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			This book is for John, who has eaten it all.
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			When Don Abbacchio came to the reading of the gospel, he turned to us and preached us a little sermon about San Giuseppe da Copertino. We knew the story, but we always liked hearing it again. For this saint was a cafone who became a monk but never managed to learn Latin, and whenever the other monks recited the Psalms, he gave praise to Our Lady by turning somersaults wherever he might be, even in church. Our Lady must have been delighted with the innocent spectacle, and to encourage and reward him she gave him the gift of levitation, and after that he had no difficulty in somersaulting all the way up to the ceiling. He died at an advanced age, after a life of severe privations, and it is said that when he appeared before the heavenly throne, God, who knew him by repute and wished him well, because Our Lady had talked about him so often, embraced him and said, “I will give you whatever you want. Don’t be afraid to ask for whatever you like.”

			The poor saint was utterly bewildered by this offer.

			“May I ask for anything?” he asked timidly.

			“You may ask for anything,” the Almighty encouraged him. “I give the orders here. I can do whatever I like here. And I am really fond of you. Whatever you ask for will be granted.”

			But San Giuseppe da Copertino did not dare confess what he really wanted. He feared that his immoderate wish might arouse the Lord to anger. Only after much insistence on the Lord’s part, only after He gave His word of honor that He would not be angry, did the saint confess what he most wanted.

			“O Lord,” he said, “a big piece of white bread.” [For the only white bread he had ever seen was in Jesus’ hand in a painting on the church altar.]

			And the Lord was as good as His word and did not grow angry, but embraced the cafone saint, and was moved and wept with him. And then, in His voice of thunder, He summoned twelve angels and gave orders that every day from morning till evening for all eternity, per omnia saecula saeculorum, they should give San Giuseppe da Copertino the best white bread that was baked in paradise.

			Ignazio Silone, Fontamara

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			
			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

		This book owes an enormous debt to so many people, both in Italy and in America. It wouldn’t even exist without Carlo Veggetti, who so generously shared his formidable knowledge of Italian baking and introduced me to bakers all over Italy. For this edition he persuaded several of them to bake the many specialties that illustrate the book in its new incarnation. And of course it owes everything to the bakers themselves. Special thanks are due to Renato Veggetti, whose generous spirit and helpfulness were endlessly tested by my requests and questions. Renato was patient and kind to an incredible degree.

		I couldn’t even have written this book without the boundless help of Diane Dexter, who assisted me from beginning to end. Her knowledge of baking and her extraordinary patience as we tested recipes over and over again kept me going. I don’t think I could have faced so many go-arounds if Diane hadn’t been as curious and as willing to keep searching for solutions as I was.

		When I met Joann Carmody, she was a young baker at Il Fornaio in San Francisco who had gone to Italy to bake in Florence and Venice because she wanted to know how things were done there. She was an invaluable help, not only sharing her knowledge but actually traveling to Italy with me for her entire vacation and baking alongside the pastry bakers.

		In America, numerous friends have tasted and tested these recipes. Joyce Goldstein, then the chef at the Café at Chez Panisse, came to taste as often as she could, and she was so pleased with what she found that she served several of the rustic breads at Square One, her restaurant in San Francisco. Her encouragement and help meant an enormous amount to me. Carol Sinton, Maxine Bloom, Marjorie Traub, Pat Berkowitz, and Leslie Freudenheim tested for me and gave me wonderful feedback. Paola Bagnatori was spectacularly helpful, tasting much that I made and even seeing bakers for me when she was in Italy, to help get answers that I needed. Francesca Vattani not only brought back special sweets from Venice, but she helped me in Italy as well, and she and Alessandro were fabulously encouraging to this non-Italian admirer of their country’s heritage. My father, James Hart, brought me books that I needed and discovered that he loved Italian bread after all. Other special help came from Joanne Hayes, a young baker; from Holly Pugliese, who provided baking help in this current edition; from Barbara Winkelstein, who parted with her wonderful panforte recipe; from Bob and Maggie Klein; from Fred Hill; from Amanda Pope and Celeste Gainey; from Rose Scherini; from numerous Italians living in America who shared memories with me, but especially from Elisabetta Nelsen and Eugenio Pozzolini, who remembered so much of their Tuscan childhoods and the role that bread played in them; and from Loni Kuhn and Carlo Middione, who tasted my breads and discussed them with me.

