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Introduction

Every day millions of us are united in doing the same thing. We take a packet of pasta from the shelf, we tip the shapes into boiling water, we make something to eat.

Pasta, a small word for a universe of shapes. The word comes from the Latin pasta, which comes from the Greek πάστη (paste) = a mix of flour and water. From this paste, hands, and then machines, formed shapes – long, short, twisted, pierced, dragged, filled, fresh, dried. Anything from 350 to 600 depending on who you talk to, with 1,300 dialect names, and new shapes being invented every year. The story of these shapes is the story of Italy. For Italians, pasta is more than just a food, it is a symbol, a flag, a way of life and culture. It is a universe with many galaxies, the gravitational pull of passion and opinion, the occasional black hole, and a constellation of stars (recipes).

Only a genius or an idiot would try to concentrate all this into a book. I am neither, at least not in this context, so I haven’t tried. Neither am I Italian, a scholar, or a chef. However, I have, as a food writer and home-cook living in Italy and surrounded by good teachers, spent the last 16 years in Rome learning about, cooking and eating pasta. And while I am acutely aware of my limits, I also know my worth. I have done what I always do and written stories about 50 shapes. Some stories are practical, others historical, geographical, some more earnest than others, and they always end with recipes. The idea is the 50 stories, arranged alphabetically according to the first letter of the shape, are like pieces of a jigsaw in that they fit together to form not the picture, but a picture of pasta. Individual pieces also stand alone, useful unto themselves. At the very least, you are holding a book of marvellous recipes.

Pasta may be more than just a food, but it is a food, shapes cooked in water in order to make something to eat, and that is what this book is about.

Rome, November 2020




Some Suggestions

Arranging this book alphabetically meant we had to allocate sauces to shapes. This was a satisfying way to honour classic pairings (lots more about pairing in C – Casarecce) but also a minefield, as most sauces are polygamists pairing beautifully with lots of shapes, which we have noted as alternatives you will discover as you work through the book. However, if you are anything like me you may well have grabbed a packet from the shelf and are now wondering what to cook. With that in mind, before we start at A – Alfabeto, here are some suggestions, a quick reference for much-loved packets, ideas for specific occasions, vegetarian dishes marked with a v.
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Suggestions for shapes

Fusilli

Lamb ragù

Onion ragù (v)

Broccoli with anchovy crumbs

Peperonata (v)

Sardines with fennel and anchovy crumbs

Linguine

Onion and anchovy

Courgettes, egg and Parmesan (v)

Clams/vongole

Pesto alla genovese (v)

Leeks, cream and saffron (v)

Maccheroni

Macaroni cheese (v)

Midsummer pasta with roasted vegetables, mozzarella and basil (v)

With peas, bacon and ricotta

Baked macaroni with meatballs and aubergine

Four cheeses (v)

Orecchiette

Broccoli with anchovy crumbs

Braised lentils (v)

Chickpea and chestnut soup (v)

Bursting tomatoes and anchovy crumbs

Trapanese pesto of almonds, tomato and basil (v)

Pappardelle

Duck ragù

Onion ragù (v)

Radicchio, fennel, cream and Parmesan (v)

Funghi porcini (v)

Leeks and mussels

Penne

Arrabbiata – tomato and lots of red chilli (v)

Four cheeses (v)

Sausage, porcini mushrooms and leeks

Norma – tomato, aubergine and salted ricotta (v)

Courgettes, pancetta and pecorino

Spaghetti

Simple tomato and basil sauce (v)

All’amatriciana

Puttanesca

Cacio e pepe – pecorino and black pepper (v)

Carbonara – egg, guanciale and pecorino

Tagliatelle

Ragù bolognese

Chicken livers and sage

Bursting tomatoes and anchovy crumbs

Butter and Parmesan (v)

Bean soup (broken) (v)
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Suggestions for occasions

Very quick

Cacio e pepe – pecorino and black pepper (spaghetti alla chitarra) (v)

Aglio, olio e peperoncino – garlic, olive oil and chilli (spaghetti) (v)

Burro e parmigiano – butter and Parmesan (fettuccine) (v)

Salmone e mascarpone – smoked salmon and mascarpone (farfalle)

Scampi e limone – prawns and lemon (capelli d’angelo)

