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Introduction

If someone had told me, on the day I left my parents’ house at age twenty-two, that I would end up traveling around the world, I wouldn’t have believed it. I had rarely ventured far from home. Once a year, I went to the Tuscan coast with my family for fifteen days or so, and I had been to Venice and Apulia on school trips, but that was about it. I grew up in a little town, in the province of Arezzo, with a population of fewer than fifteen thousand. Its tiny historic center is enclosed within ancient walls, and a single medieval tower commands a view of the surrounding farmlands. Some of those fields belong to relatives of mine: my aunts and uncles, my cousins, my grandfather, my grandmother. That is where my family’s roots lie, and there is not a family member who hasn’t worked those lands—except for my mother, a schoolteacher, who was the first to break the tradition.

For generations, my family’s ways were those of country folk, based on firm principles: patience; respect for others; and an unwavering commitment to protect and honor the natural environment. Ours was, therefore, also a heritage of passion for food—good food. I have clear memories of meals at my great-grandparents’ house, celebrating events that marked the turning of the seasons: the grape harvest and the first new wine; slaughtering the hog; killing a duck at feast times; the harvest of the cantaloupes and of the watermelons; the wild-boar and pheasant dinners at the opening of hunting season. I can still recall the yearly olive harvest and the delicious, slightly spicy taste of that fragrant, freshly pressed oil.

I remember the love with which my mother or grandmother prepared the lunches I took to school. Sometimes it was a simple sandwich, but more often it consisted of a meal, prepared in the early morning while I still slept. Spaghetti with tomato sauce, chicken with lemon, fresh vegetables—the same dishes they would have served me had I stayed at home. I was raised and nurtured by good country food, exquisitely prepared. That is how I ended up being a healthy six feet, two inches, taller than anyone in the generations that came before me.

Everyone in my family hoped I would become a surveyor like my father. But against my parents’ wishes, I enrolled in photography school in Florence. They adjusted their expectations and soon became convinced that, before long, I would open a photo studio in my little town, where I would earn my living by documenting weddings, communions, and baptisms. However, once I had my degree, I began to look beyond my town’s walls. After a few years, a well-known Italian magazine took me up on my idea of traveling around the world as a couch surfer for two years. I proposed that I would create weekly features for the magazine’s readers, chronicling my experiences traveling through more than fifty countries with nothing but my camera, computer, and journals.

There were only two weeks from the day I signed the contract to my scheduled departure, so I had very little time to get used to the idea of being away for so long. Most important, I had to find time to visit everyone in my family and take my leave. I started with my more distant relatives—my aunts, uncles, and cousins. Finally, with my departure just a week away, the time came to say good-bye to my grandmother. My only remaining grandparent, she lives just thirty yards from my parents’ house. Every day of my childhood, she watched me from her window as I played in the courtyard. In summer, when school was closed, my nonna would make me my lunch. In her eighty years, she has never gone beyond the borders of her Tuscany.

Of course, when I arrived at her house that day, lunch was waiting on the table. I sat down to eat with her and told her what I was about to do. “Well, Nonna,” I said, “in just a week I’ll be leaving to travel around the world. I’m going to visit more than fifty countries and I’ll be gone for nearly two years. I’ll be going to Alaska, Zimbabwe, and China—everywhere, pretty much. I’ll stay with people from all over the world, in their homes. I’ll take their pictures and I’ll interview them. They’re people I met on the Internet, people I’ve never seen before, but they’re offering me a place to sleep. A magazine is paying me to do it. Isn’t that incredible? Every week you can pick up the magazine at the newsstand here on the corner and see where I am and who I’m staying with.”

She just looked at me, her expression uncertain.

“Don’t worry, Nonna. It’s safe! I found these people on a secure Web site. They’ve all got excellent reviews, which means that other people who have stayed with them have highly recommended them. I chose my hosts carefully, so don’t worry. Besides, the countries where I’m going aren’t dangerous. I mean, in some of them I’ll have to keep my eyes open, sure, but they’re quiet places, for the most part. Nothing’s going to happen to me, you’ll see!”

I spent more than a quarter of an hour trying to reassure her because I could tell that the whole idea frightened her. I could understand why she felt the way she did, after all. She had rarely left home and she had no idea what the places where I would be traveling were like. In her mind, anywhere farther than thirty miles from home was a strange and foreign land. Then, finally, she asked me her first question. It was then that I realized what her true concern had been all along.

“But, Bagonghi,” she said (she has always called me that, and I still don’t know why), “what are you going to eat? Are you sure you want to go so far from home? Who’s going to make food for you? I’ve heard they eat dogs in China, and in Africa they barely have any food at all! Stay here. It’s better if you do. For lunch and dinner you can go to your mama’s house, or come here to mine.”

