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  Introduction


  Pasta knows no barriers of class or wealth. In Italy it is a favourite with princes and peasants alike (there such anachronisms still exist), and elsewhere in the world it may be part of a banquet or a simple supper. Pasta knows no national barriers either. Although a national dish – what other food is so strongly identified with one country? – it is eaten all over the world. Pasta is the simplest food there is – just wheat and water – and yet it can assume a hundred different guises, from cream to curry, from spinach to sardines. It is also the most versatile of foods, for it can be a first course, main dish, side dish or even dessert.


  So read on. Find out about Yankee Doodle’s macaroni, read the legends of miraculous macaroni, and discover what Lord Byron, Rossini and Sophia Loren have in common. And when you have read your fill, choose a sauce that suits your mood, boil up that saucepan of water and then, with due reverence, open up the package of pasta – or reach proudly for the pasta you have made yourself.
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  What is pasta?


  What is pasta made of? What goes into its list of ingredients? Flour and water, that’s all. Except that the flour used to make dried pasta is ground from durum wheat. Durum wheat – Triticum durum – is one of the many varieties of wheat, another being common wheat – Triticum vulgare – from which bread flour is made. It is called durum, the Latin for hard, because its grains are far harder than those of common wheat, and when ground, they produce a substance called semolina. Semolina is not powdery like flour, but instead has the consistency of sugar, and is made up of sharp, hard, amber-coloured granules.


  A place called Taganrog


  Durum wheat has grown in countries bordering the Mediterranean since antiquity. In the nineteenth century, however, Russia was one of the main producers of durum wheat, and Russian durum was known as the best. There was a big export trade in durum wheat to Italy for pasta making, and this centred on the port of Taganrog, on the Sea of Azov, which is linked by a narrow strait to the Black Sea. The fine durum wheat that was shipped to Italy was known as Taganrog wheat, and was the only wheat used by the best Italian pasta makers.


  Durum wheat began to be grown on a large scale in Italy during the Fascist years, when Mussolini set out to make Italy self-sufficient. As part of his ‘Battle for Wheat’, 809,000 hectares (two million acres), many of them quite unsuitable, were planted with wheat.


  Durum wheat today


  Major sources of durum wheat today are the great plains and prairies of the United States and Canada. The grain grown there is not only used on the American continent, it is also shipped to pasta manufacturers around the world.


  Meanwhile durum wheat is still grown in Russia and in Mediterranean countries, with Italy remaining the major European producer. But then that’s not surprising for a country that is far and away the largest consumer of durum wheat in the world.
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    Harvesting durum wheat on steep slopes in Tuscany, Italy.

  


  Making pasta – then and now


  There is a pleasing simplicity about how pasta is made. In essence, the grain of durum wheat is ground, the resulting semolina is mixed with water to make a paste, the paste is formed into the required shape and then it is dried. There are, of course, many refinements and subtleties, but these basic processes have been the same since pasta was first made and eaten.


  Streams and stones


  Mills and grindstones seem to have been a feature of civilization since the beginning of time, certainly since man has eaten bread – and pasta.


  In Italy, the grain was washed in the millstream before it was ground. Women put the grain into wicker baskets, which they plunged into the water. Then they spread the grain out on the slate threshing floor to dry in the sun, and while it was drying they picked out the stones and other impurities.


  Once dry, the grain was ground between two large round, ridged grindstones, lying flat one on top of the other. The bottom stone never moved, while the smaller top stone, which had a hole in the middle, turned on it. The grain was fed into the hole, and, when ground, it came out from the outer edge of the lower stone.


  Modern milling


  Today, the grains are still washed before grinding, but instead of wicker baskets there are carefully regulated jets of water. And instead of grindstones there are contra-rotating ridged steel cylinders into which the grains are pushed. At the end of the milling process, the resulting semolina still contains the husks and pieces of bran. To get rid of these, the semolina is purified in a device that uses air to separate the husks from the grain.