Burro e alici – butter and anchovy (fettucine)

Quick

Alfabeto in brodo (v)

Simple tomato and basil sauce (spaghetti) (v)

Pesto alla genovese (trofie) (v)

Puttanesca

Carbonara – egg, guanciale and pecorino (rigatoni)

Four cheeses (penne) (v)

Sardines, fennel, lemon and anchovy crumbs (fusilli)

Satisfying supper

Ragù di agnello con tante erbe – lamb ragù with lots of herbs (fusilli)

Macaroni cheese (v)

Spaghetti with clams

Pasta al forno – baked pasta with rich tomato sauce and mozzarella (v)

Minestra di ceci e castagne – chickpea and chestnut soup (v)

Fregula with clams

Spring and summer dishes, for a crowd

Pasta di mezz’estate – midsummer pasta (v)

Pesto alla genovese – with potatoes and green beans (trofie) (v)

Vignarola – Roman braised spring vegetables (strappati) (v)

Chicken with orzo

Spinach and potato gnocchi with cream, Parmesan and basil (v)

Autumn and winter dishes, for a crowd

Lasagne alla bolognese (lasagna)

Pumpkin cappellacci (v)

Vincisgrassi – rich baked pasta with porcini, prosciutto and béchamel

Pappardelle with duck

Ziti con la genovese – ziti with onion and beef sauce




Quantities

Recipes serve 4, except where noted otherwise. Regarding the quantity of pasta, a sweep through Italian guidelines and opinion finds the general advice is 60–100g of dried pasta, 100–120g of fresh pasta, 120–150g of filled pasta, 100–130g of gnocchi per person. The lower end of this range can seem modest, until you remember that pasta is often served as a primo, literally, a first course, with a meat, fish or vegetable secondo coming after. Obviously if there is nothing coming after, a more generous serving is called for, and of course what constitutes generous varies as much as the nature (richness/robustness) of different types of pasta and sauces.

However, we need a rule of thumb. So, with a few noted exceptions, I suggest 400g of dried pasta, 480g of fresh, 600g of filled for 4 people. But this is only a suggestion, which does beg the question, what to do with the 100g of penne left in the bag? If you do decide to throw the contents of the whole 500g bag in to the water, just be aware the sauce may need a bit of help, a little more oil or cheese, an extra ladle of pasta cooking water, so it all comes together. Leftover pasta is brilliant, as it can be made into a frittata (see page 281).
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— a —

Alfabeto

There are just 21 letters in the Italian alphabet, no J, K, W, X or Y. Less to remember, but frustrating if you are called Joy, because searching for your name is integral to eating a bowl of broth with letters.

There is no better way to begin this A–Z than with alfabeto, tiny pasta in the shape of letters. Surely invented to engage children, and considered by some a gimmick, alfabeto is made of durum wheat and water. It is a pastina, part of a huge family of tiny shapes that includes puntini (dots), stelline (stars), tempestine (little storms), anelli (rings), fregula (balls) and quadrucci (little squares), some of which we will meet later in the alphabet. Unlike other small shapes that hold their own in soups, alfabeto really are tiny. Smaller than a currant or a crumb picked up with a damp finger, they stand up to nothing! And why should they, when they are best in a bowl of broth.

To write about alfabeto, or any pastina, is to write about Italian brodo, as the two are inseparable. Closer to consommé than stock, brodi are liquids to which meat or vegetables, or both, have given flavour, and of course come in cubes and granules too. Several pasta shapes are served ‘in brodo’, the most famous being belly-button meat-filled tortellini, which we will come to later. Whatever the form, the pasta is cooked directly in the brodo, and sometimes grated Parmesan is swirled in at the end, which clouds and enriches. While alfabeto suspended in brodo is something given to children, it is by no means just for children. It is a simple joy, although don’t expect to find Joy in it.
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— a —

Anelli

A favourite bag to pull from the shelf, the little rings pressed up against the plastic like kids’ faces against a car window. I have a pasta-map tea towel. On it anelli float like tiny life-rings in the stretch of sea between Sicily and the heel of Puglia, the two regions in which they are most typical. For my Sicilian partner Vincenzo they are a shape of his childhood, one that holds personal and collective history. They are part of my childhood too, hooped-tinned memories. The pasta encyclopedia defines anelli as a factory-made, durum wheat and water dried pastina that comes in various sizes and goes by various names – anelli, anelletti, anellini, anelloni d’Africa. While anelli are typically served in broth, they are also well dressed with tomato sauce and fried aubergine, layered with cheese and baked for a timballo, which I will come to shortly.

