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To Antonio, whose day would not be complete without a steaming plate of pasta!



[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]


CONTENTS

PASTA PERFECTO

DRIED PASTA

FRESH PASTA

FILLED PASTA

BAKED PASTA

SAUCES

INDEX

GRAZIE!


PASTA PERFECTO

I am so excited to be writing a whole book on my favourite food – pasta!

In Italy, pasta is more than just a food – it is a tradition and a way of life, with a long history. In most Italian homes, no meal is complete without a plate of pasta, no matter how it is enjoyed – whether dried, fresh, filled, baked or served in a soup.

There are many arguments about how pasta first came to Italy and one is the popular myth that it was brought back by Marco Polo from a trip to China. However, historic evidence shows that macaroni and spaghetti existed in Italy long before this time and that a pasta known as lagane was around in Roman times. Lagane was baked rather than boiled, which is probably how our modern-day lasagne came to be.

Pasta, as we know it today, started out in the housewives’ kitchens of southern Italy, made from the basic ingredients of flour and water. Italy’s climate is ideal for cultivating durum wheat, and this is what makes the all-important flour for making pasta. Gradually, it spread throughout the country until it became the beloved staple it is today.

The method of drying pasta was introduced as early as the 1300s, which meant that it could be taken on sea voyages, where its long shelf-life made it the ideal foodstuff. Pasta drying in the streets of Naples in the late 1800s was not an uncommon sight – long strands of pasta would be left out in the hot sun hanging on cane poles resembling washing lines. During my childhood, my home village of Minori had a flour mill and a small pasta factory, and I have vague recollections of the pasta drying in the sun. It would then be packaged in locally manufactured bright blue paper and sold on. Over time, drying processes have changed – the traditional methods were updated and technology has taken over. Much larger factories now produce pasta all over Italy, creating a huge and important industry. Probably the largest and most-loved factories producing excellent pasta are in Gragnano, a town not far from Naples.

Whenever Italians emigrated, wherever it was in the world, they brought their beloved pasta with them. This is probably why it became such a globally loved food. Pasta is quick, simple and versatile. Recipes can range from the speediest, simplest tomato or pesto sauce tossed through some spaghetti, to more elaborate and rich baked dishes, or slow-cooked ragù sauces. That’s the beauty of pasta – you can make it to suit any occasion and budget, and everyone loves it. Pasta can be made simply with flour and water, or with eggs as it is in northern Italy; it can also be made with wholemeal flour. These days, gluten-free pasta is becoming increasingly popular, with varieties made with lentil and chickpea (gram) flours.

Pasta is very much part of the Mediterranean diet and, if eaten in the right quantity with a good homemade sauce, it is very beneficial to our health. It is an excellent carbohydrate, releasing energy slowly, is cholesterol-free and has a low glycemic index score, ideal for diabetics. Apart from its nutritional value, pasta also contains serotonin, a substance associated with feelings of peace and contentment.

There is no limit to the joys of pasta and I can quite happily enjoy it every day, cooked in a different way, safe in the knowledge that I am eating a good, nutritional and balanced diet. I have divided this book into chapters about dried pasta, fresh pasta, filled pasta and baked pasta dishes, as well as giving you some basic recipes for making your own fresh pasta and sauces. I hope you will enjoy recreating some of my favourite recipes, from the traditional classics to more updated versions of Italy’s greatest food.
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HOW TO COOK PERFECT PASTA

Make sure you use a large saucepan filled with plenty of water; pasta needs room to move around when cooking.

Use 1 litre (34 fl oz/4 cups) of water for every 100 g (3½ oz) of pasta.

Bring a large saucepan of water, covered with a lid, to the boil. When the water is just beginning to boil, remove the lid and add salt.

Use 7–10 g (1½–2 tsp) of salt for every 1 litre (34 fl oz/4 cups) of water. This might seem like a lot, but the pasta really needs this flavour boost!

When the water is vigorously boiling, add the pasta and stir with a wooden spoon to avoid it sticking. Do not cover with a lid.

Cook the pasta until slightly underdone or, as Italians like to say, al dente. This literally means ‘to the tooth’ – it should be soft enough to eat but still retain a little bite. This way, the pasta takes longer to chew, which gives you more time to taste and enjoy and, thereafter, digest it properly. There really is nothing worse than overcooked pasta!