		In Italy, I don’t know what I would have done without the friendship of Shirley and François Caracciolo in Todi and Rome, and of Gianna and Riccardo Bertelli in Tuscany. John Meis at Badia a Coltibuono, in Gaiole in Chianti, and Maria Caterina and Franco Crespi in Perugia, were wonderful sources of information and help. Silene Veggetti and the children—Mattia, Stefania, Alfonso, and Giulia—were wonderfully helpful and hospitable during my stays in Italy years ago, and for this edition, Silene and Moira Marelli were invaluable in coordinating the bakers with the photographer’s visits. I am very grateful to Claire Hennessy for helping the photographer for this edition. Thank you to Faith Willinger for helping me find her. Thanks to Bonnie Nadell who stepped in when I really needed her. Christian Hansen and Adolfo Veggetti are two others to whom I am very grateful for much help. Nando Tosoni baked in Rome but answered questions for me and baked in San Francisco as well, and Agostino Di Vella was a wonderful guide to the breads and sights of Altamura and Matera. Nella Galetti showed me old-fashioned ways of baking at home.

		Barbara Ottenhoff and Helen Huckle were unstinting in their hard work on the first edition of this book. Clancy Drake was a meticulous proofreader who understood the spirit of the book. Most especially I thank Ann Bramson, whose belief in this book from its inception was phenomenal. Her kindness, her caring, her sensitivity, warmth, and real dedication were so remarkable that I marvel at my enormous good fortune in having had the opportunity to work with her. Lisa Regul, who inherited the book for this new printing, has been patient and supportive from the very beginning. Her calm manner and unstinting dedication to getting things right has been remarkable.

		I give special thanks to Kathleen Weber for spending two amazing days with me photographing at her house and her bakery, Della Fattoria in Petaluma, along with Aaron, her very talented baker son, and her daughter, Elisa. Thanks to Jan Schat of Il Fornaio and to Marjorie Traub.

		Very special thanks go to Matthew and Alison, my children, whose encouragement has meant the world to me. They have been so enthusiastic and helpful over all these years. Now Camilla, Alex, Owen, Eric, and Sofia have joined the family and they too love Italian bread and sweets. There is no way to thank my husband, John, for his support. He believed in me and helped with this book in every possible way. He made special trips to travel with me to Italy when it looked as if I would never survive a crazy schedule and itinerary, he ate endless breads and sweets, and he even became addicted to having his own Italian bread at home. His enthusiasm and belief and willingness to tolerate my obsession with Italian breads and baking made it all possible.

	
		
			
			PREFACE

		Bread in Italy takes the form of rough country loaves with thick chewy crusts, and flat disks of focaccia seasoned with the wild herbs of the fields. Their tastes and shapes are fragrant reminders of a tradition of baking that is older than the Roman monuments and Romanesque cathedrals that we rush to Europe to see. These breads are expressions of an earthy culture that still talks about its most fundamental experiences in terms of bread. In Italy, a down-to-earth man with a real heart of gold is described as buono come il pane—good, like bread. When Americans talk about being direct and straightforward, we say we’re calling a spade a spade, but Italians say “pane al pane e vino al vino,” calling bread bread and wine wine. Bread gives us real glimpses into the complex and fascinating history of all the regions of the country. Italy wasn’t even united until a little over a hundred and fifty years ago, so many of the roots have remained a little more exposed than might be true elsewhere. All the rivalries and bloody battles between neighboring cities and regions bred an intense pride in the most local expressions of place, so that just as each paese and city had its own bell tower overlooking its fraction of countryside, ready to call citizens to arms and alert them to danger, in the same way its breads expressed a passionate attachment to local customs and ingredients.

		Bread is so fundamental to everyday eating that the Italians are forever using the word companatico, an all-purpose term for what one eats with bread. “What’s for lunch?” “Pane e companatico”—bread and something that goes with it. And bread is such a basic part of life that while there are very few cookbooks devoted to baking bread at home, many recipes begin: “Take 500 grams of bread dough that you’ve bought from your baker.” Pizzas, focacce, enriched breads, and holiday breads often begin just that way.