Pasta shapes are edible hubs of information: flour and liquid microchips containing huge amounts of data, historical, geographical, political, cultural, personal, practical. Each shape can also be defined physically by its geometry, makeup, and category. And while this book isn’t a catalogue, certain terms will come up often so it seems a good idea to clarify a few things before we move on.
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Fresh pasta or dried pasta. All pasta starts off fresh, and therefore soft, whether it’s a strand of spaghetti extruded in a factory, an ear of flour and water orecchiette, or a ribbon of egg tagliatelle you have made yourself. In referring to dried pasta I mean pasta shapes that have been made specifically – usually in a factory – to be dried so they last indefinitely. Fresh pasta, whether flour and egg, or flour and water, is made to be eaten while it is still fresh and soft.

Pasta, from the word impasto – a magma of flour and liquid – can be made from any flour; the Italian pasta lexicon includes shapes made from chestnut flour, acorn flour, rice flour, corn flour, broad bean flour and buckwheat. The hard king and tender queen, though, are hard or durum wheat semolina flour and soft wheat 00 flour. Simple, and really all we need to know as shoppers and eaters, although as cooks a bit more information is useful.

Hard or durum wheat, Triticum durum, grano duro, is the hardest variety of wheat. High in protein, durum’s hardness mustn’t be confused with what we consider ‘hard’ wheat in English, that is, high-protein bread flour, but rather refers to the fact that it is stubborn and resistant to milling, eventually reducing to a granular texture the colour of pale egg yolks. Ground coarsely it becomes semolina suitable for puddings, or the basis for African and Levantine couscous. Ground twice it becomes flour, semola rimacinata in Italian, durum wheat semolina flour in the UK. Hard wheat flour absorbs water greedily, producing a dough with real substance, which is why it is ideal for making flour and water pasta. It is the legally stipulated flour for factory-made dried shapes in Italy. Soft wheat flour, Triticum aestivum, grano tenero, is a separate species from hard wheat. Low in protein, its softness means it is a pushover, milling easily into powdery flour, its precise grade of milling noted in numbers, 00 being the finest, then 0, 1, 2 increasingly coarse. Soft wheat produces a more elastic dough, so is used to make fresh and fresh egg pasta. It is worth sticking your hands simultaneously into two bags, one of hard wheat semolina flour, the other soft wheat flour, to understand the difference. Hard wheat semolina flour is gently gritty and like very fine sand compared to the infinite smoothness of soft wheat 00 flour.

Factory-made and home-made. Leaky definitions, with many shapes being both, especially now people have powerful domestic extruders producing shapes once exclusive to factories, and traditionally home-made shapes being made on an industrial scale. Overwhelmingly though, dried pasta is factory-made, while fresh shapes, both flour and water and flour and egg, are home-made or made on a smaller scale.

Extruded or Cut or Dragged. Extruded shapes are made by being forced through a die, which means many of the tubular and rounded flour and water dried shapes, also all the long ones with a rounded cross-section – spaghetti, linguine, bucatini, ziti. Cut shapes are made by cutting the dough, whether fresh or dried – tagliatelle, pappardelle, mafalde, lasagne. Dragged shapes are formed by a dragging motion.

Most useful, maybe, are the 6 categories of pasta shapes which take in all the above, fresh and dried, all flours, factory-made and home-made.


	Pastine. Very small pasta shapes that are generally cooked in broth, therefore requiring a spoon. Pastine can be fresh or dried, and are made with hard or soft wheat, and other flours too. Most pastine, though, are factory-made hard wheat and water dried shapes.

	Pasta corta, short pasta. Short shapes, both factory-made and home-made, so quills of penne and spirals of fusilli, also lozenge-shaped fregnacce.

	Pasta lunga, long pasta. Long shapes, both factory-made and home-made, spaghetti obviously, tagliatelle, fettuccine, pappardelle, also flour and water pici and lagane.