Her concerns had nothing to do with danger or with the job I had chosen to do! Her worries were simply about what I was going to eat.

I burst out laughing and said, “Don’t worry, Nonna. The world is full of grandmothers who know how to cook well. Just like you, they’ve always cooked for their grandchildren with love. I promise you I’ll go and eat in their homes and, to prove to you how well they’ve treated me, I’ll bring you pictures of the dishes they make for me, and copies of their recipes, too.”

That is how this project was born.
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CASTIGLION FIORENTINO, ITALY

Marisa Batini

80 YEARS OLD

Marisa was born in Lucignano, a really small town in the middle of the Tuscan countryside. She was married at twenty-four and then she moved to Castiglion Fiorentino, the same town where I grew up. Yes, she is in fact my grandma Marisa. When I was young I spent a lot of time with her and would play with my sister and cousins in her yard all day long. While she has always been a housewife, she has never been a champion cook. Years ago she would often try to learn to make more dishes, but recently she has limited her cooking to very rare occasions. However, one of her dishes cannot be beat: Swiss chard and ricotta ravioli with meat sauce. When she makes ravioli, she gives our whole family a tour of the tradition of rolling out pasta by hand. Unfortunately, these rare tours last only for the duration of the meal; then we all go back to our busy lives.

Swiss Chard and Ricotta Ravioli with Meat Sauce

SERVES 4 TO 6


FOR THE SAUCE

2 pounds ripe tomatoes

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium yellow onion, finely diced

1 carrot, peeled and finely diced

1 celery rib, finely diced

¼ cup chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley

1 pound ground beef

¾ cup red wine (optional)

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Pinch of ground nutmeg

FOR THE RAVIOLI

2 cups all-purpose flour

4 large eggs

2 teaspoons olive oil

1 pound Swiss chard, center ribs removed

²/³ cup fresh ricotta, drained

2 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese, plus more to taste

Salt

Pinch of ground nutmeg

1 egg mixed with 1 teaspoon water (egg wash), if needed



1 Make the sauce: Fill a large bowl with ice water. Bring some water to a boil in a medium saucepan. Cut an X in the bottom of each tomato and gently place the tomatoes in the boiling water for 30 seconds to 1 minute. Remove and immediately plunge them into the bowl of ice water. When the skin begins to separate from the tomatoes, peel them and place them in a food processor or blender and puree them into a sauce. Set aside.

2 Heat the olive oil in a medium saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the onion, carrot, celery, and parsley and sauté until the vegetables soften and the onion is translucent. Add the ground beef. Cook until browned, about 10 minutes (if you like, add the red wine and allow the alcohol to cook off, about 5 minutes). Add the tomato sauce, 2 teaspoons of salt, and pepper to taste. Reduce the heat to medium and simmer gently, uncovered, for 3 hours. Add the nutmeg.

3 Make the ravioli: Mound the flour in the center of a board, as if it were a small mountain with a well in it. Beat 3 of the eggs and the olive oil in a separate bowl. Pour them gently into the flour volcano and use a fork to incorporate the flour, starting from the inside out, so that the flour absorbs the eggs. When the dough begins to come together, you can work it with your hands, adding more flour as needed. Continue to knead the dough until it is smooth and elastic enough to be divided into 4 parts. Stretch each part into a ⅛-inch sheet, using a rolling pin.

4 While the dough is resting, make the pasta filling. Bring a large pot of water to a boil, add the Swiss chard, and cook for 15 to 20 minutes, until the chard is tender. Drain thoroughly by squeezing out all of the water.

5 Chop the squeezed Swiss chard with a kitchen knife or a mezzaluna. In a large bowl, combine the chard, ricotta, the remaining egg, the 2 tablespoons Parmesan, a pinch of salt, and the nutmeg. Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Season with salt.

6 Cut the 4 pasta sheets into small rectangles of about 3 inches by 1½ inches. Add 1 teaspoon of the filling to the center of half the rectangles. Top each with another rectangle of pasta and close the ravioli, pressing the borders with a fork. If needed, seal the ravioli with egg wash.

7 Add the ravioli to the boiling water and cook for about 10 minutes, or until the pasta is al dente. Drain and serve the ravioli with the meat sauce. Add some grated Parmesan and enjoy!
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SÃO PAULO, BRAZIL

Maria da Penha Vito Barbosa da Silva

43 YEARS OLD

Although she is very young, Maria is already a grandmother. She was born in the Brazilian countryside but moved with her family when she was two to São Paulo, one of the biggest cities in the world. Her parents used to have a restaurant in the center of the city, and she learned how to cook by helping them in the kitchen. She still works in a kitchen, in one of the most popular restaurants in Vila Madalena, the youngest district of the city, where almost all the artists and creative people live. I met her there, but instead of sitting at a table, I was lucky enough to go into the kitchen and watch her cook just for me. She taught me how to make one of the most popular dishes in Brazil, the famous pastel!