When cooking dried pasta, check the directions on the packet for timings – I almost always reduce that time by a couple of minutes. Keep tasting until it is cooked to your liking. Fresh pasta, such as spaghetti or tagliatelle, takes just a minute or two, and fresh filled pasta just a bit longer. Again, taste until satisfied.

Always keep a little of the pasta cooking water aside before draining – just ladle a few spoonfuls out into a bowl. You may not always need it, but adding a little of the cooking water will loosen sauces so that they coat the pasta better, making it nice and glossy.

Drain the pasta in a colander. Alternatively, you could use tongs for long pasta and a ‘spider’, pasta fork or slotted spoon for short pasta, to transfer the cooked pasta immediately to the sauce.
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MATCHING PASTA SHAPES TO SAUCES

Italians are so very particular about what pasta shape should be served with what sauce. And, although it might sound absurd, it is actually true – certain shapes just go better with certain sauces. As an Italian, you grow up with this and instinctively know – just by looking at a shape, I know what sort of sauce would go with it.

Basically, try to match long, thin pasta shapes, such as spaghetti or linguine, to quick, light sauces, such as a simple tomato sauce, or serve with fish. Short, thick shapes like penne or rigatoni, marry well with heavier, more robust-tasting sauces and ragùs; the ridges on these shapes help the thicker sauces cling to the pasta. Contrary to popular belief, spaghetti doesn’t go with Bolognese sauce – it is just too thin and the thick ragù simply falls off the thin strands. Italians eat this with tagaliatelle or pappardelle, as the meat sauce can cling to the thicker strands. In southern Italy, our traditional meat ragù is eaten with thick, ridged rigatoni or long, thick ziti.

Small shapes such as farfalle or fusilli are perfect for salads. Italians use smaller ditalini or macaroni for thick vegetable and bean soups. The really small shapes, collectively known as pastina, including stelline (small stars) or alphabet shapes, are the perfect addition to light broths. As well as classic cannelloni, shapes such as conchiglioni (large shells) and paccheri (large tubes), are all used for filling and creating wonderful baked dishes.

Of course, shapes and sauces are also very dependent on region, climate and what produce is grown locally. For instance, pesto Genovese originated in Liguria, where sweet-smelling basil grows in abundance and the region’s delicate olive oil is perfect for making this sauce. In cooler northern Italy, creamy butter and cheese sauces are more common, as opposed to the south where tomatoes rule. Is this way, pasta shapes and pasta dishes evolved to suit the available ingredients, giving us the huge variety of pasta shapes that we are lucky to have on the market these days.



QUICK GUIDE TO POPULAR SHAPE/SAUCE COMBINATIONS

CONCHIGLIE
tomato-based sauces

CONCHIGLIONI
(large shells) filled and baked

FARFALLE
light vegetable and fish sauces; pesto; salads

FUSILLI
pesto; light tomato and olive sauces; baked dishes

LINGUINE
pesto; light fish and shellfish

MACARONI
bean soups; minestrone; cheesy bakes

ORECCHIETTE
tomato sauces; broccoli with extra-virgin olive oil and chilli (typical of Puglia); meat ragù

PACCHERI
meat ragù; baked dishes

PAPPARDELLE
Bolognese ragù; game; mushrooms

PASTINA
(small stars, orzo, farfalline (little butterflies), anellini (little rings), alphabet) lights broths and soups

PENNE
veggie tomato sauces; arrabbiata sauces; vegetables

RIGATONI
meaty ragùs; baked dishes

SPAGHETTI
light tomato sauces; shellfish (e.g. clams); carbonara sauces; broken up in soups

SPIRALI
pesto; light tomato sauces; baked dishes

TAGLIATELLE
Bolognese ragù; mushrooms; game


DRIED PASTA

This is the chapter to which I’ve dedicated the most recipes. Dried pasta is just so versatile, quick and easy to cook and can be made in a different way every day. Like all Italians, I always keep a good selection in my storecupboard – at least a couple of varieties of pasta lunga (long pasta) such as spaghetti, linguine and tagliatelle; pasta corta (short pasta) such as penne, farfalle and rigatoni; as well as tiny shapes for soups. Along with some storecupboard essentials and fresh produce, I know I can rustle up a satisfying meal in no time.