	Pasta ripiena, filled pasta. Stuffed or filled shapes, so ravioli and tortellini, also rolls of cannelloni and all the layered, baked pastas.

	Strascinati, dragged shapes. Shapes made by being dragged across a surface either with a finger or implement. Orecchiette, the ear-like pasta from Puglia, is probably the most famous of these, but there are many others.

	Gnocchi. Shapes with a dumpling form, which may or may not be ridged or indented.



Some shapes straddle two categories. Gnocchi ricci, for example, are gnocchi but also dragged, while maccheroni, fusilli and lasagne can mean many things. Also bear in mind that many shapes have many names, that while classifying pasta is helpful it is not an exact science and at times as slippery as a just-cooked ribbon of fettuccine.
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So back to the second shape of this alphabet, anelli, pressing up against the side of the bag like eager faces. As I mentioned, they can be served in broth, which you can then cloud with cheese, or brothy soup. Or they can be par-boiled, dressed with sauce, pressed into a tin, and baked into a timballo that you invert with a triumphant ta-dah.
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— b —

Bigoli

Maybe you pulled the packet of pasta off the shelf and from there decided the sauce. Or was it the idea of sauce that came first, and from there you settled on the shape? Perhaps the craving for a shape and sauce arrived together like an airdrop, or brainwave – bigoli in salsa – I want bigoli with a soft, slightly grey, sweet-salty mush of onion and anchovies. Whatever it was, the next step is to put the water on.
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	Get the pan out and – I know this is going to sound pretentious, or annoying, or both, so apologies in advance – remember that cooking pasta is an everyday art. What I mean is that like any art, cooking pasta is a skill acquired by experience, study and observation, and it is ongoing. I learn every time, when I make penne with cheese for the third time in four days for my picky child, or assemble an epic lasagna. As with any art, there is no place for snobbery. Sadly there is plenty, which is a shame because it gets in the way of the most democratic and generous food there is, and lunch.

	While the suggestion that water for cooking pasta should be as salty as the Mediterranean Sea is evocative, it is also a question! How salty is the sea? Answer – salty, you wouldn’t want to swallow even a mouthful of it. How salty is that? A formula is more useful. People who cook pasta well use the formula, even if it looks as if they are freewheeling, 1 litre of boiling water and 10g of coarse salt (5g of fine) for every 100g of pasta. I find it useful to have a pasta pan so familiar I know the water levels for 3, 4 and 5 litres, and a spoon that holds 10g of coarse salt. If as a rule you cook a 500g packet of pasta it is not a bad idea to weigh out 50g of coarse salt as an example, then stare at it. Be prepared, some people will think you are trying to kill them if they see you carry 5 spoonfuls between salt pot and pan, and they will also think you are using too much water, therefore trying to destroy the planet. Reassure them you are not, that there is science in this ratio, that pasta doesn’t contain salt so obtains it during cooking, which is essential to flavour. Pasta knows exactly what it is doing, and only absorbs as much as it needs.

	You’ve added the salt, stirred and the water is at a rolling boil. Add the pasta and stir. In the case of long shapes this means allowing the strands to fan out like a peacock’s tail, then, as they start to soften and sink, use the back of a wooden spoon to ease them into the water, and stir. Stir a couple of times more during cooking to prevent sticking.

	Start your timer or glance at the clock when the water comes back to a rolling boil, as that is the start of cooking. I set my timer for 2 minutes before the end of the recommended cooking time on the packet. This allows plenty of time for manoeuvring, to taste and judge the level of doneness, to lift the pasta out if cooking is going to be completed in with the sauce.

	Al dente, literally ‘to the tooth’, or bite, the descriptor for how pasta ‘should’ feel when cooked, firm and with slight resistance, although not chalky. There is a scale of al dente, and where you sit on it is up to you. Timings on pasta packets are usually quite good, but I always taste, also because I am trying to find a middle point between the al dente I like and the slightly more extreme al dente my partner likes.

