscanini as a paragon, not only of music but also of strength of conviction. Not that I knew much about fascism and Mussolini at that young age, but I knew that Mamma was fiercely against Mussolini and that was enough for me.

So on that distant evening, when at last my dream came true and I was told I was going to meet the maestro, I put on one of my prettiest party dresses: a navy blue velvet number with Burano lace round the neck. White socks and patent leather black shoes completed the outfit of a typical bourgeoise girl of the Thirties. Mamma was looking radiant in a long champagne-coloured dress, one of her favourites. I remember the colour well as, that same evening, Papà had asked her, ‘But why are you wearing that beige dress?’ ‘It’s not beige,’ she’d retorted, ‘it’s champagne.’ And so champagne it was for me.

My mother was indeed a beautiful woman, her dark hair and dark eyes forming a vivid contrast with her light complexion. Always full of life, she captivated both men and women while remaining seemingly unaware of her charms. She retained her looks into her nineties, with her strong cheekbones and perfect nose – all features that can withstand the ravages of old age.

Mamma was always extremely nervous about meeting the maestro owing to an unfortunate experience some years earlier. One evening, during a performance of La Traviata at La Scala, she had accidentally pushed a box of chocolates too near the edge of the padded rail at the front of our box, which, as luck would have it, was directly over the timpani. As the chocolates fell from the box, one after another, onto the instruments below, they became the overture to the opera. Maestro Toscanini, already on the podium, was about to raise his baton; he stopped for a minute and turned to look up at my mother who wanted nothing more than to disappear from sight. Some days later, he sent a message via the Clausetti: the maestro would be very grateful if Signora Del Conte would try not to make her contribution to the musical evening with her chocolates.
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With Mamma.



It was no longer a time when people went to the opera as they would to their club – to meet friends, to exchange gossip, to munch sweetmeats and eat ice cream (Stendhal wrote that he’d had the best ice cream of his life at La Scala). Nor did they go to play cards, to flirt or even to engage in amorous rendezvous, like the illicit lovers Andrea Memmo and Giustiniana Wynne at La Fenice Opera House in Venice, back in the eighteenth century. The opera itself, in those distant days, was incidental. But after the Great War, a more attentive audience was expected; certainly Toscanini would never put up with any distraction or lack of engagement from the audience.

So, on that long-gone night, we padded across the landing and rang the Clausetti’s bell. Giuseppina, the parlour maid, opened the door in full uniform. The hall was a long gallery which opened up into the drawing room, and there I could see the maestro himself leaning over the grand piano and chatting. The hall had never seemed longer than it did that evening. The enchanting Signora Clausetti took me by the hand and led me towards my idol, saying: ‘This is Anna, our little neighbour.’ Toscanini looked down from his overwhelming height (or so it seemed to me as a child), said ‘Che bella bambina,’ patted me on the head and handed me a dish of marrons glacés. I took one, said ‘Grazie’ and turned away. Never before, or since, has a marron glacé tasted so good.
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ANOTHER CHRISTMAS, many years later, I was in Milan and I had a sudden urge to see the house where I was born. It was a grey winter morning, so characteristic of Milan – rather foggy, rather wet, rather grey, rather indefinite – the sort of day that calls for reminiscences and à la recherche du temps perdu. There were not many people around and, as I turned the corner into Via Gesù, an image of the past appeared in my mind: walking towards me was a little girl in a grey tweed coat and tweed beret, holding hands with a lady in a black fur coat and a black perky hat … my mother and I.

We were going shopping – fare la spesa, the everyday grocery shopping, rather than fare le commissioni, the ‘smart’ shopping. We crossed over the road to Via Montenapoleone, and our first call was at Bianchi, a large panificio and patisserie, where all kinds of bread were sold at the back and, at the front, a long counter loaded with profiteroles, cannoli, petits fours, and tartlets extended as far as the imposing cash desk presided over by the even more imposing Signora Bianchi, her bosom resting majestically on the cash machine and her hair in tight crinkly waves. (Bianchi, alas, has long gone.)

