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PROLOGUE

Le Gusciane, Pontemazzori, 15 October 2023

It’s 5:55am. The farmhouse kitchen is still in shadow, dawn is about to break, but night has not yet quite surrendered to morning. The small lamp on the kitchen counter is the only light revealing the shapes in the room. I love this little lamp – it always stays on, like the light that is always kept lit on a stage at night, to guide the ghosts that roam the theatre.

I like to think about how transient all this is; how I’ve taken up the baton of caring for this house. Though I feel it is entirely mine, I am, in truth, only a temporary custodian.

The beep of the local bus echoes in the distance. It comes from Lucca, and after travelling along the Freddana road, it’s rounding the first hairpin bend on the descent from Montemagno. From there, you can see the whole Camaiore valley: the imposing Matanna and Prana mountains, their pastures striped with rock, and Mount Gabberi with its deep green forests that turn blue at sunset.

The rustling of the tall pine in front of the house reminds me that autumn is here. Even though the leaves on the sweet gum trees in the garden haven’t yet changed colour, the highest tips are beginning to blush red. It won’t be long now.

There’s the bus again, this time the horn barely audible; it must have reached the hairpin bend on the opposite slope, towards Nocchi. The concave shape of the valley creates an echo, so it sounds less like the beep of a bus and more like the foghorn of an old steamboat. Now the bus has just one curve left, the last on the Montemagno road, before it arrives in the valley and vanishes from sight.

I’ve always been very fond of that road, the zigzag of tall lime trees unrolling down a hillside of olive groves. And there’s the last beep: the bus will stop in a few moments at the Nocchi-Pontemazzori stop and, if it’s on time, that means it’s 7:08 and I need to get to the market before the best vegetables are gone.
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LIFE, LOVE AND COOKING

In life, we often find ourselves making choices that change the course of our existence. Some may be bold, courageous and a little bumpy. Others can lead to new horizons, surprising discoveries and a deep sense of fulfilment. Moving to live in this farmhouse was one of those choices.

My passion for cooking began on the other side of the ocean, when, still very young, I left Italy to settle in New York. The longing for home and the flavours of Tuscany was strong. I needed to recreate those tastes, surround myself with those aromas, comfort myself a little in that big city, far from the security of friends and family in Prato. But it was there, in that bustling metropolis, that I discovered the magic, sharing and conviviality that Italian cooking can create.

By day I worked in an office in the Garment District; in the evening I was a waiter. I needed to be among people, to ease the loneliness of being in a faraway city. In the warm kitchen of Tanti Baci – a small Italian restaurant in Greenwich Village – I found a refuge. The scent of garlic and basil brought me back home, while the sound of laughter and conversation made me feel part of a big family. It was the family of Paula Toppani, an Italo-Argentine who made us pray to Saint Anthony every evening before starting the dinner service.

Food became my bridge between two worlds; a universal language capable of crossing all cultural or linguistic barriers. The shyness of a young Italian in such a vast and frenetic city melted away in front of a plate of spaghetti al pomodoro; a shared margherita pizza; a table laid with antipasti and wine.

Since then, I have felt at home in every kitchen I’ve found myself in. The heat under the pans, the fragrance of flavours blending in the air, plates and cutlery moving in a harmonious dance... For me, all this is a form of communication, a way to tell my story, to care for the people I love, to introduce myself to strangers. And the wonder of it! Even now, after thirty years, every time I succeed in creating a delicious dish, I feel something beyond satisfaction. Last March, I made ribollita for the first time at my home, Le Gusciane. I finally managed to summon the exact, intense aroma that took me back to my grandmother Dina’s kitchen after nearly three decades. It was perfect. My husband Alessandro looked at me, puzzled at my overwhelming happiness. To him, it was just a soup; to me, it meant much more: I had created a direct link to my childhood and my beloved grandmother.

Scents and flavours have the power to fix memories, to evoke emotions. Every dish tells a story, every ingredient is a character, and every page of a recipe is a journey. The journey of this book begins in the hills of Camaiore, among the olive trees that surround our farm, but extends far beyond, embracing the encounters and places of a lifetime, the little treasures I’ve gathered on my wanderings across the world. This is not just a collection of recipes; it is a diary, a window into a life full of authentic flavours and extraordinary adventures.

From the crowded streets of New York to the tranquillity of the Camaiore hills, every experience has contributed to the creation of Le Gusciane. This place is not only a retreat for the soul, but the stage on which I continue to tell my stories.

