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Sicilian family recipes

WELCOME TO OUR HOME AND BUON APPETITO!

My Sicilian family arrived in southern France, or more precisely in Montpellier, in 1961. I can recall seeing my parents experiencing both sadness and excitement as they embarked on their new lives. They soon took over a former grocery shop in Montpellier’s historic centre, close to the great Halles Castellane and the Place Jean-Jaurès. They wanted to sell Italian produce – spices, olives, different olive oils, coffee, dried vegetables and much besides... a way of maintaining their links with Sicily. Their shop was a veritable Aladdin’s cave, full of colours and aromas, and a warm, welcoming place. Customers enjoyed meeting there and discussing and sharing recipes. I revelled in this atmosphere and, from the age of five, food became my passion.

Each summer we would drive the entire length of Italy to visit some of our family back in Sicily. As soon as we had settled in, we loved to get up early to go to the market in Trapani, a city on the west coast, not just for the fresh fruit and vegetables from the surrounding countryside, but to watch the fishing boats bring different kinds of fresh fish into the port. We’d see huge groupers, ideal for making fish couscous, swordfish for barbecuing and, of course, the legendary tuna, an unmissable speciality in this western region. Sicilian cooks use every part of the tuna, the most valuable being the roe sac to make salted, cured bottarga, but also ventresca (the oil-rich belly fillet), which is preserved in olive oil, and carubella, a spicy sausage that is eaten on Sicilian bread made with semolina and sesame seeds. Another speciality lodged in my memory is the brioche con panna e gelsomino that we enjoyed once the market was over. The brioches were filled with jasmine ice cream and topped with whipped cream – we ate them before returning home where the rest of the family had been busy since early morning making fresh pasta for lunch. I carefully recorded all these recipes and memories in my notebook, which has become an enduring link with our traditions and roots.

Over the years, my parents’ shop filled up with new Italian products, including salumi (cold cured meats), homemade pasta, cheeses (especially large wheels of Parmesan), tomato sauces, sweet breads, such as panettone at Christmastime, and many more. The passion for Italy and its delicious produce has never left me and, naturally, I took over the grocery when my parents retired.

Since then, my husband and I have never stopped travelling all over Italy and, of course, Sicily, in search of new producers and products. I wanted to pass on to my children the story of my origins through the universal language of a mother’s cooking, so I dedicated my first manuscript exclusively to them. Today, I’m dedicating this book to the customers of the shop and my loyal friends who have accompanied me on this family adventure. I remember and hold in my heart all the good times I have shared with them. The book is also dedicated to everyone who loves Sicily.

My thanks to all of you.

Enza Genovese
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SICILIAN
cuisine

Sicily is an incredibly diverse land, not only in terms of its natural and artistic beauty but also its traditions, which vary from city to city and from village to village. For several centuries, the island was ruled by different populations: Roman, Greek, Byzantine, Arab, Norman, Spanish and many others. Each, in its own way, has influenced Sicilian cuisine, making it a rich, complex and varied gastronomy.

In this book, I have brought together Sicilian recipes, not simply to explore the flavours of a simple and generous cuisine but also to celebrate the produce of both land and sea. That wealth of food includes fish and seafood, extra-virgin olive oil, garlic, olives, capers, lemons and oranges, abundant herbs, fennel, pine nuts, raisins, almonds, hazelnuts, pistachios, ancient wheat pasta, spelt, couscous, vegetables, cheeses (caciocavallo, pecorino), desserts made with candied fruits, sheep’s milk ricotta, honey, chocolate, sponge cake, ice cream and granita. And, of course, we cannot overlook Sicily’s strong winemaking tradition, with its 28 indigenous grape varieties, 23 wine regions awarded DOC (Designation of Origin Controlled) status, and one granted the highest-quality designation, DOCG (Designation of Origin Controlled and Guaranteed). For some dishes, I have suggested a Sicilian wine that will perfectly complement your meal.