  The end result is pure semolina, ready to be made into pasta. Ideally it should not have far to go, so that when used it is still fresh, and indeed most modern pasta factories are close to mills – often linked to them – in a position where centuries ago there stood the original mill astride its millstream.


  Treading the pasta


  The next stage is the mixing of the semolina with water to make the dough. Until about 1400, this time-consuming process was done only in the home. In most houses, although not those of the poor, there was a madia, a large trough in which the dough was kneaded. After long and laborious kneading in the madia, the dough was slowly rolled out with a rolling pin and then cut into strips or different shapes.


  Over the centuries the production of pasta moved away from being a purely domestic undertaking. A register of the artisans of Savona, dated 1577, lists men occupied in making pasta, who were carefully graded according to levels of skill, from masters down to apprentices. By the seventeenth century pasta was being produced on a fairly large scale in ‘factories’. But the way it was made was certainly not what that word suggests to modern ears.


  A common way of starting the process of mixing semolina and water was with the feet, just as they tread on grapes to make wine.


  Ferdinand II, King of the Two Sicilies from 1830 to 1859 and a notable despot, was shocked by this primitive method when he visited a pasta factory. He immediately ordered Cesare Spadaccini, a leading scientist of the time, to invent a better method of making pasta. At the end of a whole year’s work on this royal project, Spadaccini had drawn up elaborate plans for a model pasta factory, the high point of which was his answer to what he called ‘the abominable practice of mixing dough with the feet.’ Spadaccini replaced the live Neapolitan with an elaborate mechanical man, whose feet of bronze – robot fashion – trod the pasta in the accepted way. This was thought an excellent idea, and the building of a great factory began. But then the king lost interest, the money ran out, the factory was never finished, and human feet went on treading the dough for at least another fifty years.
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    ‘Preparation of Pasta’ in the fourteenth century Tacuinum Sanitatis Codex Vindobonensis (vellum), Italian School.

  


  


  Man-powered machines


  All this treading only achieved the first stage of working a carefully regulated amount of water and semolina together into dough. After this the dough had to be kneaded to produce a really smooth, homogenous mixture. Until the end of the nineteenth century, and later in some small factories, the machinery for kneading the dough and for shaping it was often powered in various ways by men or boys – as shown here. Human energy was transferred to the process in question by means of a long pole or a wheel. The dough was kneaded by repeated pummelling with the end of a wooden pole, or it was crushed by a rotating stone wheel. It was then put in a press, where a great screw bore downwards as it was turned, forcing the dough under extreme pressure against a perforated plate, or die. Forced through small holes, the dough finally emerged as spaghetti. These machines were made mostly of wood lined with bronze, the screw and plunger were also metal and the die was made of copper.


  The turn of the screw


  By the end of the nineteenth century, pasta was made largely by machines, albeit primitive ones, usually powered by steam or hydraulic power. There remained one barrier to speed and efficiency. In the press, the piston had to be drawn back each time, after it had forced the pasta through the holes in the die, so that another batch of pasta could be fed in.


  It was an ordinary workman who finally saw a way round this block. Féreol Sandragné had worked most of his life for a Toulouse firm that made pasta-making machinery, so he knew the problem. When he retired, he took a job as a watchman in a brick factory to supplement his pension. There one day he noticed clay being carried forward and compressed by the threads of a helical screw, and as he watched, it turned to pasta in his mind’s eye.


  So he went home, and in his attic he made a working model of a continuous press for pasta in which the dough was carried forward in the threads of a screw, which then forced it through a die. In 1917 he invited his former employers to see the model. They were very impressed, and took out a patent in Sandragné’s name, giving him a royalty on each machine they sold – the precursor of the modern machines.
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    Kneading machine for making vermicelli, c. 1880.
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    Making macaroni in Russia fifty years ago.

  


  


  Sun and sea air


  A notable Italian scene for smart young Englishmen making the Grand Tour in the eighteenth century was the spaghetti hanging out to dry in the streets of Naples. Outside a pasta factory the street would be lined with endless racks strung with spaghetti drying in the sun.