Next stop, farther up Via Montenapoleone, was Zanocco, the salumeria – deli – bulging with salami and cheeses, where chubby Arturo used to cut a slice of pink and white prosciutto and present it to me on a piece of greaseproof paper. Zanocco had the best prosciutto in Milan, quite an accolade in a city famous for its food

At the corner of Via Montenapoleone and Via Borgospesso, two street vendors would be selling calde arrosto – roasted chestnuts – and roasted onions and beetroots from their tricycles, each with its burning drum for roasting on the front. Mamma always bought a few chestnuts, which the vendor would wrap in a cone-shaped newspaper parcel and hand to me. I’d quickly shell the nuts while blowing on my hands and popping them into my mouth, relishing two pleasures at once: the slightly burnt, delicious flavour of the nuts and the welcome heat on my frozen hands. Often, Mamma would buy the roasted onions and beetroots, too, to eat for dinner with boiled potatoes in the perfect winter salad. (I still make this salad today, but it’s not the same, not as good, because, here in Dorset, I cook the vegetables in the oven rather than on an open fire.)

It was at Zanocco that I had my first independent shopping experience. Mamma was having a lunch party one day and needed some extra Russian salad. Russian salad is not Russian at all, actually; in Russia it is apparently called Italian salad. It was probably created in France when the Russian aristocrats arrived there after the revolution. In Italy in the pre-war years it was often served at smart lunches and dinners. Mamma used to make a delicious Russian salad: to all the cooked vegetables she would add simple ingredients, like hard-boiled eggs or anchovy fillets, or luxurious pieces of lobster, depending on the importance of the meal. That day everybody was busy, Zanocco couldn’t deliver and somebody had to collect the salad. Looking back, it seems amazing that Mamma didn’t have enough of any kind of food in the house. She always bought too much. Her fridge was forever bursting with food: you’d open the door and something would tumble out. Likewise, her bread bin was full of different packets of bread – the oldest, to be made into breadcrumbs or pancotto (bread soup), the not-quite-so-old bread, and the same day’s bread which nobody was allowed to eat until the older bread was finished. (Much later, my poor husband, Oliver, was dismayed that in the country where you always eat il pane di giornata – today’s bread – he had to make do with il pane di ieri – yesterday’s bread.) Nothing was ever wasted in our house, and it’s a thriftiness I have inherited and still practise today.

So I still cannot think why, on that particular day, Mamma thought she did not have enough Russian salad – perhaps unexpected guests had turned up. Nevertheless, I felt honoured to be entrusted with the task of fetching it, so I brushed my hair – as I always had to do before going out – and darted off, down Via Gesù and across Via Montenapoleone. Cars were rare then, but one had to pay attention to the delivery boys on their tricycles. Arturo Zanocco gave me the usual slice of prosciutto and the parcel of Russian salad, exhorting me to take care crossing the road and to carry the parcel safely. When I arrived home, the Russian salad from Zanocco was mixed with one already made by my mother and then dished out, ready for the antipasto. There seemed to be a mountain of it and we ate the leftovers for two or three days afterwards.

That trip to Zanocco was the start of my passion for shopping – not for clothes or shoes, which I loathe, but for food. Zanocco has now disappeared, as has my favourite shop opposite, Parini the grocer’s. Today there is still a grocer’s, but a different one. No longer the big sacks of various lentils, of rice, beans, chickpeas, sugar, the rows and rows of jars of caramelle (sweets). No more the stacks of Marseille soaps, the bunches of black liquorice on the counter, the jars of different spices – the yellow saffron, the red paprika, the black pepper, the brown cinnamon – all lined up, and that incredible smell, both exotic and homely. The grocer’s now, elegant as it is to the eye, is antiseptic, featureless and smell-less.

But still it conjures up in my mind a picture of Mamma and me continuing our round of the shops – she chatting and ordering the goods that were to be delivered – and eventually we are back in Via Gesù, where I’m standing so many years later looking up at the house where I was born.
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RECIPE

Bomba di Panna e Marrons Glacés
Cream and Marrons Glacés Bombe

The bombe can be made and frozen up to 1 week in advance, although it will gradually lose flavour. Ideally it should be made 1 day before it is eaten.