So, join me and discover all this wonderful produce through my family’s recipes. Above all, never forget that the secret of making a good dish is to start with the finest ingredients!
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Aubergine cream with anchovies

Crema di melanzane con le acciughe

This cream forms part of what we call stuzzichini, small appetizers designed to tempt your tastebuds before the main meal. The Sicilian aubergine is distinguished by its round shape and light purple colour, and it has very few seeds. Mild in flavour, combining it with garlic and anchovies allows it to develop real character!

Preparation time: 15 minutes
Draining time: 1 hour
Cooking time: 1 hour
Serves 4

• 1kg (2lb 4oz) round Sicilian Violette aubergines or long aubergines, washed and halved lengthways

• 4 anchovies preserved in salt, or 80g (2¾oz) canned anchovies in olive oil

• 2 garlic cloves, chopped

• 4 tablespoons olive oil

• 4 tablespoons white wine vinegar

• 2 tablespoons lemon juice

• slices of sourdough, toasted

• salt (fine and coarse) and freshly ground black pepper

Lightly sprinkle the cut sides of the aubergines with coarse salt and place on a rack for 1 hour to draw out their bitterness. Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), Gas Mark 6.

Rinse the aubergines, wipe dry with kitchen paper, then wrap in foil and bake for 1 hour. Remove from the oven, unwrap and leave to cool. Using a spoon, scoop out the aubergine flesh into a bowl.

Remove the bones from the anchovies, rinse if using those preserved in salt, and crush them or leave in small pieces. Mix the anchovies and garlic with the aubergine flesh, season with a pinch of fine salt and freshly ground black pepper, then add the olive oil, a little at a time, stirring constantly. Add the vinegar and lemon juice and mix until the ingredients are thoroughly combined. Chill in the refrigerator until ready to serve.

Spread the aubergine cream on toasted sourdough and serve as an accompaniment to aperitifs.

Tip

Serve with a Marsala Cremovo (see here) or Marsala Fine semisecco. Marsala is a quintessential aperitif wine in Sicily (best served chilled). The sweetness of the wine beautifully balances the anchovy and garlic flavours in this dish.
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Salt cod and olive fritters

Frittelle di baccalà alle olive

Salt cod is a staple in many Mediterranean countries and regularly features on Sicilian tables. It is frequently eaten on Fridays but, more especially, to celebrate religious festivals. Deep-frying it as fritters makes it even tastier, of course!

Preparation time: 25 minutes
Soaking time: 20 minutes
Cooking time: 30–40 minutes
Serves 4

• 10g (¼oz) salted capers

• bunch of flat-leaf parsley

• 30g (1oz) pine nuts

• 9 tablespoons olive oil

• 500g (1lb 2oz) salt cod, desalted (see Tip) and cut into pieces

• 200g (7oz) potatoes

• 1 egg, beaten

• finely grated zest of ½ unwaxed lemon

• 30g (1oz) Taggiasche olives, pitted and chopped

• 80g (2¾oz) leek, white part only, finely chopped

• 100g (3½oz) dry breadcrumbs

• oil, for deep-frying

• salt and freshly ground black pepper

Rinse the capers, soak them in cold water for 20 minutes, then drain. Put half of the capers, three-quarters of the parsley, the pine nuts, 7 tablespoons of the olive oil, a pinch of salt, some freshly ground pepper and 3–4 tablespoons of cold water into a liquidizer or food processor. Blend to make a smooth parsley pesto, adding a little more water, if necessary, then set aside.

Rinse the desalted salt cod pieces (see Tip), place in a saucepan, cover with cold water and bring to the boil, then simmer for about 10 minutes. Drain the salt cod, remove the skin and any bones, then, using your hands, flake the flesh into a bowl.

Boil the potatoes in a saucepan of salted water until tender. Drain and mash, then add to the salt cod. Mix in the egg, the remaining parsley, the lemon zest, olives and the rest of the capers.

Heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil with a pinch of salt and 50ml (2fl oz) of water in a saucepan and sweat the leek over a medium heat for 5 minutes until the water has evaporated. Stir the leek into the potatoes and salt cod. Shape the mixture into small balls and roll them in the breadcrumbs until they are evenly coated.