  However, the drying process is by no means simple. If pasta dries too quickly, it will become very brittle; if it dries too slowly, it will go rancid. So it must dry neither too fast nor too slowly, and this was just what the climate of Naples made possible. Hot winds blowing off Vesuvius alternated with fresh sea breezes, and between them they provided perfect drying conditions for the pasta. The fact that two towns near Naples, Torre Annunziata and Gragnano, came to be – and still are – famous centres of pasta manufacture was largely due to the beneficial effect of these winds in the days when pasta was dried in the streets.


  Modern methods


  This story, which began with the millstone, sees the start of its last chapter in 1933 when Braibanti (well-known pasta manufacturers) patented the first machine to include all the stages of pasta making – mixing, kneading, extruding and drying – in one continuous process. Now we enter the era of automatically controlled production lines. The last stage of manufacture is no longer performed by the sun and sea air of Naples, but by automated drying tunnels.


  


  
    [image: Illustration]


    Women making pasta by hand in Tricario, Italy, c.1950.
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    Pictures from the nineteenth century of spaghetti drying in the streets of Torre Annunziata and Gragnano.

  


  Pasta through the ages


  The history of pasta-eating is a fascinating subject. If its early pages are a little hazy, those of more recent times are full of amusing and interesting glimpses into unlikely backwaters of social history.


  The mists of time


  It seems certain that men have grown crops since the earliest traces of civilization, and that they were sustained mainly by eating the produce of these crops. Indeed one of the reasons why most ancient civilizations were situated in river valleys – those of the Tigris, the Euphrates, the Nile, and China’s Yellow River – was that these were the most fertile places, where crops grew best.


  These early people ate many foods that were made by crushing grains and mixing the resulting flour with water. In China, a fairly advanced civilization developed during the Shang dynasty (1700–1100 BC), and it is thought that one of their staple foods was a form of noodles. In that case, pasta’s story starts almost 3,500 years ago. But not the story of my pasta.


  The Greeks did have a word for it


  In Europe, a clue can be picked up from the Greek word laganon, which means a broad flat cake, probably made with a flour and water mixture. Greek civilization flourished during the first millennium BC, so it is not unreasonable to deduce that pasta, more as a mixture of flour and water than as the ingredient we know now, goes back that far. Not only pasta itself, but also one of its many names, lasagne, since laganon led to the Latin laganum – mentioned by Horace in one of his Satires, and by Cicero, who loved to eat it. In Neapolitan dialect a rolling pin is still called a laganatura.


  An Etruscan tomb


  The next piece of evidence of pasta-eating dates from the fourth century BC. Central Italy, west of the Apennines, was at that time ruled by the Etruscans, that mysterious people of unknown origin and undecipherable language. One of their main ports was Caere, about 50 kilometres (30 miles) north of Rome. All that now remains of this once-important naval centre is a large necropolis, where there is a tomb famous for its bas-reliefs showing everyday articles from an Etruscan home.


  Carved on the two central pillars of the tomb are all the utensils for making pasta: a jug for drawing water, a knife, a rolling pin, a large board with a raised edge for keeping the water in when mixing it with the flour, a ladle for adding the water, a flour bag for dusting the board, and a pastry wheel.


  In many parts of Italy today, more than 2,000 years later, you would find almost identical equipment for making pasta in most kitchens.


  A Roman taste


  In one of his Satires, Horace rebukes a friend, who is a judge, for not being able to go around the streets of Tivoli without five servants following him. For his part, he says, he goes where he pleases. ‘I wander through the streets … or often in the forum I stop at the fortune teller’s. Then I go home to my supper, to a bowl of leeks, chickpeas and lasagne.’ (My interpretation of this dish is here.) Although the modern Italian for chickpeas is ceci, the Latin ciceri has been fossilized in the name ciceri e trii, still used for a soup of chickpeas and fried tagliatelle in parts of southern Italy. Trii is another revealing word, as explained below.