SERVES 8–10



300g marrons glacés

5 tbsp dark rum

90g best bitter chocolate

700ml whipping cream

6 tbsp icing sugar, sieved

3 egg whites



Cut the marrons glacés into small pieces and put in a bowl. Add the rum and leave to macerate for half an hour or so.

Meanwhile, cut the chocolate into small bits. I do this by hand with a broad-bladed knife, as a food processor tends to reduce some of the chocolate to powder.

Whip the cream, then mix in the icing sugar, the marrons glacés with the rum, and the chocolate pieces.

In a clean bowl, whisk the egg whites until stiff and then fold into the mixture.

Spoon the mixture into a 1.5 litre (2½ pint) bombe mould, or other dome-shaped container of the same capacity. Cover with the lid or foil and put in the freezer for at least 6 hours.

Remove from the freezer half an hour before serving.


CHAPTER 2

VIA GESÙ

Lemon granita
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THAT VISIT TO Via Gesù, in the winter of 2006 – sixty-seven years after I’d left, in 1939 – was an unforgettable experience which left me both elated and drained. Our old flat is now occupied by Giulia Marzotto Caotorta, granddaughter of the Countess Vianson who had owned the house in my day. The sight of the courtyard, of the entrance hall and the grand staircase was enough to reawaken old memories. Ghosts came running to me and, with them, my childhood: there was Flora, the fat concierge, with Carlo, her emaciated husband, and Vanda, their granddaughter, who often came up to our flat to play with me. Vanda was two years younger than me and I used to boss her around in an unremittingly unpleasant way. I took advantage of my superior position in the household and the fact that, for a change, I was not the youngest around, which was my constant fate with most of my cousins.

In my mind’s eye, I saw the Countess Vianson slowly descending the staircase, straight and imperious, in her long black dress, her black hat set firmly on her head like a tall flowerpot, her rows and rows of pearls dangling over her bosom and the fashionable black velvet collar kept in place by a large cameo. She was the Milanese answer to Queen Mary. My brother Guido and I used to hide behind the columns in the courtyard to avoid her. We were in awe of the grand lady – awe with a touch of fear, maybe. But the worst thing was that, if she saw us, we had to go to her: I had to curtsy and Guido had to kiss her hand. I didn’t much mind the little bob, but Guido hated the ceremony of hand kissing. My father had never been too strict about that ritual, so Guido had to kiss the hand only of old and/or aristocratic ladies, and the Countess Vianson met both criteria.

I crossed the courtyard, with its doric columns and patterned, cobbled paving, and walked into the small garden at the back, which was dominated by a huge lime tree. The scent of its flowers, so strongly sweet, used to imbue every corner of our flat in June. The lime tree was even taller now, growing up and up in search of the sun, but the fig tree which had once flourished next to it was gone. I had loved that fig tree, with the statue of a young girl hiding among its fat green leaves. The statue was still there – like Alice in Wonderland with short hair and a bonnet. She’d been my imaginary friend and I used to dream of taking her by the hand and walking away with her along a beach, the backdrop scene to all my dreams.

I looked up to the first floor and noticed that the wisteria, too, was still there. It had always covered the terrace of the flat below ours, where Giulia and her mother and brothers used to live, but it was winter now and I could see only the naked twisted branches. I remembered it in full bloom in the early spring, when the scent at dusk was overwhelming, and then in summer when it became a green canopy under which Giulia’s mother, the Marchioness Valdettaro, used to lie languidly on her chaise-longue, with Tabu her dachshund at her feet. Years later, when I visited the superb tomb of Ilaria del Carretto, in the Duomo di Lucca, suddenly in front of my eyes sprang an image of the Marchioness Valdettaro lying under the wisteria, dog at her feet, just like Ilaria and her dog.

The third courtyard used to be il cortile di servizio – the service courtyard – around which were the kitchens and some of the maids’ rooms. This courtyard had been the realm of Gorini, the Countess Vianson’s butler, and Lucia, the Clausetti’s cook. Gorini also checked all the deliveries. He had a basket tied to a long rope which he’d lower so that the delivery boys could place their parcels in it. The boys would give a whistle, Gorini would let down the basket and then haul it back up. We used to play tricks on Gorini. If by chance the basket was down in the courtyard, we would put parcels in it – parcels of old newspaper, old rags, old bread.