There is such a huge variety of dried pasta shapes on the market these days. In Italy, you really are spoilt for choice, with over 650 different types to choose from! Even the ubiquitous spaghetti comes in many varieties, from thin spaghettini to thicker spaghettoni. I love to discover new shapes and imagine how I will cook them.

Cooking times for dried pasta vary greatly, depending on size, shape and brand. This is why I haven’t put cooking times in any of the recipes in this chapter and suggest you check the cooking directions on your packet. I like my pasta to be very al dente, so I always reduce the cooking times stated and do several taste tests along the way.

I find the quality Italian pasta brands, which take a little longer to cook, are really worth paying a little bit extra for. The producers use good-quality durum wheat flour and adhere to strict rules and regulations on the making and drying of the pasta. Look out for pasta that has been ‘bronze-cut’, meaning the shapes have been cut with traditional bronze moulds; this makes the pasta shapes coarser, giving them the classic rough texture that sauces can better cling to, which in turn ensures you enjoy every mouthful. Don’t be tempted to buy the cheaper ‘quick cook’ varieties and, if you can, always go for the better quality Italian brands – it really will make a huge difference to your final dish.
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INSALATA PRIMAVERILE DI FUSILLI, FAVE, PISELLI E PECORINO

Spring Pasta Salad with Fresh Broad Beans, Peas and Pecorino

Even though peas and broad (fava) beans are widely available frozen, there is nothing I love more during the spring than enjoying these vegetables in their freshest form. In rural Italy, broad beans are eaten raw with Pecorino cheese, which gave me the inspiration for this pasta salad.

Serves 4

325 g/11½ oz fusilli bucati corti pasta

150 g/5½ oz/1¼ cups fresh broad (fava) beans (shelled weight)

150 g/5½ oz/1 cup fresh peas (shelled weight)

5 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

60 g/2¼ oz/¾ cup grated Pecorino, plus extra shavings to serve

2 slices of prosciutto (Parma ham), finely chopped

1 garlic clove, very finely chopped or minced

½ handful of mint or basil leaves, very finely chopped

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the fusilli bucati corti until al dente (check the instructions on your packet for cooking time).

Meanwhile, blanch the broad beans in boiling water for about 5 minutes until tender but not mushy, then drain and set aside to cool. Likewise, blanch the peas for about 3 minutes until tender but not mushy, then drain and set aside to cool.

In a small bowl, combine the olive oil, grated Pecorino, prosciutto, garlic and mint, season with a little black pepper and set aside.

Drain the pasta, stir in a drizzle of olive oil (to prevent sticking) and leave to cool.

In a large bowl, combine the cooled pasta with the broad beans, peas and the dressing mixture, and serve with extra shavings of Pecorino.
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INSALATA DI PASTA ALLA PUTTANESCA

Puttanesca Pasta Salad

This pasta salad has all the ingredients of a typical puttanesca sauce, but used raw. It uses typical Italian storecupboard staples, so is easy to make at any time, although it is particularly delicious during the summer months. Any leftovers can be put in your lunchbox for the next day.

Serves 4

325 g/11½ oz casarecce pasta

500 g/1 lb 2 oz baby plum tomatoes, halved

10 black olives

10 green olives

1 tbsp capers

5 anchovy fillets

1 garlic clove, finely chopped

1 tsp dried oregano

½ red chilli (optional)

4 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

a handful of basil leaves

sea salt

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the casarecce until al dente (check the instructions on your packet for cooking time).

Meanwhile, combine the tomatoes, olives, capers, anchovies, garlic, oregano, chilli (if using), olive oil and some salt, to taste. Set aside.

Drain the pasta, drizzle with a little olive oil and leave to cool.

Mix the cooled pasta with the tomato salad, add the basil leaves and let rest for 5 minutes before serving. Store in the refrigerator if not using immediately.



INSALATA DI FARFALLE CON ZUCCHINE E GAMBERETTI

Pasta Salad with Baby Courgettes and Prawns

A deliciously light pasta salad that is perfect during the spring and summer months when baby courgettes (zucchini) are at their best. It can be made in advance and enjoyed at picnics or parties.