I like to think that, at Le Gusciane, every sensory aspect is cared for, from the background music playing in the shared spaces to the scent of clary sage in the toiletries our guests find in their rooms. We serve our own aromatic helichrysum gin, the bed linens are made exclusively for us and the lighting is carefully designed to create a feeling of warmth and intimacy. To me, it became obvious that I needed to devote myself to the food we serve as well: I couldn’t leave that to chance, or in the hands of a hired cook. I had to turn my hobby into something more, to challenge myself and see if I was able to cook consistently at a high level, creating a style worthy of the farmhouse. That’s when I realized that Le Gusciane was becoming something vital to me, a place where I could unleash my creativity in a way that working in film or TV would never allow. I could tell stories, create a whole world and – like a set designer, a director of photography and a director – shape it all with fragrances, colours, fabrics and flavours.

In these pages, I would like to take you on a journey not only through recipes, but also through the very fabric of our lives at Le Gusciane, following the rhythm of the seasons – from the warm embrace of summer to the magical atmosphere of winter. I will introduce you to our dachshunds and describe our relationship with the animals that live on the farm. I will speak of the gratitude we feel for the bees buzzing in our garden and for the trees growing quietly around us. I will reveal how the rooms and furnishings of our refuge were conceived, a corner of pure Tuscan lifestyle. Hospitality and food are the way we tell stories of sharing and love. I hope every page will bring you closer to the beauty of conviviality and the magic of real food.



[image: A group of people are outdoors at twilight in front of a stone farmhouse with green shutters. The scene is illuminated by warm exterior lights.]
Welcome to Le Gusciane. Welcome to my story.
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CECINA

A Tuscan flatbread made with chickpea (garbanzo bean) flour and known elsewhere in Italy as farinata, cecina holds a special place in my heart because it was one of my father’s favourite foods. Every year on our way back from the beach at the end of the summer, the car loaded with all our holiday luggage, we would stop at a pizzeria on the seafront in Viareggio. There, with the sea breeze in the air and the sunset colouring the horizon, we would savour the delicious thin and crispy cecina. I love making these when my sister Eva comes over for dinner, because I know that, beyond enjoying the taste, she shares those family memories with me.

INGREDIENTS

Serves 4

• 180g (1½ cups) gram (chickpea/garbanzo bean) flour

• 600ml (2½ cups) water

• 2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for the tin

• 1½ teaspoons salt

• rosemary leaves

• freshly ground black pepper

In a bowl, combine the gram flour with the water using a hand blender. Skim off any foam with a spoon, cover with a tea towel and leave to rest for a couple of hours.

After the resting time, preheat the oven to 220°C (425°F), Gas Mark 7. Oil a baking tin well; my favourite tin for this bread is about 36cm (14¼ inches) in diameter, but if you don’t have one like that, find an equivalent that means the batter will lie only about 5–6mm (¼ inch) deep. Place the oiled tin in the oven – it’s important that it is very hot when you pour in the batter, to help the base of the cecina to become beautifully crisp.

Add the olive oil and salt to the batter, stirring well to dissolve any flour that may have settled at the bottom of the bowl.

Carefully open the oven and slowly pour the batter into the hot tin, taking care not to burn yourself. Close the oven and bake for 45–50 minutes. Depending on the flour, cooking times may vary; the cecina is ready when you no longer see the wobble of bubbles beneath the surface. Remove from the oven, leave to cool for 5 minutes, then finish with a sprinkling of rosemary leaves and freshly ground black pepper.



[image: A person holds a large, round, baked cecina in a metal tin, garnished with fresh rosemary leaves and salt flakes.]


THREE FLAVOURS OF FOCACCIA

My mother had a passion for focaccia, which in Tuscany we call schiacciata. She would buy it warm from the bakery before picking us up from school and place it between the front seats of the car, and as soon as we climbed in, we’d rush to grab a piece. Even when we were at the beach, in Forte dei Marmi, we loved buying small focaccias in the town square. In short, focaccia has always been in our family’s DNA. This was one of the recipes that took me the longest to master, but when I finally did, the satisfaction was immense. Smelling the aroma of focaccia wafting through the farmhouse is, for me, both a true celebration and a way to remember my mother.