	I tend not to think of it as draining pasta, rather, three ways of getting the pasta out of the water. Because most of the time I don’t drain, but scoop or lift pasta out of the cooking water with 1 – a spider sieve, 2 – a pair of tongs and put it directly into the sauce. If I drain, I save a big cup of cooking water, then drain into 3 – a colander in the sink. In the case of bigoli and salsa, use tongs to lift it straight into the salsa, either in a bowl, or straight into the pan.
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Bigoli is a shape typical of the Veneto region. First mentioned in a twelfth-century rhyme, bigoli was a long pasta made from a mix of hard and soft flours, often with a proportion of wholemeal, which is why it was sometimes labelled a poor man’s pasta. It was in 1604 that a pasta maker called Bartolomio Veronese registered his invention, a torcio bigolaro or il bigolaro. Clamped to a table or a stool, il bigolaro, with its press, cylinder and die, produced long, 2mm thick strings, with a rough sauce-catching texture – bigoli al torcio. Bigoli is sometimes referred to as wholemeal spaghetti, which it is, only not like that, its flavour and porous texture quite different. Factory-made bigoli is tamer than home-made or artisan bigoli, but it still retains a defining bite.

Bigoli is married to one sauce, which is simply referred to as salsa, everyone knowing that means onion and anchovy, maybe tuna, cooked slowly into an almost cream. Bigoli in salsa is the focus of my many cravings and the answer to the question, what shall we have for lunch? Perfect! Grab 2 onions and a tin of anchovies. Put the water on, when it boils add salt, stir and butta la pasta, throw the pasta (in the pan).
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A note about anchovies

Italians have 32 ways to say anchovy. Almost three dozen names (many in dialect) for this small, slender fish with silvery sides, firm flesh and no chin. Even though they swim numerously in the Mediterranean, Indian and Pacific oceans, anchovies remain rare for many because they are so fragile, deteriorating quickly out of water. It is a consolation that as wonderful as fresh anchovies taste, they are even better preserved. Packing anchovies under salt, acciughe sotto sale, to cure them has been common practice in Italy since the ancient Romans, a way of preserving an otherwise ethereal fish, the by-product of which was a fermented fish sauce called garum. They are processed quickly, decapitated (but not gutted and boned) and layered with coarse salt. Salting changes the nature of the flesh completely, transforming it from soft and fragile to firm and taut, like soft leather, and the flavour from gentle with a slight bitterness to rich, salty and searing, making it both the greatest ingredient and the deepest seasoner.

To prepare salted anchovies for eating you need to brush away the salt, rinse and then open them out like a butterfly in order to ease away the bone. Once boned, blot, lay in a shallow dish, cover with olive oil and use within 3 days. A faff, but you are rewarded with fat, pink fillets of a quality and flavour usually found in only the most expensive tins.

Tins of anchovies with a key and roll-back top and tiny jars are simply anchovies cured in salt that have been prepared and covered in oil, making them ready to eat. Quality varies dramatically, as does cost. It is worth buying anchovies in olive oil, but if this isn’t possible, pour the vegetable oil away, replace it with your own fresh olive oil and leave them to sit for a while.
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— b —

Brichetti

A rare shape, also a common one. Rare in that you only really find brichetti in and around Genoa, where it shares a dialect name and form with matchsticks. Common in that you can make something incredibly similar by breaking spaghetti. And if anyone ever suggests that it isn’t acceptable to break spaghetti, gently point them in the direction of any of the 1,064 regional minestra recipes that call for spaghetti spezzati, that is, broken or snapped. Or maybe just change the subject.

And brichetti is really just an excuse to write about minestrone, because at this point in the alphabet there should be a big pan of soup.

Every region of Italy has at least one typical minestrone. A big soup, probably with beans then thickened with pasta, rice or bread, and adapted by every person who makes it. The one on the next page from Genoa, capital of the crescent-shaped north-west region of Liguria, is particularly good and generous. It does feel like soup made backwards. While most minestrone are like cautious swimmers entering the sea, a steady march of ingredients into the pan, this is a fling, all the diced vegetables plunged straight into boiling water, later joined by pasta and then right at the end, the oil and seasoning in the form of a pounded green sauce. It was Genovese merchant ships that carried the first dried pasta, made by the Arabs in Sicily, all over the Mediterranean and to Genoa, which became a cradle of pasta making. Apparently brichetti were made specifically for minestrone alla genovese, short strands of a story, in a spoon, for lunch.
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— b —

Bucatini

Bucato means pierced, which is exactly what bucatini is, a thick-spaghetti-like pasta with a hole running down its length. Its ancestors are the early, fresh pierced pastas (in Italian, buco means hole). Its modern form is a durum wheat and water factory-made dried shape. When cooked al dente, bucatini retains its shape surprisingly well: you can wind it around your fork, but it may well break loose, which is why it is known as unmanned-hose pasta in our house, for its habit of flicking back at you unexpectedly. Bucatini is a popular shape all over the South, but I know it best here in my adopted city of Rome and my partner’s home town of Gela, in Sicily.