		Each day in Italy more than twenty-five thousand artisan bakers rise early to knead their doughs and shape their loaves. Working on a small scale and dedicated to keeping family and regional traditions alive, they are preserving the past by making it a living part of the present, but they are also showing the baker’s dazzling imagination, producing modern breads that turn the luscious provender of the vines and fields into tantalizing loaves.

		They have taken the olive paste of Liguria, made from the first crushing of salty, aromatic olives grown near the sea, and incorporated it into a bread. They have taken pesto and sweet peppers and tomatoes dried by the sun under a dappled screen of latticework arbors, the humble potato and the most expensive aged cheeses, and the dark grains that once belonged to a peasant culture, and given them new companions and shapes to make an inventive and tantalizing range of breads that appeal to the Italian passion for fantasia.

		Life without bread is inconceivable in Italy, and yet if I had decided to write this book in the 1950s or 1960s, it would have been an elegy, a bittersweet testament to breads of another time. In those years, massive companies took over the bread baking of Italy, turning out airy white loaves that resemble the spongy, cottony slices Americans know from our own supermarket shelves. These companies threatened to homogenize the breads, pastries, cookies, and pizzas that were once the culinary equivalent of Italy’s numerous dialects. Gone were the indigenous specialties. The tastes and flavors of the past were eclipsed by high-speed rollers that milled grain to a bland, highly refined flour without texture or nutrients, by huge machines that mixed and kneaded faster than the human eye could see, by automation that removed the human touch from the most basic of all human food.

		Suddenly giant Italian companies were making deals with American consortia to produce biscuits and crackers by the million to be eaten instead of bread. They were replacing grissini, the archetypal artisan-made breadsticks, with pale little batons all the same color and width and length, extruded from the dies of a machine. Gone were the thick, knobby breadsticks whose length was determined by the span of the baker’s arms. Blandness suddenly ruled, leaving the centuries-old tradition conquered, as one writer put it, “by the imperialism of city bread.”

		But just as the monks kept culture—and bread—alive during a dark time in the country’s history, so there were a few bakers who refused to follow the new ways. To them—those who safeguarded tradition and perpetuated the taste of the countryside—this book owes its inspiration and its recipes.

		In the early 1970s Carlo Veggetti, whose family had been in the business of furnishing the interiors of bakeries for three generations, found himself increasingly discouraged by the institutionalization of baking in Italy. The handmade regional specialties that had been baked for hundreds of years were disappearing with alarming speed, so he set about to create a network of bakers and bakeries that would preserve traditional breads from every region of Italy and bring them back to the public. By now, a full-scale revolution has been achieved and more than 2,500 Il Fornaio bakeries exist in Italy, with several other chains visible across the landscape as well. It was Carlo Veggetti, an expansive and energetic man—the Fellini of Italian bread—who opened the doors of his bakeries to me. I baked with his bakers in Como and Milan, in Florence and Rome, in Palermo and Lecce, in Venice and Lugano, in small towns and big cities. His feeling for these breads and the artisans who are masters of their trade is contagious. He talks about eating bread with the eyes as well as the mouth. He speaks of bread as the ultimate art form: “Imagine any work of art with such variety in form, color, aroma, and taste. A work of art that you eat!” There’s even music involved in the eating. “Listen: cric-crac, cric-crac.”

		Through Veggetti I met Giancarlo Grignani, a Milanese baker and a scholar of bread who read anything he could find on his chosen subject. He even had a clipping service that saved everything relevant in the Italian newspapers. He re-created the breads of Pompeii as they were baked in Roman times and made numerous twentieth-century versions of breads of the Lombard countryside from much earlier times—breads made with corn flour, crunchy crusted loaves of Como, and earthy regional breads baked with organically grown flours produced as they were before 1900. He even put together an exhibition of regional Italian breads in the main piazza of Milan.

		Other Il Fornaio bakers included Georgio Gobbi in Lugano and Giovanni Pesenti in Florence; Luca Cucumazzo, a baker from Puglia; and Salvatore Sacco, who dreamed up the picce calabresi and showed me the secrets of some breads made in southern Italy.