Gorini always took our deliveries in the right spirit, while Lucia, who had her own descending basket, was not amused. She was a small, barrel-shaped woman with a long black skirt and a large white apron. ‘Such a good cook,’ my mother would say. I was too young to appreciate Lucia’s food at dinner parties, but I recall that every autumn she made the most delicious cotognata – quince cheese. She used to store it, cut into small pieces and coated in sugar, in beautiful wooden boxes which came out for Christmas, when she’d call me into the big kitchen and let me choose one or two pieces. The cotognata had just the right amount of sugar to bring out that incredible flowery flavour of quince, and the right amount of moisture for the quince to fill my mouth with its celestial taste at the first bite. It is surely a flavour made in heaven for goddesses, as Paris knew when he gave Venus the perfect quince. I still make my cotognata from the fruits of the quince tree in my Dorset orchard, following Lucia’s recipe.
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THE FLAT WHERE WE LIVED has changed, of course. Walls have been removed and others built, doors have been shut and others opened, but there were some fixed points that evoked my childhood. The landing at the top of the staircase was the same, with its three doors, one of which used to be our front door. The landing was where I took refuge when I was cross with my mother, which happened very often. I used to ‘leave home’, as many children do. And for my departure, which I swore would last for ever, I took my beloved possessions: two chairs and one frying pan. The chairs, left to me by a great aunt, were nineteenth century and the frying pan was a gift from Zia Maria – Mamma’s sister. I’d drag the two chairs out of my bedroom, across the hall and out onto the landing, fetch the frying pan, slam the door and sit there thinking how much my mother would cry when she realised I had left home.

Another place where I hid when I was cross was on top of a very tall bookcase in the study. First I had to stand on a chair, then on the radiator and, from there, climb on top of the bookcase where I’d lie in silence with my frying pan, though not the chairs, of course. Mamma and everyone else ignored my disappearance and, once I was back, the act was never mentioned.

Later, my eldest son Paul inherited a tendency to similar outbursts. The most unexpected was in France, on the way to Italy. He was fourteen at the time. We had just spent the night in an hotel in Auxerre and Paul and I had a quarrel after breakfast, while packing the car. He got his sleeping bag and his holdall and stormed out of the hotel, muttering that he was going to walk to Italy! My younger son, Guy, and I, helped by little Julia, my daughter, finished the packing and drove off. About one kilometre down the road we saw Paul, who stuck out his thumb for a lift and climbed into the car. Nothing was said and we drove happily on to Italy.
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STEPPING INSIDE THE FLAT at Via Gesù on that winter’s day, was like stepping back into my childhood. Now one enters into what was once my bedroom. The pretty window is still there, as is the door to the hall where I used to run when I heard the noise of keys in the lock, to welcome my father home. My father was a tall, handsome man, extremely elegant in his hat – straw in summer and black homburg in winter – and always carried a cane. I would run to greet him and he’d lift me into his arms.

Papà would carry me around on his shoulders so I could look at all the prints hanging in the hall and corridor. He’d show me the horses, the dogs, the ducks and the birds, to all of which he gave fitting names. On Sunday nights there was the ceremony of winding the four clocks. I’d listen to the chimes while Papà turned the key. My favourite was an old English clock which had the chimes of Big Ben, as Papà told me. My father was a great anglophile. I remember quite clearly his answer to a friend who questioned his love of the English. The friend asked, ‘But what about their arrogance?’ to which Papà replied, ‘Well, they would be perfect without it!’ He admired, and liked to emulate, the aloof elegance of the English aristocracy who, at that time – in the Twenties and Thirties – were the leading international jet set.

Papà was a good sportsman. He played golf and tennis and liked to have a bet at the races, gambling also being one of his passions, often to the detriment of the family finances. On Sundays, as soon as spring arrived, he used to take us to the races at San Siro, or to the tennis club.

My mother, dressed in hat and gloves, would come along to the races – although I don’t think she actually enjoyed them – but never to the tennis. She didn’t like any sport except swimming. Unusually for someone of her generation, she’d stay in the sea for hours, slowly moving farther and farther with her funny side stroke.