The trattoria that inhabits the bottom, left-hand corner of our building is called Il Bucatino, leaving no doubt as to a shape they like to serve. Like many trattorie in Rome it is run by a family whose roots are in neighbouring Abruzzo, a rugged and green region bookended by mountains and sea, and defined by good food. It makes sense that it was shepherds, high in the mountainous hinterland between Abruzzo and Lazio, who first fried guanciale then tossed it with pasta and pecorino cheese to make what is now known as gricia. It was much later, when an immigrant from the Americas arrived and settled, that gricia (and many other dishes to boot) went from bianca (white) to rossa (red) and this variation became known as amatriciana, named for the historic town tragically scarred by earthquakes. Il Bucatino’s kitchen window opens on to a communal courtyard which acts like a vortex and spins the sound of the dishes being sprayed clean, snappish exchanges between waiters and cooks, and the scent of guanciale in a hot pan through the vent above our front door. Both bucatini all’amatriciana and bucatini alla gricia are served in high-sided, fluted white bowls. Il Bucatino also provides bibs, and it isn’t some novelty for tourists, but a precaution for anyone who knows.
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A note about Parmesan and pecorino

Parmesan, Parmigiano-Reggiano, is a cow’s milk cheese that takes its name from the cities of Parma and Reggio Emilia, both in Italy’s Emilia-Romagna region. Its ancestor, Grana Padano, which means granular cheese made in the Po valley, can be dated back to 1136 and the abbey of Chiaravalle near Milan and its industrious monks. There is no doubt the evolution of Parmigiano is extraordinary, that in the hands of long-established makers and now a large workforce of Sikhs from Punjab it has become a superstar cheese although it wasn’t until the second half of the twentieth century that it was diffused all over Italy. It is rich, ripe and rounded, its grain like crystal shards that take on more definition as they age, 18, 24, 36, 48, 60, 72 months and beyond. There is a galaxy of Parmigiano-Reggiano worth exploring with a good guide, a local deli or the comprehensive online database of the Consorzio del Formaggio Parmigiano-Reggiano. For the purpose of this book, though, I suggest you look for Parmigiano-Reggiano DOP (in English Protected Designation of Origin, which protects its integrity and production) that is at least 24 months old. Grana or Grana Padano is an alternative to Parmesan. It is not a lesser cheese, just different, and often less expensive as it is sold younger. Look for Grana DOP that is at least 12 months old.

Pecorino simply means sheep’s milk cheese and there are hundreds of varieties from all over Italy, the ancestors of which are some of the most ancient cheeses. In this book, however, I mostly refer to pecorino romano, sharp, salty, undeniably sheepish, also persistent, ringing in your mouth and stinging the tiny cut on your tongue long after the craggy crumb has dissolved. Pecorino romano (90 per cent of which is made in Sardinia) can be a table cheese, especially when young (5 months), but is mostly considered a grating cheese: its piquant saltiness means it is a great seasoning and melts accommodatingly, which is why it is indispensable in the quartet of classic Roman pasta, amatriciana, gricia, cacio e pepe and carbonara. Again it is worth exploring pecorino with a good guide. But for the sake of this book, look for pecorino Romano DOP that is 8 months old.