		Giovanni Galli in Florence, who bakes both pastry and breads, is giving life again to the Tuscan specialties that were once part of country life and tradition. He has put the tastes of this extraordinary landscape into oil-drizzled schiacciate and pizzette and into festive specialties like rosemary-scented buns and breads bursting with fat zibibbo raisins. Gianfranco Anelli made one hundred kilos of pizzas a day in his wood-burning ovens in Rome, rendered the rustic loaves of tiny towns like Genzano and larger cities like Terni, and created a coccodrillo (crocodile) bread that people in Rome traveled far across the city to get.

		Giorgio Puppola began baking in Venice when he was a very young boy. His skill with pastry and his flights of imagination created the ossi da morto, focaccia laced with zabaglione cream and the bolzanese in this book. In Venice, too, Severino Scarpa shared forty years of baking experience and showed me how breads and rolls were made before machines had such a large part in the cutting and shaping of doughs. Also in Venice, Carlo Cavaliere, Ferruccio Bellemo, and Renato Milanese all showed me secrets of bread and pastry baking. Sergio Saturnino in Genoa makes the true focaccia of the region, crammed with the pungent tasty olives of Liguria and the fresh herbs of the hillsides.

		I learned the special shaping of the myriad forms in the region of Emilia-Romagna from Margherita Simili, the rare woman baker in a world dominated by men. In Altamura, Vito Forte opened a small artisanal bakery in 1965. In the 1980s his extraordinary bakery was divided into two sections, one where some loaves were produced industrially—no human hand touched the dough from its mixing to its baking—and the other where loaves were made by simpatico and knowing artisans, who shaped them to look like a woman’s pompadour, the traditional shape of Altamura bread. Truckloads of his breads continue to fan out across the countryside, to Milan and Turin in the north and to tiny paesi and larger cities in central and southern cities deep on the heel of the boot.

		I have shaped and dimpled pizza doughs in Naples, watched bakers in Palermo make calzone and cassata, and eaten their brioches filled with ice cream for breakfast, as all the Palermitani do. The brothers Spinnato in Palermo took me under their collective wing, taught me about mafalda and sfiuncini, the bread and pizza specialties of the city, and wouldn’t hear of my leaving without tasting everything on the premises.

		Pino Micoli taught me about rustici in Lecce, where Avvocato Marangio made sure that I felt and smelled all the flours and learned about the variables of baking in the heat of a southern Italian summer, and introduced me to the bakers of calzone, puccia, and other Pugliese specialties. Carla Schucani of the famous bakery Sandri in Perugia was very gracious, inviting me in to watch the Easter baking and allowing me to witness everything from the cutting of a wheel of three-year-old Parmigiano-Reggiano to the mixing of Umbrian specialties.

		In San Francisco, Luciano Pancalde, who comes from Ferrara, shared secrets and recipes with me, tasted what I baked, and gave me more pointers. He was my first baking link to Italy in this country.

		These and many more are the sources of the recipes and folklore of Italian bread, and they are the ones who day after day make the breads and sweets that bring these tastes to the fortunate Italians who eat them at breakfast and dinner, over coffee and aperitifs in the trattorias and restaurants, coffee bars and piazze, where the people of Italy live out their lives.

		The revival of bread and a new pride it its myriad forms has led real aficionados to wonder why a different bread isn’t served with each course, in the same spirit as wine. Giancarlo Grignani was avant-garde in designing a bread menu for the restaurant Malatesta in Milan in the early 1980s, where it was possible to choose one loaf to go with the appetizer, a second for the main course, and a third for the salad. At a quite ordinary restaurant in the Galleria in Milan at that time, I was surprised to find a basket with five very different breads automatically set on the table. Now it is not at all unusual for chefs to make the breads they serve in their restaurants.

		Angelo Albini, a baker from Cividale, whose gubana is one of the great discoveries of my travels, talked about breads much as winemakers talk about wine. “Smell it,” he said to me, “taste it, put it on the back of your throat, and taste it again.” It was his dream to achieve a D.O.C. classification for such regional breads just as winemakers have their Denominazione di Origine Controllata. D.O.C. on a wine label means that the wine was made under carefully controlled and specified conditions in accordance with traditional procedures; it verifies the authenticity of the character of the wine and indicates quality. If wine is made by transforming grapes, yeast, and water, and bread is made by the alchemical fusion of flour, water, yeast, and salt, why not confirm its regional authenticity with some special, highly respected authority?