Serves 4

325 g/11½ oz farfalle pasta

4 baby courgettes (zucchini), very thinly sliced (julienned)

200 g/7 oz pre-cooked tiger prawns (jumbo shrimp)

5 baby plum tomatoes, halved

4 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

a handful of basil leaves

sea salt

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the farfalle until al dente (check the instructions on your packet for cooking time).

In a large bowl, combine the courgette strips with the prawns, tomatoes, olive oil and basil. Season with some salt, cover with clingfilm (plastic wrap) and leave to marinate until the pasta is cooked.

Drain the pasta, drizzle with a little olive oil (to prevent sticking), mix well and leave to cool.

When the pasta is cooled, combine it with the other ingredients. Serve immediately or keep in the refrigerator until required. Bring back to room temperature before serving.



INSALATA DI PASTA INVERNALE

Winter Pasta Salad

A quick and simple pasta salad with winter radicchio. The sweet pears marry well with the slightly bitter radicchio and rich gooey Gorgonzola, and the walnuts add a nice crunchiness. Excellent for a nourishing lunch that can be made in advance and eaten on-the-go.

Serves 4

280 g/10 oz ruote (rotelle) pasta

extra-virgin olive oil, for drizzling

85 g/3 oz radicchio, sliced

175 g/6 oz Conference pears, peeled and sliced

60 g/2¼ oz/½ cup walnut halves, roughly chopped

100 g/3½ oz Gorgonzola cheese, crumbled

balsamic vinegar, for drizzling

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the pasta until al dente (check the instructions on your packet for cooking time). Drain, rinse under cold water, then drain again. Mix in a drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil to stop the pasta from sticking and set aside to cool.

Meanwhile, prepare the other salad ingredients.

Combine the cooled pasta with the radicchio, pears, walnuts and Gorgonzola, drizzle with a little extra-virgin olive oil and balsamic vinegar, and sprinkle with a little salt and pepper to taste.
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PASTACINI

Pasta Croquettes

This is pasta’s equivalent to risotto’s arancini. They are delicious to make for a snack at any time and can also be made with leftover cooked pasta. They can be a bit messy to make, but kids will love to help out!

Makes 8 croquettes

125 g/4½ oz tagliatelle pasta

30 g/1 oz/2 tbsp butter

30 g/1 oz/scant ½ cup grated Parmesan

plain (all-purpose) flour, for dusting and coating

30 g/1 oz cooked ham, finely chopped

50 g/1¾ oz mozzarella, drained and chopped into small cubes

2 eggs, beaten

sea salt

breadcrumbs, for coating

vegetable oil, for deep-frying

Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil and cook the tagliatelle until al dente (check the instructions on your packet for cooking time). Drain well and combine with the butter and grated Parmesan. Set aside to cool.

Lightly dust a work surface with flour. When cool, roughly chop the tagliatelle and divide into 8 portions. Place some cooked ham and mozzarella cubes onto each portion then, with your hands, mould each portion into a croquette-type shape. Tightly wrap each croquette in clingfilm (plastic wrap) and place in the freezer for 20 minutes to firm up.

Put some flour on to a plate for coating, beat the eggs in a bowl and set it nearby, then heap abundant breadcrumbs on another plate and set it nearby. Unwrap each croquette and roll in a little flour until coated, then dip in the beaten egg and finally coat with breadcrumbs.

Heat enough vegetable oil for deep-frying in a deep, heavy pan until very hot (it is ready when a cube of bread browns in 30 seconds). Fry the croquettes in the hot oil for about 3–4 minutes until golden-brown. Remove with a slotted spoon to drain on paper towels and enjoy hot!



[image: Illustration]



FRITTATA DI PASTA AVANZATA

Leftover Pasta Frittata

This is a tasty way to make use of leftover pasta and any other ingredients you might want to use up, such as cheese, cured meats or grilled veggies. In the Italian kitchen, this has long been made to deal with pasta leftovers, but nowadays it is specially made in mini portions and sold as street food.