INGREDIENTS

Makes 3

For the dough

• 25g (1oz) fresh yeast, or 7g (¼oz) fast-action dried yeast

• 2 teaspoons sugar

• 300ml (1¼ cups) warm water

• 500g (4 cups) plain flour

• 2 teaspoons salt

• 2 teaspoons barley malt (optional)

• 1½ tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for oiling, frying and topping

For courgette focaccia

• 2 courgettes (zucchini)

• 1 unpeeled garlic clove

For caramelized onion focaccia

• 2 large red onions

• extra virgin olive oil

• 2 tablespoons brown sugar

• 1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

• rosemary leaves, to serve (optional)

For tomato and olive focaccia

• 10 cherry tomatoes

• 100g (½ cup) olives (ideally Tuscan, such as Barese)

• sea salt flakes

• dried or fresh oregano

Dissolve the yeast and sugar in 100ml (about ½ cup) of the warm water. Leave for 10 minutes, until a foam forms.

In a large bowl, combine the flour with the salt. Add the activated yeast, the malt, if using, and the remaining warm water. Knead, drizzling in the olive oil, until you have a smooth and elastic dough. Cover and leave to rest for 1 hour.

Next, perform a fold: roll the dough into a rectangle, fold one third towards the centre, then fold the other third over it; rotate the dough 90 degrees and repeat the fold. Do this once an hour for a total of 3 times. After the last fold, shape the dough into a ball and place it in an oiled bowl. Cover with clingfilm and leave to rise in a warm place for 2 hours, or until doubled in size.

Oil three round cake tins; mine measure 18cm (7 inches) at their base and 20cm (8 inches) at the rim. Divide the dough into 3 equal pieces and stretch each into a tin, dimpling the surface with your fingertips.

For the courgette focaccia, slice the courgettes into thin rounds and sauté them in a pan with a drizzle of olive oil and the unpeeled garlic clove. Spread over the dough surface.

For the caramelized onion focaccia, slice the onions and cook them in a pan with a drizzle of olive oil, the brown sugar and balsamic vinegar. Simmer until the onions are soft and caramelized. Spread over the dough surface.

For the tomato and olive focaccia, halve the cherry tomatoes and distribute them with the olives over the dough. Sprinkle with salt, oregano and a drizzle of olive oil.

In each case, after adding the toppings, cover and leave for another 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 220°C (425°F), Gas Mark 7 and bake the focaccias for 20–25 minutes, or until golden and crisp. Scatter the onion focaccia with rosemary leaves, if you like, to serve.



[image: Three round focaccias in shallow metal cake tins on a white marble surface with tomatoes and olives, courgette, and with caramelised onion.]


CHRISTIAN’S MULTIGRAIN FOCACCIA

For any cooking enthusiast, finding mentors who welcome and nurture your passion is essential. In my case, Debora, Katia, Emanuel and Christian – the siblings behind Pasticceria Rossano – stand out. Not only do they make the best croissants in Camaiore, they’ve also become my trusted bread-baking advisors. Their wholegrain focaccia, in particular, is an example of how the simplest ingredients can be elevated into something truly delicious.

When you want a superior-quality focaccia, incorporating a biga into the dough is essential. This pre-ferment not only enriches the bread’s flavour and aroma but also improves its digestibility, thanks to the long fermentation. If you’re short on time or prefer a more straightforward approach, you can work with the second dough alone, but perform three folding cycles (see here) to improve the bread’s structure.

INGREDIENTS

Serves 4

For the biga (starter dough)

• 10g (¼oz) fresh yeast, or 3g (½ teaspoon) fast-action dried yeast

• 350g (1½ cups) water

• 700g (5½ cups) multigrain flour with seeds

For the second dough

• 5g (⅛oz) fresh yeast, or 2g (½ teaspoon) fast-action dried yeast

• 1 tablespoon barley malt

• 400g (1¾ cups) water

• 300g (2½ cups) multigrain flour with seeds

• 1 tablespoon salt

• 1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

• sea salt flakes

For the biga, place the yeast in a large bowl and dissolve it completely in the water to ensure even fermentation. Gradually add the flour, stirring well to avoid lumps. The goal is a smooth, homogeneous dough. Let it rest at room temperature for 1 hour, then refrigerate for 18 hours. This step is crucial to develop the ideal aroma and texture.

For the second dough, start by dissolving the yeast and malt in a large bowl containing the water – this helps activate the yeast more effectively. Gradually add the flour, continuing to stir for a smooth consistency. Add the salt only after most of the flour has been absorbed so as not to hinder the yeast’s activity.