		In 2005 the European Union granted DOP (Denominazione di Origine Protetta) status to Pane di Altamura and Pagnotta di Dittaino, in Sicily. The award is very specific about the natural processes, precise techniques, and locally produced flours with which the bread is made. A different designation, IGP (Indicazione Geografica Protetta), was conferred upon three breads, Coppia Ferraresi, Pane Casereccio di Genzano, and Pane di Matera, confirming a strong historical bond between the area, its agriculture, and the local culture.

		Seeing really good bakers at work can be eye-opening. When they roll out the dough, their touch can be as delicate as a lover’s caress, and when they knead, their authority can almost command the dough to respond. They can take an inert and colorless piece of dough and with their fingers give it form, elasticity, and vitality. The pale white dust that sifts over everything, and the sounds—the slapping and banging of the dough, the thud as it hits the table right out of the mixer, the thunk of the canvas carrier being snapped into the oven and then retracted—the smells, and the sights make the bakery a special world of its own.

		Knowing the story and tastes of the regional breads that come out of these ovens is like taking a trip through the Italian countryside. Saving and honoring them is like preserving the stone villages on the hillsides or their churches and frescoes, for saving the taste of the past keeps it alive in the present. The bakers who are committed to rediscovering the past and creating new ways of eating in the present do honor to the oldest of man’s foods and to authentic Italian tradition, for bread is one of the most persuasive images of man’s struggle to survive. No wonder baking is called l’arte bianco, the white art, for the mystical life-giving magic of yeast creates nourishment that sustains people and keeps alive memories connecting the collective past to the world of today.
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			Bread in Italy
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		Bread is merely flour, water, yeast, and salt as the world is merely earth, water, fire, and air. These four elemental ingredients—grain from the fields, water from the rivers and mountain streams, leavening from the wild yeasts of the air, and salt from the sea—have been combined since Roman days to make the breads of Italy. In a country where the family is the primary source of physical and emotional sustenance, bread celebrates the richest and simplest pleasures of daily living. It is the single inevitable presence at the table during all three meals of the day, for no Italian would contemplate a meal without bread.

		Bread is such a basic part of life in Italy that every restaurant automatically sets it on the table and imposes a cover charge (coperto) to cover its cost. Almost every street in Italy’s large and middle-sized cities seems to have at least one panificio (bakery) and pasticceria (pastry shop), and even tiny towns without bread ovens have a grocery store where bread is delivered warm in the mornings.

		Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that Italians express many of their most intensely felt sentiments through sayings and proverbs that use bread as their common metaphor.

		Buono come il pane: As good as bread (said of a big-hearted, down-to-earth person).

		Senza il pane tutto diventa orfano: Without bread, everyone is an orphan.

		I miei parenti son i soldi in tasca e il pane nella casa: My family is money in my pocket and bread at home.

		Issu esta unu cantu de pane: He is a piece of bread (he is a good and reliable man, a man who can be trusted).

		Uscire di pane duro: To leave behind hard bread (to have a change for the better).

		Dire pane al pane e vino al vino: To call bread bread and wine wine (to call a spade a spade).

		La prima parola della guerra è pronunciata dal cannone ma l’ultima è sempre detta dal pane: The announcement of war is given by cannons, but bread always has the last word (when there is no more bread, the war is lost).

		Trovar pane per i propri denti: To find bread for one’s very teeth (to meet one’s match).

		Se non è zuppa è pan bagnato: If it isn’t soup, it’s moistened bread (it’s six of one or half a dozen of the other).

		Nutrirsi a pan bianco: To eat white bread all the time (to live on easy street).

		Avere per un pezzo di pane: To get it for a piece of bread (to get it very cheap).

		Essere pan e cacio: To be like bread and cheese with someone (to be thick as thieves).

		Distinguere pane dai sassi: To know the difference between bread and rocks (to know what’s what).

		Render pane per focaccia: To give bread for focaccia (to give tit for tat).

		E tanto pane!: It’s so much bread! (said upon seeing rain where there’s real need of water).

		Il pan di casa stufa: Homemade bread makes you fed up (the grass is always greener on the other side).

