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Fritz Haeg: Give us a general sense of your background in food

Mona Talbott: My grandmother was English-Canadian and she learned to cook French Canadian food, Quebeqois, which is very hearty, that was the cultural cuisine of our family. My mother had an "I hate to cook" cookbook,but my grandmother defined herself through cooking, I had a special relationship with her, she inspired me to cook, she loved to feed people. 

Lina Protopapa: How long have you been living in Rome?

MT: Four and a half years. When I arrived it was hot, it was the 28th of August. I put my bags down, I went into the garden and we picked figs. Instant seduction! I was completely hooked by Rome immediately.

FH: So when you first arrived and were doing research for food vendors, what were you looking for? 

MT: I went to the market at Campo dei Fiori and saw food from all over the world, some local Lazian ingredients, but you also saw fruit out of season. I saw some good things, but also a lot of crap. I was looking for people who were growing the food and selling it. I wanted to buy past the market. I wanted to develop relationships with the producers. So if I foundsomething good, like a butcher shop, I’d ask him "Where do you buy your cheese? Where do you buy your bread?" And if there's a bread-maker that's good I’d ask him "Where do you buy your vegetables?" Or I look for the line-up with the old ladies, they know they are waiting for something good and you know that's a good sign. Then I found Giovanni Bernabei. He is the roots of our kitchen because his produce was different than everybody elses. He had so many varieties of broccoli that I had never seen before. I tasted his produce and it was "Eureka!". But it was just a mess, beautiful chaos, like the forest floor. It was organized, nobody else really knew, but he had a system. It was not beautiful, but the produce tasted really good. Brutto ma buono.

FH: How was it ugly?

MT: He had crappy handwritten signs, produce was crammed into wood crates. The other vendors had everything stacked up beautifully, had great signage, but his was just scribbled. They still use the same old tin can for money, and they don’t use a calculator, everything is written by hand. What really got me were the eggs. He had the TV guide and the basket of eggs and they'd put two eggs in a page and fold them, like origami. He would say "No no, you can only have four eggs, I only have this many." 

MT: I visited it in February but I needed to find a lot more vendors. That's just one! Basically we said "Just bring it whenever you want as much as you want.” We found good cheese vendors who would come on the bus to deliver their cheese. then I started realizing where the best ingredients were coming from. if you look at all the agriculture maps they best stuff always came from? The best strawberries always came from Nemi, the best pecorino came from Rieti, the guanciale came from Norcia...it makes absolute sense.  It really made me see that we just have to navigate what's already here. We're not inventing anything yet. It's all here. 

FH: What was your goal for the food here at the Academy.

MT: The immediate goal was to serve food that was delicious, that people would come to dinner. How we did it and  our value system of organic, sustainable food...they didn't care about that. They just wanted good food on the table. 

FH: What are the differences in preparing food both for a community of Americans, many experiencing Italy for the first time and then the community of Roman staff who work here?

MT: The Romans are very opinionated. The Americans have tried many types of cuisines, they are not always grounded to a specific culinary education. We started cooking the same things for both, no way! We have to cook much simpler for Romans. Their complaint was that things were too heavy. Romans have definitive ideas about what days of the week to eat what etc. 

FH: What is unique about the food in this city?

MT: Romans don't want surprises and they want to know what they are going to have. If a new dish makes you forget the old dish then it's worth keeping. It's worth becoming a tradition. But if the classic is still in your mind while you're eating this re-invention why bother with the re-invention? I love Roman food. I love cicoria and coniglio and matriciana, pasta e fagioli. I'm religious about pasta e fagioli. It is the food for every single day of your life. It's nutritious and it's balanced. Also, people talk about digestion a lot. The worst thing you can say to someone about a meal is not that it was cooked poorly or that it was not fresh but that it was indigestible. It has a lot to do with a focus on children. It's s very maternal relationship to cooking and eating. There's a lot to learn from Roman food, I've learned so much about humanity.

LP: How do Americans perceive traditional Roman food?

MT: Right now Roman cuisine is the big thing in New York, which starts a lot of food trends. People are looking for tradition. 

FH: Why do you think that is?

MT: in times of economic recession people return to the home, they return to the garden, they look for comfort, they go back to cooking, and Roman food has deep roots. 

FH: So there's a modesty, simplicity and austerity to it...

MT: Cucina povera! In the Mediterranean diet, the foundation was always beans and grains and greens since meat was always so expensive. Pasta is a way of conserving a grain, pasta and bread are ways of preserving flour. 

FH: So what are people appreciating about  Roman food right now, an approach to food that is integrated with daily ife, not just special occasions?

MT: It tastes good and it's approachable, it's simple cooking, it's not high technique cooking, like French cuisine where you need tweezers and arranging on platters. It's not Bocuse. It's nonna! You know what people are eating on Sundays, they are having a big family meal and they're having a pasta or maybe some fish or lasagna. It's not like in NYC where people are having Thai food or Chinese or they're having Fried Chicken and all in one city. Everybody is eating Roman food in Rome. 

FH:  Do you have any particular favorites?

MT: I love cicoria ripassata! I could eat it every single day for the rest of my life. As cooks, we kind of get delirious when we're on our fifteenth hour on our feet, so we start playing games in the kitchen - like "What would your last meal be?" I think pasta e fagioli is like a Picasso painting. It's so perfect! It's digestible, it's nutritious and it's so profound and delicious. I think it's very easy to write off Roman food saying it's too simple. It's home cooking. There's many layers to it, there's so much history to it.. and it's the origin of so much of modern culture.