You can buy pastel in restaurants, cafés, nightclubs, and many small street stalls or markets. Brazilians eat it for breakfast, as an afternoon snack, and often also for lunch or dinner—accompanied by an ice-cold beer.

Pasteles de Carne

MAKES 4 PASTELES


1 tablespoon grapeseed oil, plus more for frying

1 onion, chopped

1 pound ground beef

4 large tomatoes, diced

½ cup pitted green olives, diced

½ cup chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley

Salt

1 (12-by-12-inch) sheet frozen puff pastry, defrosted

1 egg, lightly beaten



1 Heat the 1 tablespoon oil in a pan over medium heat. Add the onion and sauté for 2 minutes. Add the ground beef, tomatoes, olives, and parsley and season with salt. Cook until the meat is no longer pink and the liquid has evaporated, 12 to 15 minutes. Season to taste. Remove from the heat and let cool for 5 to 10 minutes.

2 Cut the puff pastry into four 6-inch squares. Place a rounded ⅓ cup of cooked meat and vegetables in the lower half of each square, leaving a ½-inch border. Lightly brush the border with the beaten egg. Fold and press the sides together so it won’t open (you can also use a fork to seal the edges).

3 Place 2 inches of oil in a deep pot. When the oil is hot (375°F), add the pasteles, a few at a time, being careful not to crowd the pan. Fry until they are golden and crispy, 2 to 3 minutes on one side, 1 to 2 minutes on the other side. Drain the pasteles on a rack set over paper towels, letting them cool a bit before you enjoy.
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SIDI BENZARNE, MOROCCO

Fatma Bahkach

59 YEARS OLD

Fatma and her husband have two sons, who are thirty-six and thirty-four years old, and a six-year-old grandson. They all live together in the same house, along with her elder son’s wife. Though the house is not big, there is enough space for everybody, and it lies just ten minutes outside of the village and fifteen minutes from the sea. Fatma is the only cook in the house. “Cooking for the family is my job,” she says, explaining that the rest of the family works in the fields from dawn to dusk. “Dinner is the only time of the day when we are all together under the same roof, because for lunch I usually prepare something that I take to the field. Every morning I wake up early to bake our special fresh bread, which is the easiest dish to take to work.”

This Berber bread is not so different from the Italian schiacciata (a flat loaf of bread), and the ingredients and the process of making it are very similar. The difference is in the shape and baking. The Berber bread is cooked in a cast-iron pan and is softer than and not as crusty as the Italian bread.

Bat Bot

Berber Bread Baked in a Pan

MAKES 4 LARGE (8-INCH) LOAVES OR 8 MEDIUM (6-INCH) LOAVES


4 cups all-purpose flour

1½ tablespoons active dry yeast

2 teaspoons salt

1½ cups warm water (120° to 130°F), plus more as needed



1 Combine the flour, yeast, and salt in a large bowl. Slowly pour the water into the bowl, whisking with a fork or using your hand to combine all of the ingredients. If necessary, add more water, 1 teaspoon at a time. When the dough comes together, turn it out onto a lightly floured surface and knead it with your hands until it is smooth and soft, about 10 minutes.

2 Divide the dough evenly into 4 (or 8) pieces and roll each piece into a ball, then flatten slightly with your hand. Place the disks on a clean, well-floured dish towel. Dust each with a little more flour and cover with another towel. Allow the dough to rest for 10 minutes.

3 Working on a lightly floured work surface with 1 disk at a time (while keeping the other disks covered), use a rolling pin or your hand to flatten each disk until it is ¼ inch thick and measures about 8 inches (or 6 inches for medium loaves) in diameter. Place a dish towel dusted with flour on a baking sheet or large board and transfer the flattened disks to the towel, cover, and let rise in a warm area for 1 hour.

4 At this point, preheat a 9- to 10-inch cast-iron pan over medium-low heat until it is hot, about 5 minutes. Place 1 disk in the pan, letting it sit undisturbed for 5 minutes. Turn the bread over and heat for 4 to 5 minutes more. Continue turning the bread over every few minutes until it is evenly brown on both sides and the disk is puffed up (12 to 14 minutes total cooking time). The bread should be soft inside, with a thin crispy crust outside.

5 You can eat the bread plain or you can stuff it with chicken and vegetables.
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