Heat enough oil for deep-frying in a deep-sided saucepan to 180–190°C (350–375°F), or until a cube of bread browns in 30 seconds. Fry the fritters, in batches if required, until they are golden brown all over. Drain on a plate lined with kitchen paper and serve with aperitifs, accompanied with the parsley pesto for dipping.

Tip

To desalt salt cod, simply soak in cold water for 2–3 days, changing the water 3–4 times a day. Serve with a St Germain brut spumante or another sparkling wine of your choice.
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xIn Sicily, and throughout Italy, a meal starts with antipasto, which translates as ‘before the main dish’. Traditional Sicilian cuisine has many mouthwatering appetizers and it is customary to serve an array of stuzzichini (pre-dinner nibbles). These could be large green olives cunzate (marinated with a mixture of chopped garlic, celery and other vegetables and seasoned with dried oregano and wine vinegar). There are also the famous cucunci, caper berries on stalks, Ragusano pecorino cheese accompanied by fresh broad beans, tiny pizzas, potato croquettes, fritters made with chickpea flour, arancini... and much more. All of them are accompanied with a fine glass of Marsala, Malvasia delle Lipari, muscat or Zibibbo di Pantelleria (also known as Muscat of Alexandria). And, for those who don’t drink alcohol, a delicious and refreshing lemonade or sparkling orange soda will do nicely!

I’ve so far forgotten to mention that Sicilian mothers always, as a matter of course, prepare too much food to ensure there is enough for the unexpected guest. A famous Sicilian proverb perfectly sums this up: ‘The guest does not come in by the front door, but by the one that is open.’ And they always leave with a small parcel of food...



Potato croquettes

Crocchette di patate

These croquettes can form part of a selection of stuzzichini (pre-dinner nibbles) and are also sold as street food. This is the basic recipe, but they will be even more satisfying if you stuff them with small cubes of smoked scamorza cheese.
  
Preparation time: 25 minutes
Cooking time: 30–40 minutes
Makes 25–30 croquettes

• 1kg (2lb 4oz) small, red potatoes, preferably La Ratte or Roseval, unpeeled and scrubbed

• 2 egg yolks, plus 1 whole egg

• 12 flat-leaf parsley sprigs, very finely chopped, or 3 tablespoons chopped parsley

• 100g (3½oz) grated Parmesan cheese

• 100g (3½oz) dry breadcrumbs

• oil, for deep-frying

• 1 teaspoon salt

• black pepper

• lemon slices, to garnish

Boil the potatoes in a saucepan of salted water for about 30 minutes, or until tender. Drain and, when cool enough to handle, peel off the skins and mash the potatoes in a large bowl.

Beat the 2 egg yolks with the salt, black pepper and chopped parsley. Add to the mashed potatoes along with the grated Parmesan and mix well. Using your hands, shape the mixture into rolls about 6cm (2½in) long and 2cm (¾in) wide, and place them on a sheet of nonstick baking paper. You should be able to make about 30.

Heat enough oil for deep-frying in a large, deep-sided saucepan to 180–190°C (350–375°F), or until a cube of bread browns in 30 seconds.

Beat the whole egg in a shallow dish and spread the breadcrumbs over a large plate. Coat the croquettes first in beaten egg then in breadcrumbs until evenly coated. Deep-fry the croquettes, in two batches, for about 5 minutes until golden brown all over. Drain the fried croquettes on a plate lined with kitchen paper and serve them while they are still hot, garnished with lemon slices.

Tip

Accompany with a Sicilian Birra Messina or another artisan beer.
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Small ‘fritter’ pizzas

Pizzelle

In days gone by, fishermen’s wives would take any surplus anchovy catch, or any damaged fish that could not be sold, and mix it into their pizza dough. Over
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Arancini
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Chickpea pancake













Sicilian chickpea fritters
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Sicilian pizza ‘rianella’
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Sicilian focaccia
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Sweet-and-sour pumpkin
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Aubergine caponata
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Caponata pie
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Chard and fennel pie
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Nonna’s stuffed aubergines
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Seafood salad
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Sicilian parmigiana
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