Grating. The painful truth is the star side of the box grater is the best one. It produces fat crumbs that melt differently to those made by a microplane, and this is particularly important when the crumbs are an ingredient in, say, cacio e pepe. There are strong opinions about where you should and shouldn’t put grated Parmesan and pecorino, which like most strong opinions are turned on their head by other strong opinions. More than having strong opinions I am simply a fan of both and I know I use them too often, that I should pause, ask myself if olive oil and a pinch of red chilli flakes might work better. Often Parmesan and pecorino are tossed along with the sauce so they help with the binding. And of course if you can’t get Parmesan or pecorino, use whatever cheese you have/enjoy.
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— b —

Busiate

Busiate is a long, twisting pasta that is pierced down the middle. Pasta’s history is a long, twisting story that begins with wheat. A complicated story too, and a nebulous one, even for historians and archaeologists. But most of all it is a fascinating story, a page-turner even, especially in the hands of Giuseppe Prezzolini, Emilio Sereni, Silvano Serventi and Françoise Sabban, Oretta Zanini de Vita and Massimo Montanari, whose work I hope this book will lead you to. I am not a historian or a scholar. I am also aware of my limits and apologize in advance to historians and scholars for the following wrestled telling of the story and epic journey of wild grain to the pasta shapes we cook and eat every day, spaghetti with clams with a pinch of epic.

If the story of pasta is the story of the domestication of wheat, it begins 12,000 years ago, on the plateaux of the Near and Middle East, the so-called Fertile Crescent, particularly – and this is something I remember from school – the ancient land of Mesopotamia. It is here Sumerians are thought to have first domesticated the wild seeds of eight neolithic founder crops – barley, lentil, pea, chickpea, bitter vetch, flax, emmer wheat, einkorn wheat – ingredients for a heroic-sounding soup, and the beginning of true agriculture. From this nexus, agriculture moved, each area of the world developing its grain of choice, rice in Asia, corn in America, sorghum on the African continent and wheat in the Mediterranean. The French historian Fernand Braudel defines these as the ‘plants of civilization’. New societies were constructed around the chosen one, agriculture, economy, exchange, politics, culture, ritual, city and civilization built around grains.

The Polish-Swiss botanist Adam Maurizio observed that the story of pasta must be written in parallel with the story of the consumption of cereals. Trusting Maurizio, we should note the consumption of cereals has four stages. The first is that it is consumed like any other wild fruit or berry, raw. The second is that it is toasted or boiled. The third is that it is milled. The fourth is that the milled cereal is kneaded with water, creating a mass of dough that can be shaped and cooked. Archaeological evidence shows all four of these stages in prehistory. But cooked to what? Bread? Pasta? Both?

There is evidence wheat has been cultivated in Italy, in particular Puglia, Sicily and Abruzzo, since 6500 BC. To understand the evolution and mysterious channels of Maurizio’s four stages in Italy – who first toasted grains, who boiled grain into a soupy pulp, who made bread and who made pasta – is to understand the various indigenous populations, as well as their interactions with other civilizations, Sumerians, Phoenicians, Greeks, Arabs, Vikings, Normans, Bourbons, looking for trade or conquest of new territory. In short, to wrestle with the history of Italy (the divisions of which looked nothing like they do now) and Italy in relation to the world. A nice reminder we are all connected, a mind-boggling task. And of course history was written by those who wrote, which was very few. Most food, prepared by illiterate people (the majority), by definition lacks any sort of documentation. Archaeologists can provide evidence of toasted grains, pots used to boil, mills and baking stones, murals on the walls of Etruscan tombs, but words are words, and with them we encounter minefields of meaning.

Happily, food historians have negotiated (and debated) the minefields of meaning to find a circle of identity around a food called tracta, mentioned in ancient Greek and Roman texts, also drawing on sources from the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds and a food called triqta. They conclude that tracta can be interpreted as flour, either hard or soft wheat, mixed with water to form an early form of pasta, either soft or dried, which could be boiled in water or fried, used in layers like modern lasagne, broken into small pieces to thicken liquid foods, or crumbled into sauces. As cooks and eaters we recognize all these things, and have more evidence that things are easier to understand when the end point is lunch.

Following tracta we meet the Greek làganon / Roman lagana, which derives from lasanon and lasanum, Greek and Latin words for pots. Lagana may or may not be precisely the same thing as tracta, but is certainly extremely similar, and so another early pasta. An important piece of the jigsaw is the Roman poet Horace, who lived from 65 BC to 8 BC and wrote that after wandering round the Roman Forum one night, he grew tired and went home to a bowl of porri et ciceris laganique catinum, leeks, chickpeas and lagana. Tempting, and an important testimony of lagana/pasta as a common food.

