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BOOK REVIEW Cucina Siciliana: Authentic Recipes and Culinary Secrets from Sicily By Clarissa

Hyman Interlink Books, 160 pp., $26.95

Few flavor combinations are as distinct and instantly recognizable as those of Sicily: sweet

citrus, salt-crusted anchovies, ripe olives, glossy eggplants, and tomatoes in profusion. With a

climate like central California's, Sicily - scarcely larger than Vermont - has been hotly contested

territory for all of recorded Mediterranean history. And that can also be said of its kitchens.

As Clarissa Hyman says in "Cucina Siciliana," successive invasions have layered Sicily with a

culinary legacy unrivaled in depth and richness: honey and olives from the Greeks, grains from

the Romans, spices from the Arabs.

Normans and Angevins brought salt cod; Spaniards introduced the New World crops of

tomatoes and peppers. With more than 1,000 years of dueling ingredients, the Sicilian kitchen

could be considered the ultimate experiment in fusion.

As with Italy's other regional cuisines, Sicily's is not particularly difficult, but it depends upon

beautiful ingredients. A Sicilian proverb says: "To eat an egg laid within the hour, bread made

the same day, and drink wine from the new harvest can never do you harm."

It is a cruel irony that to really do justice to this historically frugal cuisine, you have to fork over

a princely sum for ripe produce or wait for summer, when our climate approaches that of the

Mediterranean - sort of. So the season is right.

Lamb cutlets with pistachio pesto offer a good example of the multicultural, flavor-maximizing,

Sicilian kitchen. Pistachios and lemon rind (both inherited from centuries of Saracen occupation)

combine with bread crumbs to produce a tangy crust that offsets the game notes of lamb.

Clean, piercing fresh mint (also thanks to Arabic influence) brings excitement to dishes in which

parsley would be more common, like spaghetti with rosy cubes of pancetta and sweet green

peas. There is probably no vegetable more ho-hum than zucchini, but combined with mint in a

hot frittata it becomes decidedly dramatic.

For those with a taste for salt and vinegar, the Sicilian penchant for anchovies and capers can

be irresistible. Baked mussels, topped with the ubiquitous trinity of anchovy, capers, and bread

crumbs, have a garlicky succulence.



A mouth-watering, labor-intensive caponata transforms eggplant from a mushy culinary

albatross into a sacramental offering.

Meatballs with white wine, lemon, and bay leaves should put to rest any doubts about the

Sicilian flair for making delicious meals out of practically nothing - a little ground meat, a little

grated cheese, a handful of bread crumbs, and parsley. Smothered in the woodsy scent of

lemon and bay leaf, these polpette are transporting.

As a recipe writer, Hyman is a minimalist, which occasionally causes problems. The recipe for red

potatoes with cherry tomatoes and black olives, for instance, has instructions on how to saute

blanched potatoes over medium heat, "flipping occasionally" (they require almost constant

agitation and temperature regulation).

Everything from a light saute to the total immersion of deep- frying is lumped under the

directive "fry."

While you can't count on Hyman to idiot-proof her recipes the way Marcella Hazan would, with a

little care and attention they yield superb results.

The Sicilian sweet tooth is well-served, with recipes for cassata cakes, cannoli, sfinci, granita

and more. But with limited access to cannoli molds and marzipan and limited tolerance for

deep- frying, our household left these temptations to the professionals.

Even at their most Saracen-Angevin-Moorish-exotic, Hyman's recipes manage to convey a

sense of home. Considering that the taste of Sicily has been transported across millennia and

distilled from four continents, one could hardly ask for more.

SAUTEED ROSEMARY POTATOES WITH CHERRY TOMATOES SERVES 4. 8 MEDIUM RED-

SKINNED POTATOES SALT AND BLACK PEPPER OR CRUSHED RED PEPPER, TO TASTE OLIVE

OIL (FOR FRYING) 3 TABLESPOONS CHOPPED FRESH ROSEMARY 4 LARGE CLOVES GARLIC,

PEELED BUT LEFT WHOLE 12 CHERRY TOMATOES 12 BLACK OLIVES, HALVED AND PITTED 3

TABLESPOONS CHOPPED FRESH PARSLEY

1. PEEL THE POTATOES; CUT THEM INTO SMALL CHUNKS. IN A SAUCEPAN, COOK THE

POTATOES IN SALTED WATER TO COVER FOR 10 MINUTES. DRAIN THEM AND PAT THEM DRY

WITH PAPER TOWELS. 2. IN A HEAVY SKILLET, HEAT A THIN LAYER OF OIL OVER HIGH HEAT.

ADD THE POTATOES, ROSEMARY, GARLIC, SALT, AND A LOT OF PEPPER, AS MUCH AS YOU

CAN TAKE. 3. STIR THE POTATOES UNTIL THEY ARE COATED WITH OIL, THEN LOWER THE

HEAT TO MEDIUM AND BROWN THEM, SHAKING THE PAN OFTEN, FOR 10 TO 15 MINUTES OR

UNTIL THE POTATOES ARE ALMOST GOLDEN AND CRISPY. 4. ADD THE TOMATOES AND

OLIVES AND COOK FOR A FEW MINUTES, STIRRING GENTLY, UNTIL THE TOMATO SKINS

LOOK A LITTLE BURNT. 5. SPRINKLE WITH PARSLEY AND SERVE AT ONCE. (IF YOU LIKE,

REMOVE THE WHOLE GARLIC CLOVES.)
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