  A few decades after Horace, there lived one Marcus Gavius Apicius, a Roman gourmet whose name became a byword for gluttony. A number of contemporary sources describe sensational stories of his love of food. Having eaten his way through a considerable fortune, he could not face the prospect of the lean days ahead, and poisoned himself. Whatever he did, a collection of recipes, called De Re Coquinaria, appeared under his name. In this there is a reference to strips of flour-and-water dough fried and dressed with honey and pepper. Another suggestion is for strips of dough cooked in oil and dressed with pepper and garum, a sauce made from the fermented entrails of mackerel, which the Romans seem to have splashed liberally on most things they ate.


  Arab string


  The gluttony of Apicius was in tune with the times. While Rome indulged itself in what today would be called ‘an orgy of consumer spending’, the outposts of its vast empire were being eroded by invasions from both north and south, and by the end of the first millennium the Roman empire had disappeared from the map of the world.


  In the South, the Arabs invaded Sicily – and many other Mediterranean regions – and they brought with them a culture that was in many respects highly developed; they also introduced produce not yet known in the western Mediterranean countries.


  In ninth-century Spain, under the Emir Abdurrahman II, there was a famous Arab minstrel called Ziryab. A novel feature of his songs was that they often spoke of food, of its attractiveness, and of the elegance with which it should be eaten. And among the foods mentioned are several that seem to be some kind of pasta.


  At this time the Arabs were masters of Sicily, where their cultural and gastronomic influence persisted for a long time after the island was conquered by the Normans. The second Norman ruler of Sicily was King Roger II (1093–1154), and he commissioned an Arab geographer, Al-Idrisi, to explore the island and write a book about it. In this, Al-Idrisi writes that at Trabia, near Palermo, he saw people making a food from flour, in the form of threads, which they called by the Arab word for string, itriyah. Itriyah became tria, and trii is to this day a word for spaghetti in parts of Sicily and other places in southern Italy.


  This use of an Arab word clearly implies an Arab origin for spaghetti, but who is to know whether this trii antedated the Greek and Etruscan pasta? What it tells us is that pasta was eaten in different Mediterranean countries from the earliest times; its origins in the different countries were probably independent of each other. What is certain is that this pasta took many different forms according to how it was cooked. The most usual was for the dough to be fried or baked, and then eaten dry or in a soup. Indeed, to eat pasta fried was quite normal until the sixteenth century, and even when boiled it was often fried immediately afterwards.
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    Pasta manufacture in sixteenth-century Italy.

  


  


  Medieval macaroni


  Some writers have said that Marco Polo introduced pasta into Italy after his twenty years’ stint as a sort of Secretary of State to Kublai Khan. This is a pleasing romantic notion, but it does not square with the facts.


  There is a reference to macaroni in a document dating from 1279, sixteen years before Marco Polo arrived back in Venice. In this 800-year-old document, which is in the Genoa city archives, there is a notary’s list of the items left on his death by one Ponzio Bastone. Among these is a bariscella piena de macaroni, a basket full of macaroni. The contents of this basket are interesting for two reasons. First, this is the earliest known reference to what must have been dried pasta, as we know it today; secondly the fact that the macaroni was separately listed by the notary is an indication that it was something of a luxury, rather than an everyday dish.


  The next medieval macaroni marvel is a great high mountain of grated Parmesan. In Boccaccio’s Decameron, one of the stories is of the gulling of a simple soul. He is called Calandrino, and because he is simple his friends like to play tricks on him. So they tell him of some magic black stones he must collect in vast quantity and take home to his wife. To whet his appetite they describe a far-off place where the stones are to be found. There ‘on a mountain, all of grated Parmesan cheese, dwell folk that do nought else but make macaroni and ravioli, and boil them in capon’s broth, and then throw them down to be scrambled for.’ Even in 1350 macaroni and grated Parmesan was something to tell stories about.


  Francesco di Marco


  By the fourteenth century, pasta had become a regular part of Italian life, albeit only within the upper strata of society. Scattered through documents of the period are references, for example, to a shop in Florence where pasta was made and sold; or to two pasta makers from Rome embarking on a galley where they were to keep the crew happy with fresh pasta during the voyage.


