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Introduction

Under the Italian Sun: A Culinary Journey invites you to explore Italy as you have
rarely tasted it—through the kitchens, farms, and festivals of its vibrant but often
overlooked regions. Beyond the famous allure of pizza from Naples and pasta from
Rome lies a country whose culinary soul is preserved in tiny mountain villages,
windswept coastal towns, and bustling local markets. Here, deeply rooted traditions,
resourceful cooking, and the stories of generations weave a tapestry that is as rich
and textured as the land itself.

This book was inspired by a simple truth: to truly understand Italian food, you must
look beyond what is served in the bustling trattorias of Florence or the piazzas of
Venice. The regional cuisines of Italy, shaped by geography and climate, history and
migration, offer a dazzling diversity—and it is within the hidden kitchens, the trattorias
that have no sign, the grandmothers with flour-dusted hands, that these flavors come
alive. Each chapter will introduce you to evocative places and people, from cheese-
makers in mountain valleys to olive farmers on sun-soaked plains, all united by a
fierce devotion to their culinary heritage.

Our journey is not just about food, but about the people who create it and the
landscapes that sustain it. You will meet families who continue to cook in wood-
burning ovens, shepherds that still roam ancient trails, and the new generation taking
up the mantle to keep traditions alive, even as they adapt to changing times. Their
stories, filled with warmth, challenge, and passion, are as essential to Italian cuisine as
any recipe or ingredient.

Throughout these pages, you will also discover practical ways to bring a taste of Italy
into your own kitchen. Each chapter blends storytelling with hands-on guidance:
authentic, step-by-step recipes, tips for sourcing unique ingredients (or appropriate
substitutions), and suggestions for wine pairings or festival celebrations. Whether you
are an adventurous home cook, an enthusiastic traveler, or simply a lover of Italy’s
culture, you will find inspiration and connection here.

More than a cookbook, Under the Italian Sun aims to transport you—through vivid
description and sensory detail—into the heart of Italy’s hidden gastronomic traditions.
You will hear the crackle of bread crusts in stone ovens, breathe in the bracing air of
alpine meadows, and taste the sweetness of citrus picked fresh from the branches.
Along the way, you will gain not just recipes, but a deeper appreciation for the living
bond between landscape, culture, and cuisine.

As you turn each page, may you not only discover new dishes, but also the enduring
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stories of the people and places that make Italian food endlessly fascinating. Welcome
to your culinary adventure—one that, like Italy itself, promises both familiar comforts
and delightful surprises at every turn.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Valleys and Alpine Kitchens of
Aosta

High in the northwestern corner of Italy, nestled among some of Europe’s most
imposing peaks like Mont Blanc and the Matterhorn, lies the Aosta Valley. It's Italy’s
smallest region, a compact expanse where the towering Alps dictate not just the
climate and landscape, but also the culinary traditions that have sustained its people
for centuries. This isn't the Italy of sun-drenched olive groves and basil-scented
breezes; this is a land of robust, hearty fare, born from the necessity of cold winters
and mountainous terrain.

The Aosta Valley, or Valle d'Aosta as it’s known in Italian, shares its borders with
France and Switzerland, a geographical reality that has profoundly influenced its
culture and, by extension, its cuisine. French is, in fact, an official language alongside
Italian, and a local Franco-Provencal dialect, Vald6tain or Patois, is also spoken. This
blend of Italian, French, and Swiss sensibilities creates a unique melting pot of cooking
techniques and flavors.

The history of the Aosta Valley stretches back to the 4th century BC when it was
inhabited by the Salassi people. The Romans, under Emperor Augustus, conquered the
region around 25 BC, establishing Augusta Praetoria Salassorum, which is modern-day
Aosta. This strategic location, with its crucial mountain passes, facilitated trade and
the exchange of cultures for centuries, making it a thoroughfare for goods and
culinary practices between Italy, France, and Switzerland. The imposing Arch of
Augustus still stands in Aosta, a testament to its Roman past.

Centuries later, during the Middle Ages, the Aosta Valley became a vital transit route
for pilgrims and traders crossing the Alps, leading to the construction of numerous
castles that dot the landscape today, like the Castle of Fénis. The region’s culinary
traditions are largely a reflection of its demanding environment and historical
isolation, with an emphasis on preserving food to endure long, harsh winters. This
explains the prominence of cured meats, aged cheeses, and preserved vegetables in
the local diet.

Dairy plays a paramount role in Aostan cuisine. It's often said that the only oil used in
Aosta Valley kitchens is butter, a stark contrast to the olive oil-rich regions further
south. This abundance of dairy is thanks to the local Valdostana Pezzata Rossa cattle
breed, whose milk, especially when they’ve grazed on wild alpine pastures, is rich in
fat and flavor. The importance of cattle is so deeply ingrained that the region even
holds an annual cow-fighting tournament, La Bataille des Reines (The Battle of the
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Queens), a unique cultural pastime.

The undisputed queen of Aostan cheeses is Fontina, a PDO-protected (Protected
Designation of Origin) cheese that has been produced in the valley since the 12th
century. This semi-cooked, full-fat cow's milk cheese boasts a strong, pungent aroma
and a nutty, slightly tangy flavor that intensifies with age. Fontina’s elasticity makes it
perfect for melting, and it forms the backbone of many traditional dishes. Beyond
Fontina, other local cheeses include Toma and Fromadzo, both also PDO-protected.

One cannot speak of Aostan cuisine without immediately thinking of Fonduta alla
Valdostana. This creamy, comforting fondue is made with copious amounts of Fontina
cheese, melted with milk, egg yolks, and butter, and sometimes enhanced with white
truffle. Traditionally, it's served simply with local rye bread, but it also makes a
delightful pairing with potato gnocchi. The richness of Fonduta truly embodies the
warming, hearty nature of the region’s food.