They were like chalk and cheese, my parents; interested in different activities and different people. One interest they did share was playing bridge, at which my father was a deft hand, while Mamma played sempre come una principiante – always like a beginner – or so Papà used to say. There was also a marked contrast in their behaviour towards us: Papà loved me unconditionally when I was a small young child; later when we were older, he seemed to be unable to strike the right balance between his warm affection and the strict discipline he wanted to exert over his children. Papà was always affectionate, at least with me, yet also strict and authoritarian, while Mamma was a more complicated character, which I find very difficult to define. This is due partly to the fact that my generation was brought up with the principle that children should never appraise their parents, and partly because a mother-and-daughter relationship is such a sensitive one that, even now that Mamma has been dead for fourteen years, I cannot look at it with dispassion. At the time of writing, a spate of ‘Memoirs’ are being published, where the author, usually a woman, points her accusing finger at her mother. They seem to demand perfection from their mothers. I remember when my Zia Maria of Milan – Papà’s sister – died, I told my cousin Sandro, her son, that I thought of her as the perfect mother. Sandro, a wise and perceptive man, said: ‘But, Anna, there isn’t a perfect mother, only ideal mothers, and she was one of them.’

My ‘accusing finger’ against Mamma is that she certainly much preferred boys to girls. This statement is not dictated by carping jealousy of my older brother (of whom I certainly was wildly jealous). It was confirmed by Nicholas, my brother Marco’s son, whom she brought up along with his older sister after their mother left them and Marco for another man. Nicholas was well aware of her partiality towards him. Mamma had a steely hard shell. I am sure she built that cuirass around herself to fence off the tribulations of her life. Born into a wealthy family, she’d married a rich man, only to find herself, at the age of forty-five, homeless and penniless after the war. And, even before that, things did not always go smoothly for her.

She had to put up with the unfaithfulness of her husband, with whom she was very much in love. I only found out much later – after I was married – that Papà had a serious affair with an American woman who lived at the Hotel de Paris in Monte Carlo. This woman was famous for her louche life and her string of lovers and was once heard to say: ‘Monte Carlo is the most wonderful place. You go to bed at night with one man, but you don’t know who is going to be in your bed the next morning.’ As a child, I’d been aware that Papà was not at home every night, but I never asked why, being only too pleased. For it meant that Guido and I could sleep in my parents’ lettone – double bed – with Mamma; I in the middle, cuddling up to one or the other.
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PAPÀ’S AFFAIR LASTED for two or three years, during which time he never came on holiday with us. Instead, we went with Zia Maria di Milano and my uncle, Zio Guido Peregalli, and their children Maria Teresa and Sandro, our favourite playmates.

I certainly did not miss my father much when we were at the seaside, at Forte dei Marmi, in northern Tuscany, where we’d take over the annexe of the hotel. We always travelled there in a caravan of two or three cars, full of trunks, baskets, nannies, dogs and the rest. The journey would take most of the day (today it takes some three hours, thanks to the motorway) and we’d stop for a picnic lunch high up on the Passo della Cisa.

Around midday, the spot for the picnic was chosen. White tablecloths were spread on the grass, and dish after dish of cold food was placed here and there. I always made a beeline for the costolette alla Milanese – fried veal chops Milanese style – which tasted even better cold. I’d pick up the chops with my hands and gnaw around the bone for the best bits. To finish, there were baskets of perfectly ripe peaches and apricots, into which we bit greedily, the juice dripping down our chins, while balia Teresa and balia Antonia (the nannies) ran after us with napkins to wipe away the juice which would spoil our pretty smock dresses and the white shirts of the boys. Then, back in the cars, we drove off in time to arrive at the hotel for dinner.

They were idyllic pre-war holidays, spent mostly on the beach, playing pista – a kind of marbles game – building elaborate castles with turrets and gargoyles and burying each other in the sand. We’d happily splash about in the shallow sea, with no cares in the world. It was at Forte where I learnt to swim. I was six years old and Mamma had decided the time was right. So one day she took me, on her back, out of my depth and then shoved me off. It was a radical approach, but I learnt to swim – and fast. Two strokes and I got hold of Mamma again and realised that swimming was fun.

