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EATING & DRINKING

Passport to
Pantelleria

On this Mediterranean island, the cooking
is bold, briny, a little Italian, a little North
African—and wholly unique. It translates
brilliantly to any warmweather table

THE WINDSWEPT island of
Pantelleria isn’t a major tour-
ist destination; the industrial-
ists and celebrities who have
homes there seem to prefer it
that way. It is closer, geo-
graphically and culturally, to
North Africa than to Italy, to
which it officially belongs. The
name derives from the Arabic
Bent-al Rion, or Daughter of
the Winds. Some scholars
claim it was here Odysseus
dallied for seven years with
the goddess Calypso.

Volcanic obsidian forms the
island’s spectacular cliffs and
grottos, and since access to
fresh water has always been of
prime concern, the indigenous
houses, or dammusi, were bril-
liantly conceived back in the
10th century with domed roofs
designed to channel rainwater
into adjoining cisterns.
Though the local cuisine incor-
porates ingredients and tech-
niques from Sicily and Tunisia,
Pantelleria’s nearest neigh-
bors, it is as strikingly distinc-
tive as the island’s craggy
lava-rock landscape.

When I visited last year, I
saw capers and caperberries,
rosemary and Zibbibo grapes
cascading down terraced cliffs,
and gardens, citrus orchards
and olive groves tucked be-
hind lava walls. Eggplant, ol-
ives and tomatoes, generally
brightened with rosemary,
oregano and mint, found their
way into most every dish.
Even more prevalent were the
buds of the Pantescan caper
plant. In everything from

stuffed vegetables to salads,
sauces and rabbit sautés, the
caper is king.

I became addicted to Pant-
escan caper sauce, in which
dried tomatoes are combined
with anchovies, green olives
and chilies. It’s often tossed
with spaghetti and toasted
breadcrumbs, the Pantescan
answer to grated Parmesan.
Pantelleria’s caponata contains
all five of the island’s staples:
eggplant, tomatoes, olive oil,
almonds and capers. Ammog-
ghiu, another caper-laden clas-
sic, is a piquant tomato-based
sauce best served with a thick
steak and lots of garlic bread
to sop up the juices. You find
ammogghiu in Sicily, but
rarely with capers or toma-
toes. In Pantelleria, true to
form, capers and tomatoes es-
sentially are the sauce.

With the local economy
geared more to agriculture
than to fishing, there are
fewer fish-based dishes than
you might imagine. But when
really fresh fish is available,
islanders add it to their color-
ful fried-vegetable couscous,
as I have in the recipe here.

As we head into summer,
simple, produce-driven recipes
like these are exactly what I
want; their bold, briny,
uniquely Pantescan flavors
make me crave them all the
more. I recommend finishing
the meal with a chilled glass
of Passito di Pantelleria. Pro-
duced on the island for centu-
ries from sun-dried Zibbibo
grapes, the lush dessert wine
sings of terroir: of peaches,
figs, honey and the Pantescan
sea, soil and sun.

BY GAIL MONAGHAN

PANTELLERIASTYLE COUSCOUS
TOTAL TIME: 45 minutes SERVES: 46

WHAT TO DO:
1. Soak capers in cool water at least 4
hours, changing water at least twice.
Drain and squeeze dry in a kitchen towel.
2. In a food processor, blend garlic,
½ teaspoon salt and basil leaves until
creamy, 12 minutes. Transfer to a bowl
and add tomatoes, 2/3 cup oil, capers,
vinegar and cayenne. Let ammogghiu
sit at least 1 hour.
3. Heat a grill to high. Brush steaks
with remaining oil and season liberally
with salt and pepper. Place steaks on
grill and cook until slightly charred,
45 minutes. Flip steaks and continue
to grill until they reach desired done
ness. Transfer steaks to a cutting
board, tent loosely with foil and let
rest 510 minutes.
4. Slice steak across the grain to about
¼inch thick. Season with oregano, salt
and pepper. Arrange on a platter, top
with some ammogghiu and garnish with
julienned basil. Pass remaining ammog
ghiu in a bowl at the table. —Adapted
from “La Cucina di Pantelleria” by Grazia
Cucci and Gianni Busetta