Knead vigorously until the dough is smooth and elastic, then incorporate the olive oil and knead until fully absorbed. Let the dough rise in a warm place until doubled in volume; 1–2 hours.

Transfer the dough to a rectangular baking tin – mine measures 35 × 28cm (14 × 11 inches) – dimple the focaccia with your fingers and let it rest for another 20–30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 220°C (425°F), Gas Mark 7, scatter the focaccia with sea salt flakes and bake for 20–25 minutes.



[image: Multigrain Focaccia cut into squares in a rectangular metal baking tin, showing its aerated crumb structure and flaky sea salt topping.]


ROASTED VEGETABLES

As a child, I was never a fan of vegetables, but my sister Eva adored them, whether they were raw, boiled or roasted. When my mother made peperonata (pepper stew), the aroma would fill the house, so when dinner time came, Eva would sit at the table, beaming, a piece of bread already in her hand to wipe the plate clean. Over the years, my aversion to vegetables turned into devotion, and I owe this change to dishes like this one. Today, every time I chop vegetables to make it, I can’t help but think back to those days. And I smile, recognizing how much our tastes evolve over a lifetime.

INGREDIENTS

Serves 4

• 1 sweet potato

• 1 beetroot (beet)

• 1 Jerusalem artichoke

• ½ cauliflower

• 1 head of regular broccoli

• 1 head of Romanesco broccoli

• 4 unpeeled garlic cloves

• 3–4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

• 2 teaspoons thyme leaves

• salt and freshly ground black pepper

Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), Gas Mark 6.

Peel the sweet potato, beetroot and Jerusalem artichoke, then cut into 2cm (¾ inch) cubes. Break the cauliflower and both types of broccoli into small florets.

In a large bowl, combine all the vegetables, the garlic cloves, olive oil, thyme, salt and pepper. Toss well to ensure everything is well coated.

Spread the vegetables evenly over 1–2 baking sheets lined with baking paper. Make sure they lie in a single layer for even roasting.

Bake for 25–30 minutes, or until the vegetables are golden and tender. Toss once halfway through cooking to ensure they are evenly browned.



[image: A person wearing an oven glove holds a baking sheet filled with golden, tender roasted vegetables.]


VARENA’S POMAROLA WITH SPAGHETTI

Varena is a straightforward woman with a unique approach to Tuscan cooking. Many traditional regional recipes are rich and robust, but Varena tends to make them more delicate. A perfect example of her style is this pomarola. Unlike classic versions, Varena’s is made without a soffritto base of onion, carrot and celery. The result is a light yet flavourful sauce that enhances the pure taste of the tomatoes. Her cooking reflects her personality: simple, direct and authentic.

INGREDIENTS

Serves 4

• 1kg (2lb 4oz) tomatoes, preferably San Marzano or plum

• extra virgin olive oil

• handful of basil

• 320g (11½oz) spaghetti

• knob of butter

• grated Parmesan cheese (optional)

• salt


Wash the tomatoes, place them in a small saucepan and add just enough water to cover them. Bring to the boil and blanch until the skins start to wrinkle and peel away easily; 5–10 minutes.

Remove the tomatoes from the water and let them cool slightly. Pass them through a food mill to obtain a smooth sauce, discarding the skins and seeds.

Pour the tomato sauce into a saucepan. Add a generous drizzle of olive oil and a good pinch of salt, then simmer gently for 20–30 minutes, stirring occasionally. Towards the end of cooking, tear in most of the basil






[image: A copper saucepan filled with pomarola sits on a stone surface outdoors. A basil leaf floats on the sauce. A potted basil plant is in the background.]


POTATO SKINS













[image: A brass tray holds a dish of crispy roasted potato skins, a glass of iced water with a lime slice, a small bowl of dip, and a small pleated lamp.]


VEGETARIAN RAGÙ FOR MARCO























[image: A rustic brown bowl filled with Vegetarian Ragù for Marco, a textured sauce made with lentils and cashews, scattered with oregano leaves.]


VEGAN RICOTTA










[image: Vegan ricotta topped with clover leaves and olive oil, served in a white bowl surrounded by radishes and celery stalks on a light blue plate.]


FRESH EGG PASTA DOUGH















[image: A man in a blue apron and beanie feeds a sheet of fresh egg pasta dough through a pasta machine attachment on a white stand mixer.]


TRIO OF PESTOS




























[image: Three glass jars containing different coloured pestos sit on a wooden board against a stone wall.]
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