In the afternoon, after a long rest, we’d play in the hotel garden or go for long walks in the pinewood, which was then luxuriant and void of all the hundreds of villette – holiday cottages – that dot it now. We seldom went to the beach in the afternoon, because our parents believed that troppo mare innervosisce i bambini – too much sea makes children irritable.

When I went back to Forte dei Marmi many years later, I realised that the families with young children still enjoy the same sort of holidays to those we had seventy years before. One of the few things in life that has hardly changed.
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MAMMA NEVER talked about all the hardships in her life, except in a matter-of-fact sort of way. She lived looking straight ahead to the future and dismissing any unpleasantness of the past. Perhaps, that was the best way to stay sane.

After Papà’s affair ended, things returned to normal at Via Gesù. Papà loved the flat, where he had first come to live years before with his mother and one of his younger brothers, Gino. My grandmother died in 1921, a year after my parents were married, and Gino stayed on, becoming part of it, although at times, I am sure, Mamma would have liked to see the back of him. We children loved our uncle Gino and called him Zio Tom – the nickname Guido gave him – after the hero of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Zio Tom was quite dapper and cared enormously about his appearance; his beautiful hands, always perfectly manicured, were his pride and joy. He loved to stick a flower or a feather in my mother’s hats, he arranged the flowers in the house, he discussed menus for dinner parties with my mother and supervised the laying of the table and its decoration. His bedroom, dressing room and bathroom were, in theory, no-go areas for us children, although in fact we’d often sneak in there and throw his artistically arranged cushions at each other and use his loo – just to annoy him. Although Zio Tom had several lovers, he never married. He liked to gossip and also danced very well, attributes that made him a favourite of many society hostesses, to whom he was proud to be known as the ’Cavalier Servente’.

My younger brother, Marco, was born in 1937 and I was delighted with his arrival. He became my living doll. I was old enough, at twelve, to be able to carry him around, change his nappies and feed him. In spite of loving him deeply, I was extremely jealous as I saw my father transfer his predilection from me to my baby brother. Up to then, I had been Papà’s little darling, who couldn’t do much wrong. I was always shrewd enough to point the guilty finger at Guido whenever I’d been naughty. My father tended to believe me, my mother knew better, and good-hearted Guido took the blame. Papà also had the unfortunate tendency, like many men of his generation, to demand too much from his son. Guido was a boy, the older son and, as such, he must behave like a man. Even when very young, he was told that he should never cry (which I knew he often wanted to), that he should look after me, his little sister (who was impossibly bossy), that he should not be afraid of bangs (of which he was terrified), and a number of other unfeeling shoulds and should nots.

After Marco arrived, the flat at Via Gesù became too small and in 1939 we moved to a larger flat just around the corner in Via Sant’Andrea. It was an unfortunate move, because while Via Gesù is still standing, the house in Via Sant’Andrea was destroyed by an incendiary bomb in August 1943.

So it is in the flat of Via Gesù that most of my memories lie. When I went back that Christmas in 2006, I would have liked to walk down the veranda, the covered balcony that ran from the dining room to the kitchen, to recapture the memory of all the games we played there, such as la corsa delle lumache – the snail race which Guido and I enacted during the few days before Christmas. Christmas Eve is a giorno di magro – a meatless day – for Catholics. Oddly enough, snails are allowed on meat-free days, because they are fish not meat, as declared by a former Pope who loved them so much that he could not bear to go through the forty days of Lent without eating them. ‘Cochleas pisces sunt’ he proclaimed, and so they are.

On Christmas Eve the traditional fare in my home was capitone – eels – for lunch, and pasta and bean soup followed by lumache in umido – snails in a sauce with polenta – for supper. Capitone is the big female eel. It was preserved in olive oil, then cut into chunks and eaten cold. That dish of snails was one of my mother’s fortes – a fortissimo, I should say – and I don’t think I’ve ever had snails to equal them. First, Mamma would cook them in boiling water for a short time until they died and could be taken out of the shell with a toothpick. That was a job I relished, although I couldn’t really do it properly and often half a snail would be left behind
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Granita di Limone
Lemon Granita












Cotognata
Quince Cheese












Pasta e Fagioli della Vigilia di Natale
Pasta and Bean Soup
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