		Meglio nero pane che nera fame: Better dark bread than the dark despair of hunger.

		Mangiar pan a tradimento: To eat unearned bread (to be a sponger).

		Riuscire meglio a pane che a farina: To succeed more with the bread than with the flour (to have more success than expected).

		Per il vecchio e il neonato, il pancotto è prelibato: Bread soup is the food of the old and the newborn (who have no teeth).

		Chirurgo come il pane, medico come il vino: Look for a surgeon like bread (young) and a doctor like wine (well aged).

		Non è pane per i suoi denti: It is not bread for his teeth (it’s not his cup of tea).
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		Even the academic body that serves to maintain the purity of the Italian language is called Accademia della Crusca—the Academy of Bran—for it sees itself as sifting the wheat from the chaff. Its symbol is an agricultural flour sifter.

		Walk past a bakery and you’ll often see displays of grain set in the window so people can learn about what they are eating. Go inside and you’ll notice that every bread is labeled not only with its name but with every ingredient, as well as the price per kilo. Bread is so basic to a sense of well-being that local governments regulate the prices of the traditional breads of the commune, keeping it affordable for anyone with a few hundred lire in a pocket. The saltless bread of Tuscany, which is very cheap in Florence and Siena, can be sold for any price outside regional limits—though most of the people of, say, Milan and Rome have no cravings for or childhood ties to saltless bread. Anyone from the countryside around Chianti, however, or from the little hill towns that have sat on this landscape since the Etruscans first established them, will tell you that saltless bread is part of a heritage that stretches back long before Dante.

		Until recently a Tuscan would no more choose to eat a Roman pagnotta or a Milanese michetta than he would expect to find Wiener schnitzel on his dinner plate. So how could it come as a surprise that each region boasts variations on its breads and ingredients and makes its local tastes into breads that define a small geographical area?

		When I was in Altamura, a town in southern Italy famous for its golden durum-flour bread, I went to talk to a baker and watch the bread being made, and to taste it, of course. Later in the day, at a restaurant about fifteen kilometers away, a big basket of golden bread with a chewy crust and a porous interior was brought to our table. I exclaimed to my host with pleasure, “Oh, wonderful—more bread from Altamura.” A disgruntled look fleeted across his face and disappointment clouded his eyes. “Well,” he said grudgingly, “more or less.” I had insulted the tradition. We were a little less than ten miles from Altamura, but no matter, we might as well have been five hundred. The bread of Altamura comes from its bakers and its grains and its tradition. Although the bread on our table was similar, it just wasn’t the same.

		I should have known better. How could it be otherwise in a country that has a dial-a-message service for regional recipes? Each day the recording gives a new recipe for a dish from each of the regions of Italy. And how could it be otherwise in a country scarred in medieval times by cities that chose to fight ferociously with the closest neighbors to prove their supremacy, their dedication to local alliances finally leading them to stamp their own identity not only on the landscape but on the foods as well? This rich, complex, and combative heritage influences Italian baking and is embellished by the reality that everyone from the Saracens to the Austrians conquered different regions and left their culinary signature behind. The porous and crunchy Pugliese bread of the south is a legacy of the brown country loaf brought by the Turks who long ago walked the streets of Apulia; and the famous michetta roll of Milan was born of the Kaisersemmel of Vienna, which was brought to Milan by the Austrian cavalry in the late 1800s.

		In the country at large, there are more names for the shapes of bread than Eskimos have words for snow. This is a very incomplete list: azzimo (unleavened), casareccio (homemade), ciabatta (slipper), ciambella (wreath), corolla (crown), manini (little hands), mattone (brick), pagnotta (round loaf), panino (roll), piadina (flat disk), quattrocorni (four horns), ruota (wheel), schiacciata (flattened), sfilatino (long, thin thread), stella (star), tegola (tile), treccia (braid). Italian bakers say there may be somewhere between one thousand and two thousand different breads in the national repertory, although “only” a few hundred are commonly available, and while there are numbers of typical regional breads—biove from Piedmont, ciopa from Venice, crocetta from Ferrara, michetta from Milan, and saltless loaves from Tuscany—each type may have slight variations attributable to the individual bakers. The taste of bread is so much a product of local ingredients, the humidity of the air, the quality of the water, and even the fingers and hands of the baker that people know immediately when a local baker has died, because the bread suddenly tastes different.