Another staple of the Aosta Valley, particularly in its central and northern parts, is
polenta. Before the arrival of corn from the Americas in the 16th century, polenta was
made from other grains like farro or millet. This humble dish of boiled cornmeal is a
symbol of comfort and sustenance, historically a filling and affordable food for
peasants. Polenta Concia is a local variation that takes this humble dish to a new level
of indulgence, cooked traditionally in a copper pot with generous amounts of butter
and Fontina cheese, making it incredibly rich and creamy. It can be a first course on its
own or served alongside hearty stews.

Meat, especially beef and wild game, is highly favored in the Aosta Valley, unlike other
Italian regions where fish might take precedence due to coastal proximity. Carbonade
Valdostana is a quintessential Aostan beef stew, a deeply flavorful dish where beef is
browned with onions and then slow-cooked for hours in red wine with local herbs like
juniper berries and a medley of spices, including cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, orange
peel, and bay leaves, until incredibly tender. This dark, aromatic stew is almost always
served with creamy polenta, or sometimes mashed potatoes.

Other prominent meat dishes include Costoletta alla Valdostana, a local take on a
cutlet that resembles a Cordon Bleu, where veal chops are stuffed with cooked ham
and Fontina cheese, then breaded and pan-fried in butter. You might also encounter
Capriolo alla Valdostana, a venison dish often prepared with vegetables and a sauce
infused with grappa and herb-flavored cream. Given the region's abundant wildlife,
charcuterie is also a common sight. Jambon de Bosses, a PDO-protected cured ham, is
a particularly famous local salumi, seasoned with juniper berries, thyme, and other
foraged mountain herbs and aged for at least a year. Lardo d'Arnad, another PDO-
protected specialty, is a cured pork lard flavored with herbs, often served as an
appetizer with bread and honey. Mocetta, a dried meat made from beef, goat, or even
chamois, is another aromatic cured meat of the region.
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Soups are another cornerstone of Aostan cooking, providing warmth and sustenance
during colder months. Seupa a la Vapelenentse, or Valpelline Soup, is a prime example
of the region's resourceful "poor kitchen" (cucina povera) tradition, which ensures
nothing goes to waste. This simple, yet incredibly comforting soup is made by layering
stale bread, Fontina cheese, and Savoy cabbage, then gently simmering it in rich beef
broth. The layers are often topped with melted butter and browned in the oven to
create a delicious crust. Another interesting soup is Seup de Gri, a hearty barley soup
with seasonal vegetables, potatoes, salt pork, and onions.

While pasta is less prevalent than in other parts of Italy, potato-based dishes like
gnocchi and polenta are popular. Gnocchi alla Bava are soft potato dumplings served
with a rich, creamy sauce, often made with Fontina or Toma cheese. Rye bread, known
as Pan Ner (black bread), is a prominent local bread, often flavored with caraway and
fennel seeds. This dark, dense bread is designed to last through the long winters and
can also be found with figs or nuts.

Sweet treats in the Aosta Valley often feature local ingredients like apples, pears,
chestnuts, hazelnuts, and walnuts. Tegole Valdostane are delicate, paper-thin wafers
made with hazelnut flour, sugar, egg whites, and flour, perfect on their own or with
fiocca, a thick regional whipped cream. These cookies get their name from the stone
roof shingles found on traditional mountain houses. Chestnuts are celebrated,
especially at the Chestnut Festival in Lillianes every October, where they are
transformed into various dishes, from roasted chestnuts to chestnut-flavored gelato,
and even sweet appetizers with butter, honey, and grappa.

Wine production in the Aosta Valley, though small in scale, is distinct and high in
quality. The region’s vineyards are some of the highest in Europe, with some vines
growing at altitudes of 900-1200 meters. Local grape varieties, some unique to the
area, thrive here. For white wines, look for Blanc de Morgex et de La Salle, made from
the Prié Blanc grape, known for its crisp, mineral notes. Red wines often feature
indigenous grapes like Petit Rouge, Fumin, Mayolet, and Cornalin, yielding full-bodied
wines that pair wonderfully with the region’s hearty cuisine. Torrette, a red wine
typically made with at least 70% Petit Rouge, is one of the most renowned red wines
of the valley. After a rich meal, Génépi, a refined herbal liqueur made from a small
aromatic plant that grows above 2000 meters, is a popular digestive.

The Aosta Valley celebrates its culinary heritage throughout the year with various food
festivals. The Fiera di Sant’Orso, held every January in Aosta, is a centuries-old
tradition showcasing not only traditional crafts but also a wide array of local foods. The
Marché au Fort, held every fall in the medieval village of Bard, brings together Italy's
finest food artisans, offering local honey, ales, and aged sausages against the
dramatic backdrop of Forte di Bard. For those who appreciate cured meats, the
Jambon de Bosses Festival in July and the Lard d'Arnad Festival in August are
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dedicated to these prized local delicacies. La Désarpa, a festival held in various
villages in the fall, marks the descent of livestock from mountain pastures and often
features cheese-tasting competitions and traditional butter-making demonstrations, a
true celebration of pastoral life.

The culinary traditions of the Aosta Valley are deeply intertwined with the families who
have passed them down through generations. These "hidden kitchens" are found in
small, family-run trattorias, bustling local markets, and, most importantly, in the
homes where grandmothers and mothers continue to prepare time-honored recipes.
The concept of "zero kilometers" or "kilometro zero," emphasizing locally sourced
ingredients, is not a new trend here but a way of life born from necessity and
resourcefulness. This commitment to local, seasonal, and sustainable practices
ensures that the authentic flavors of the Aosta Valley endure, honoring both its
ancient roots and the resilience of its people.
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