FH: What were the particular connections to the past that really touched you?

MT: There is no disconnection between the city and campagna. People still respect agricultural rhythms and lives. They still celebrate the seasons. I remember people telling me "It's your first asparagus! Wait, wait, wait! Make a wish!" Everybody is eating pecorino e fave in early spring. It's the time and it becomes a celebration! And then when all the watermelons start, you' re just eating watermelon. And, why fight it? It's the obvious thing to do! There's so much joy and celebration around it. At first I felt like "oh I want Mexican food, I want Indian food" but now I don't have these cravings. I really feel nourished in a different way here, profoundly nourished.

FH: Do you think part of that comes from the sense of social connection from being part of a community that's all eating the same thing?

MT: Yes I do! It's something that we've lost in the United States, we eat whatever we want, whenever we want. . In Rome you don't eat asparagus all year long, you eat it when it's the season and you enjoy it from when it's young and it's beginning and when it gets older you cook it differently and then it's done! You have had this intense period with it and then you wait for it to come back. In the States it's confusing, we keep layering more and more variety and novelty. But tradition gives you something to feel secure about. I have deep respect for the Roman food culture. 

LP: Do you think that the relationship between the city and the countryside in Rome is unusual in respect to other big cities in the world?

MT: Yes, I think people still know the seasons and they still think the best food comes from the family's garden. The best fagioli or peperoni come from their grandmother's garden and they still respect farmers. Although I don't shop in the grocery stores - the  supermercati, I do see people buying frozen things. but I go to the market. You see all kinds of people there, It's all about the connection, it's part of our humanity. I think about this a lot because you hear a lot about the brain drain. There was an article on the NY Times last year about that factory south of Rome, close to Naples. They brought in an expert from a car factory, an Italian who worked in the United States and was a big success and he was defeated in this factory which has incredible absenteeism and they may have to close the plant down because they can't get the production up and it's very close to Giovanni's farm, you can see the lights of the factory from Giovanni's farm and I thought that the rhythm of the factory, based on the industrial revolution, is not the rhythm of the country and these people who live rurally, to go and work in these factories, they're going to take a week off because it's time to kill the pigs. It's not who they are! They are not modern people. And I think Italy as a whole, they're still influenced by the agrarian lifestyle. And I think one of the things that make Rome so powerful and reason why it's a place of pilgrimage and the reason why people fall in love with it is the energy of the city. It's so profound, all the water underneath the city...you still feel in campagna in the city, it's so strong. 

FH: The connection to time and seasons that are removed or suspended in the industrial system.

MT: Yes, and the way people eat is not connected to a culture, it's not connected to the seasons, to the agriculture. If you work in a factory you have to eat quickly, you don't want to fall in love with a pear, you just want to eat and go back to work. Industrial food is for industrial people. But if you're still connected, you come to your senses. It's a sensual thing, eating and being connected to the earth. And that's the thing about Giovanni, it's that he grows in a permaculture style and his plants have deep tap roots, while most plants grow on the top , his plants grow into the mineral soil and so when you eat his misticanza you feel it! You feel this incredible nutrition instantly absorbed. if you eat really good ingredients you're connected to nature. 

FH: And what is are some examples of uniquely local Roman foods??

M: Walking in Villa Pamphilij I see people looking for mushrooms, you see old people picking pine cones to get the pinoli! You're kidding me! It's so much work! And workers here at the Academy too, they're watching the kaki, when it's ready to pick. They are careful observers because they're going slower, they are able to see more. 

FH: What do you think the Roman attitudes towards food can teach people in other cities? 

MT: I think it's cooking simply. Food is the center of everything in Rome, it's constantly discussed. It doesn't mean people are over-eating or binging but it's the centre of all life. They understand abundance here, and you know the same food is being served in the wealthiest homes as in the poorest. 

FH: It's very strange in a way that food can be such a topic of constant conversation in a place where you are always kind of eating the same things, on such a predictable cycle. How much is there to discuss?

MT: It's all about the subtleties, the nuances and the layers. You go to a restaurant and there's always the same seven pastas. But a certain restaurant makes the best carciofi alla Giudia and this one makes the best cacio e pepe, another makes the best coniglio alla cacciatora, it's all about the subtleties, and you're just re-shaping these over and over.  For me it's actually really modern because it's so minimal. 

FH: The way  we eat in the United States, you might go out for sushi, Mexican,, Chinese, and Indian all in the same week. When you eat like that maybe you lose touch with that kind of subtlety you experience eating through the local seasons, this food that's so connected to tradition and to place and to time and to seasons, suddenly subtlety and detail opens up for you in a way that would not be possible otherwise. suddenly subtle variations between things become much more meaningful, don't they?

MT: Americans have tried a lot of different foods which don't have relationships to each other necessarily. It's very easy to seduce someone through food, because the palate when you're born likes sugar, salt and fat. It's what's in breast milk and so fast food is just made for seducing your palate so you don't develop something for bitter or for sour, the verdura, taste is really green, some people never develop a taste for that. But if you're raised in a cuisine where you learn the subtleties year after year after year you start to have this real palate and you can taste everything! 

FH: When you leave here at the end of the summer and you go back to the States, what do you think you will miss most about food in Rome.

MT: I will miss different tastes, different flavors. Food should really have terroir, taste of the earth, the ground. So Roman food in New York doesn't taste like Rome. For your daily diet you should be eating things that grow where you're living, to be rooted by what we eat.

FH: So, inevitably part of leaving Rome is leaving Roman food.

MT: Yes, exactly. But I won’t be leaving the values, I've learned so much. 