		Secrets and techniques for making bread have been handed down from baker to baker over the years, and they belong to an oral tradition like folk tales and peasant wisdom. Apprentices learn by watching and asking and doing, since this is a tradition that relies not on specific recipes but on formulas that are expressed in proportions. I once asked a baker how he made the chewy, crunchy crusted bread of his region and he told me, “Use 2 percent yeast, 2 percent salt, 60 percent water, to 100 percent flour.” Of course the baker understood exactly what he meant, but his answer left a few loose ends for me. How long did he mix the ingredients? Did the dough rise to twice or three times its original size to produce the special texture? Was the water cool or lukewarm? The bakers’ formulas are merely guidelines, for knowledgeable baking depends on touch, taste, sight, smell, and experience—knowing when to add a little water or when to work the dough a little longer. Clearly, the flexible formula leaves room for the baker’s individuality, his personal touches, and the flashes of imagination that put his stamp on the bread and make it his own. Unlike the French, who make numerous regional breads and sweets according to quantified recipes and a codified tradition, Italian bakers are forever experimenting and dreaming up new interpretations. If forty bakers in Puglia are making pane Pugliese, you can be sure there will be forty loaves that taste slightly different.

		These breads of Italy have their fragrance, their color, and their flavor, but most also have their raison d’être. Most Italian breads are soft, but the tradition of hard breads is rooted with a people who needed their basic nourishment to keep for a long time. Sardinian shepherds carry wafer-thin carasau bread, big, flat, crackly disks that are also called carta da musica (sheet music bread) for their parchment color and fine veining of horizontal lines. The frisedde of Puglia, the gallette of seagoing sailors, and the ciambelle valtelline of the cold north, where snow isolates regions for weeks at a time, are all hard breads made to last for months. When eaten, they are dipped into water or broth, moistened with slices of tomato, or flavored with oil, salt, pepper, and herbs such as oregano, which grow wild in the countryside. They are sometimes then topped with slices of cheese, which might come from the milk of the sheep tended by Sardinian shepherds. The standard Venetian pani biscotti, biscuits that are rather like hardtack, were a perfect provision for sailors or even businessmen who went to sea for months at a time. They were made, as their name implies, by being twice cooked (bis cotto) to draw off almost all the moisture and produce a very light, long-lasting biscuit that couldn’t possibly mold or go bad. It is said that both Marco Polo and Christopher Columbus relied on biscotti on their long voyages.

		There are many rituals and elements of etiquette connected with bread. In Tuscany and Puglia, big rounds of crusty rustic loaves are always held in the crook of the elbow and sliced toward the chest. Knowing how to cut bread is as important to an Italian man as learning to carve meat is to an American.

		In Italy, bread is an object of respect, a sign of the grace of providence that is treated with almost sacramental reverence. Mothers teach their children that no one is allowed to waste a crumb of bread. Should a bit accidentally fall to the floor, it must be picked up, immediately cleaned off, and eaten. It is said that anyone wasting bread will be condemned to purgatory for as many years as there were crumbs and will be compelled to collect each little bit upon the eyelids, one at a time. Bread placed upside down on a table will bring bad luck. No one should ever leave a knife plunged into the crust of bread because it is like the flesh of the Lord, and the person responsible will never again partake of grace. Bakers always make the sign of the cross over the oven and often make it in the dough itself before baking, as many peasants do before taking a first bite of freshly baked loaves. Bread is so powerful that even the smell is believed to have healing powers.

		[image: A restaurant sign for Forno]

		Some forms of bread have roots in prehistory and are charged to this day with symbolic significance. Round pan di morte (bread of the dead) appears in late October, and cookies called ossa di morte and fave di morte are eaten in honor of the dead on the Day of the Dead and All Souls’ Day. On those days families participate in ceremonies meant to prove to the dead that they have not been forgotten and continue to share in the life of the family. The tibia-shaped ossa di morte are eaten all over Italy, from

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
				A NOTE ON ITALIAN USAGE
			

			
				Terms and spellings for breads and sweets vary from region to region, and the same term can have different meanings in different regions.
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