  However, there is one particular source of information that gives a detailed insight into every aspect of Italian life at this time, including pasta. This lies in the incredible store of more than 140,000 letters written by the merchant Francesco di Marco of Prato in Tuscany, and still preserved in his house there. No wonder that he once wrote: ‘I am not feeling very well today on account of all the writing I have done in these two days, without sleeping either by night or by day, and in these two days eating but one loaf.’


  One loaf was not his usual fare, however, as Francesco liked good food and could afford it. He was particularly keen on the first course. This, as often as not, was lasagne or ravioli, and the stuffing of the ravioli consisted of pounded pork, eggs, cheese and a little sugar and parsley, after which the ravioli were fried in lard and sprinkled with sugar. During Lent the ravioli were stuffed with herbs and cheese and sprinkled with spices.


  In the Tuscan city-states at that time, there were ‘sumptuary’ laws, which sought to restrain those with money from spending it too lavishly or ostentatiously. A banquet could consist of only three courses, but the Italians – then as now – were clever at getting around tiresome regulations. Thus the second course usually turned out to include a vast pie that was a gargantuan meal in itself. One such pie was made with chickens, sausages and ravioli filled with ham, which were laid on layers of pastry alternately with layers of dates and almonds, the whole being then covered with pastry and cooked in hot embers.


  Renaissance riches


  The Renaissance was so called because it was a ‘rebirth’ of the classical forms of art. In the culinary arts, too, Latin origins were studied, notably by Bartolomeo Sacchi. He had just been made head librarian at the Vatican, when in 1475 he published a cookbook that was to become a bestseller. Sacchi was a scholar, and the fact that he called himself Il Platina, after the Latin name of his home town Piadena, is an indication of his love of ancient Rome.


  A remarkable sign of the great interest that there must have been in cooking in Renaissance Italy is the fact that between 1475 and 1500 his book, De Honesta Voluptate et Valetudine, went to nine editions, a large number for those days. Platina included many recipes for pasta, in one of which he specified that the pasta should be cooked ‘for as long as it takes to say three Pater Nosters’.


  The three-course feasts given by the merchant of Prato would probably seem like light meals compared to the vast and elaborate banquets given in the days of the Renaissance by the great families of Italy in their splendid palaces. In Rome, the Dorias and the Borgheses; in Ferrara, the Estes; in Mantua, the Gonzagas; in Milan, the Viscontis and the Sforzas; and last but by no means least – in Florence, the Medicis. When Lorenzo the Magnificent was married, he lived up to his name by giving a banquet a day for five consecutive days. Indeed, as even French historians will admit, Italian cooking was far and away the most highly developed in Europe at this time. Thus when Caterina, the fourteen-year-old great-granddaughter of Lorenzo, married the heir to the French throne in 1533, it was natural that she should take her Italian cooks to France with her. Fourteen was not so young for a bride then, and certainly old enough for her to have acquired in Florence the taste for extravagance and beauty. This she took with her to the French court, and in the new palace at Fontainebleau, in the Tuileries palace that she had built, as well as in her other Paris residence, the Louvre, Caterina gave sumptuous banquets à l’italienne. At these her Florentine cooks might well have served pasta to the nobility of France (I have never found any documented evidence). But the French never took Caterina de Medici to their hearts, nor did they adopt her national dish.
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    Making noodles or pasta in a medieval handbook on health and well-being. Illustration from Ibn Butlan’s Taqwim al-sihhah or Maintenance of Health (Baghdad, eleventh century), published in Italy as the Tacuinum Sanitatis in the fourteenth century.