Serves 4

3 eggs

125 g/4½ oz/1½ cups grated Parmesan

85 g/3 oz/¾ stick butter, melted

10 basil leaves, roughly torn

10 baby plum tomatoes or 4 tbsp leftover tomato sauce













MINESTRONE GENOVESE

Minestrone with Pesto


Serves 4–6























ZUPPA DI VERDURE E PASTINA

Vegetable and Pastina Soup


Serves 4
















ZUPPA DI LENTICCHIE CON DITALINI E RICOTTA SALATA

Lentil Soup with Ditalini and Ricotta Salata


Serves 4


















CARBONARA MARE E MONTI

Carbonara from the sea and mountains


Serves 4






















CAVATELLI CON FRUTTI DI MARE E CECI

Cavatelli with Shellfish and Chickpeas


Serves 4


















LINGUINE AL CARTOCCIO CON GAMBERI E PESTO

Steam-baked Linguine with King Prawns and Pesto


Serves 4

















LINGUINE ALLE VONGOLE

Linguine with Clams


Serves 4















SPAGHETTINI AROMATICI

Anchovy-infused Spaghettini with Capers and Olives


Serves 4















BUCATINI CON LE SARDE E FINOCCHIETTO

Bucatini with Fresh Sardines and Wild Fennel


Serves 4











For the topping:















MEZZI PACCHERI CON COZZE E LIMONE

Mezzi Paccheri with Mussels and Lemon


Serves 4
























MEZZE MANICHE CON RAGU DI MOSCARDINI

Mezze Maniche with Baby Octopus Ragù


Serves 4















SPAGHETTI ALLA CARRETTIERA

Cart Driver’s Spaghetti


Serves 4


















LA GENOVESE DI TONNO CON ZITI

Ziti with Slow-cooked Tuna and Onions


Serves 4


















BIRBONI ATTERRATI

Wholemeal Tagliatelle with Anchovies and Walnuts



Serves 4


















FARFALLE CON CARCIOFI E PANCETTA CROCCANTE

Farfalle with Artichokes and Crispy Pancetta


Serves 4




















RIGATONI ALLA ZOZZANA

Rigatoni with Pancetta and Sausage


Serves 4




















BUCATINI ALL’AMATRICIANA

Bucatini with Tomatoes and Guanciale


Serves 4














PACCHERI CON RAGU DI CARNE

Paccheri with Meat Ragù


Serves 4


















GARGANELLI CON RAGU BIANCO DI VITELLO

Garganelli with Minced Veal


Serves 4




















FUSILLI CON CAVOLO NERO E SALSICCIA

Fusilli with Sausage and Cavolo Nero


Serves 4



















GIGLI CON PISELLI, PANCETTA E POMODORO FRESCO

Gigli with Peas, Pancetta and Fresh Tomatoes


Serves 4


















ORECCHIETTE CON SALSICCIA E POMODORINI GIALLI

Orecchiette with Sausage and Baby Yellow Plum Tomatoes


Serves 4
















PENNE CON PEPERONI ALLA TRAPANESE

Penne with Trapanese-style Peppers


Serves 4























PENNE CON CAVOLFIORE ALLA PALERMITANA

Sicilian-style Penne with Cauliflower


Serves 4























MEZZE MANICHE CON BROCCOLI, SPECK E MANDORLE

Mezze Maniche with Broccoli, Speck and Almonds


Serves 4





















GNOCCHETTI SARDI CON SALAME E PESTO DI PISTACCHIO E LIMONE

Gnocchetti Sardi with Salami and a Pistachio and Lemon Pesto


Serves 4




For the pesto:














MAFALDINE CON RICOTTA

Mafaldine with Ricotta


Serves 4


















PENNETTE CON LENTICCHIE E FUNGHI

Pennette with Lentils and Mushrooms


Serves 4



















FUSILLI INTEGRALI CON SALSA ALLA CRUDAIOLA

Wholemeal Fusilli with Fresh Tomatoes


Serves 4















LINGUINE AL LIMONE

Linguine with Lemon


Serves 4













SPIRALI CON PESTO DI AGRUMI

Spirali with Citrus Pesto


Serves 4






















CASARECCE ALLA NERANO

Casarecce with Courgettes and Provolone


Serves 4
















SPAGHETTI CON CIPOLLE ARROSTITE

Spaghetti with Roasted Onions


Serves 4
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