GRILLED STEAK WITH AMMOGGHIU
ACTIVE TIME: 15 minutes TOTAL TIME: 5 hours (includes soaking capers) SERVES: 8

SPAGHETTI WITH PANTESCAN CAPER SAUCE
ACTIVE TIME: 20 minutes TOTAL TIME: 4 hours (includes soaking capers) SERVES: 8

½ cup olive oil, plus 6 tablespoons
1½ pounds firm white fish fillets, such as cod,

haddock, monkfish or grouper
Salt and black pepper
1 large onion, roughly chopped
2 cloves garlic, thinly sliced
Red pepper flakes, to taste
3 tablespoons tomato paste
3 cups unsalted fish or chicken stock
½ cup coarsely chopped flatleaf parsley
½ pound red bell pepper, cut into ½inch dice
½ pound zucchini, cut

into ½inch dice
½ pound eggplant, cut

into ½inch dice
3 cups couscous
4½ cups water

WHAT TO DO:
1. In a large skillet, heat
½ cup oil over medium
high heat. Season fish
lightly with salt and pep
per, then add to skillet.
Cook fish until golden,
about 5 minutes per side.
Transfer fish to a platter
and set aside.

2. Add onions, garlic and pepper flakes to skillet.
Cook, stirring occasionally, until onions begin to
brown, about 5 minutes. Add tomato paste and
stock and bring to a boil. Add fish and simmer 15
minutes. If sauce gets too thick, thin with a little
stock or water. Remove from heat and stir in half
the parsley.
3. Meanwhile, in another large skillet, heat 1 cup oil
over mediumhigh heat. Add bell pepper, zucchini
and eggplant to skillet, season with salt and sauté,
stirring frequently, until golden, about 10 minutes.

Transfer vegetables to a
papertowellined plate.
4. In a large saucepan,
bring 4½ cups water,
remaining oil and 1½ tea
spoons salt to a boil. Add
couscous, cover pot and
remove from heat. Let sit
5 minutes.
5. Reheat fish in pan. Toss
couscous with a fork,
breaking up lumps. Spoon
couscous into a large, shal
low serving bowl. Top with
fish, vegetables and 23 la
dlefuls of broth. Sprinkle
with remaining parsley.

¾ cup saltpacked small capers
34 cloves garlic
Salt
30 large basil leaves, plus ¼

cup julienned
2 pounds ripe tomatoes, cut

into ¼inch dice
2/3 cup extravirgin olive oil,

plus ¼ cup
1 tablespoon red wine vinegar
Pinch of cayenne pepper
Eight 12ounce New York strip

steaks or 810ounce filets
mignons, trimmed, at room
temperature

Black pepper
1 tablespoon fresh oregano

leaves, chopped, for garnish

1 pound saltpacked small
capers

3 ounces dried tomatoes,
chopped

Pinch of cayenne pepper
¼ cup pitted green olives,

minced
4 anchovies, finely minced
¾ cup extravirgin olive oil,

plus 4 tablespoons
Salt and black pepper
8 ounces dayold, country

style bread
24 ounces spaghetti
2 ounces slivered, toasted

almonds

WHAT TO DO:
1. Soak capers in cool water at
least 4 hours, changing water at
least twice. Drain and squeeze
dry in a kitchen towel. Place ca
pers in a bowl and stir together
with tomatoes, cayenne, olives,

anchovies, ¾ cup oil and salt
and pepper to taste. Set caper
sauce aside.
2. Grate bread on coarse holes of
a box grater. Add remaining oil to
a large skillet set over medium
high heat. Add breadcrumbs and
toast, stirring continuously, until
golden and crisp, about 5 min
utes. Spread breadcrumbs over a
large platter to cool.
3. Bring a large pot of salted wa

ter to a boil. Add spaghetti and
cook, stirring occasionally, until al
dente, about 6 minutes. Strain in
a colander, reserving 1 cup of
pasta water.
4. Return strained pasta to pot
and toss with caper sauce,
almonds and 24 tablespoons
breadcrumbs. If pasta seems dry,
add some reserved cooking water.
Pass remaining breadcrumbs in a
serving bowl at the table.
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HUNGRY ISLAND The sauce
gets its layers of savory flavor from
capers, green olives and anchovies,
and a spicy kick from cayenne.
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