  


  


  A closed shop for pasta


  By 1400 pasta had ceased to be a purely homemade product and was beginning to be made commercially. Like bread, pasta was sold in special shops and was made in the room behind the shop, as it still is in some village shops in the twenty-first century. As vermicelli was the usual generic word for pasta until the eighteenth century, a man who made pasta was a vermicellaio, and the shop he sold it in was the bottega di vermicellaio. The large room at the back contained the madia, in which the dough was kneaded, and the screw press for extruding it, and between there and the shop there was a courtyard for drying the pasta. In addition, so a contemporary document tells us, there was a bedroom for the night watchman.


  The need for a night watchman is a reminder of the fact that, in the Renaissance period, pasta was still luxury food. It was eaten regularly by the wealthy, but for ordinary people it was food for feast days, weddings and other special occasions. As the manufacture of pasta became a trade of some importance, so its price was controlled by law. There are many records of proclamations issued in the various cities of Italy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to specify the exact price per pound at which a particular shape of pasta could be sold. It is interesting to compare the official price of 40 centimes for the equivalent of a kilogram of pasta in Naples in 1670, with the official price of 400 lire for the same amount in October 1974. Perhaps one thousand-fold inflation in three hundred years should not surprise us too much!


  It was not until about a hundred years after pasta was first made commercially that the vermicellai began to band together into arti, or guilds. They did so mainly to protect their interests against those of the bakers. The main point at issue was whether bakers should be allowed to go on making and selling pasta, something to which the vermicellai objected vigorously. The controversy, which at times was nearer a battle, rumbled and raged throughout Italy – through the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Slowly the vermicellai won out, and an early sign of their increasing success and popularity was a Papal ruling in 1641 that there must be at least 25 yards between one pasta shop and the next!


  Harlequinades and odes


  It was another arte, this time the actors’ guild or Commedia dell’arte, that gave pasta its first appearance on the Italian stage. In their improvised plays, so popular in Italy in the sixteenth, seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the masked actors impersonated the familiar characters of Harlequin, Columbine or Pantaloon, each with their stock phrases and actions. Prominent among the figures was Pulcinella, one of the servants or zanni (origin of the English ‘zany’).


  Pulcinella’s black mask had a hook nose, and he was a witty rogue as well as a practical joker. There was one thing that he seemed to be serious about, however, for whenever he appeared on stage he was eating voraciously from a steaming bowl of macaroni.


  A seventeenth-century Neapolitan poet, Scruttendio. wrote an elaborate mock-heroic epic about pasta, In Praise of Macaroni. He also wrote a sweet little poem to his beloved, Cecca, from which the following is a verse.


  Me deze no piatto Ceccarella


  de cierte sapurite maccarune,


  semmenate de zuccaro e canella,


  cosa da far sparire le pperzune.


  and in loose translation


  My dear little Cecca, she gave me a plate


  Of macaroni delicious with a taste that was great.


  All sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon round about,


  So good when I ate it I almost passed out.
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    Pulcinella, stock figure of the Commedia dell’arte, usually appeared on stage carrying his bowl of pasta.

  


  


  Naples supreme


  So we reach the eighteenth century, when the story of pasta, until now somewhat episodic, is about to become history; its backdrop was Naples and its gulf.


  Oddly enough, until about the middle of the eighteenth century Naples was known as the city of the mangiafoglie – leaf eaters. It was the Sicilians who, in the seventeenth century, had been the mangiamaccheroni – the macaroni eaters, and they had scornfully given the Neapolitans the name that came from their love of salads and green vegetables. (Maccheroni was at the time the name used for all kinds of pasta, spaghetti included.) By the late eighteenth century, however, the Neapolitans’ love of leaves was to give way to the love of pasta. In 1700 there were 60 pasta shops in Naples, and in 1785 there were 280. Along with Vesuvius, pasta became the symbol of Naples. This was partly because, in this city where life has always been lived very much in the streets, pasta was a public spectacle. It was hung up to dry in the streets, it was cooked in the streets, and – most remarkable of all – it was eaten in the streets.


  There were the long racks festooned with pasta, gently drying as the hot winds from Vesuvius alternated with the fresh breezes from the sea. If the drying racks outside the macaroni maker’s establishment tended to be tucked away in side streets, not so the maccheronaro – the
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