While lagana was evolving with the Greeks and Romans, the Arabs were evolving and perfecting the art of drying their own form of pasta, in strings. Again historians return to the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, and mention of a food called itryya, also the Yiddish vrimzliash. What we know is that between 902 and 1165 during the overlapping Arab and Norman rule of Sicily the art of drying pasta, tria, was evolved and industrious. We have the enchanting description by the Arab geographer Al-Idrisi in 1154 as part of a book documenting the geography and rituals of the island he authored for Sicily’s then Norman king, Roger II.

‘In Sicily there is a town called Trabia, an enchanted place endowed with perennial waters and mills. In this town they make a food in the form of strings in quantities such as to supply in addition to the towns of Calabria, those of Muslim and Christian territories.’

And what do we take from all this? In the words of Corrado Barberis, the origin of pasta is multitudinous, it isn’t Italian, or Greek, or Arab, or Jewish, but all of them, with the metamorphosis in Italy, which provided the necessary conditions. The physical evolution of pasta, though, can be looked at simply. Wheat was milled into flour and mixed with liquid to make a big lump, a gnocco, from which came parents lagana and tria, who between them gave birth to hundreds of children. This book is about some of them.

Enter busiate, born in Sicily around 1000 AD, amidst the overlapping Arab and Norman rule of Sicily, which means it has characteristics of both parents, but especially the pierced pastas of the Arabs. It is considered the oldest Sicilian home-made pasta, formed by rolling a rope of dough about 10cm long and then pressing a busa, a stiff reed, into the dough and rolling the rope vigorously so the dough surrounds the reed, which is then slipped out, leaving a hollow tube. Busiate were eaten both fresh and dried, which made them ideal for transportation, as sailors’ food but also as cargo, which is why they diffused, along with strings of dried pasta itryya, all over the Mediterranean so efficiently, most notably to Genoa, which was to become a centre of pasta production.

[image: ]
Busiate is still a homemade shape, one which varies according to the cook. At the Anna Tasca Lanza cooking school, for example, rather than a pierced rope busiate is more like a ringlet or a ribbon round a maypole. It is also a factory-made shape and one worth seeking out, the long spiral the most magnificent sauce-catcher imaginable, especially with pesto trapanese, or Sicilian ragù of pork and aubergine, scented with fennel seeds and a touch of epic.




[image: ]
— c —

Cannelloni

As a child, I was sometimes given flour and water to play with as a distraction while Mum cooked. At first, combining the two haphazardly was enough, letting the mixture squelch through my fingers and swirling my hands through the sticky mess. Soon though, I learned; real satisfaction was to be gained by mixing enough of each to make a pliable dough every bit as satisfying as plasticine or putty. After pressing and pummelling I would pinch bits from the ball and roll them into worms, balls and rings for my fingers. I was making pasta.

As an adult I forgot this. Until the age of 35 I avoided making pasta. The story I told myself was it was complicated, ambitious and mysterious, that it required either shiny equipment or Italian DNA. I found evidence to back up my story, pictures of exquisite pasta made by chefs with sleek stainless steel counters and by agile grannies, a four-page description of the method, decided I preferred dried pasta and assumed making pasta meant trouble.

It took a morning with my friend Paola for my story to collapse. To be reminded that making pasta is essentially simple, that it is mixing enough flour and liquid to make a rough dough which is neither too sticky nor too dry, then practising, better still playing, in order to find the moves and pummels needed to transform the rough dough into a pliable one. Exactly what I had done instinctively aged 6.

Fresh pasta, two small words for a universe of shapes, many of which are child’s play. Others that aren’t. It is these more challenging shapes for which it is even more imperative that we remember our childish hands and head: the essential nature of pasta is simple. Take some flour and water, take some flour and eggs, combine, knead, rest, shape. Or go and buy some, this book is also about that.
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To make fresh egg pasta

This is the foundation recipe for a fresh egg pasta dough, suitable for all the fresh egg pasta recipes in this book – cannelloni, cappellacci, capelli d’angelo, fettuccine, pappardelle, quadrucci, tagliatelle, tagliolini, lasagne, ravioli, tortellini. I might mention variations in the relevant chapters, but for now, this is it. The first time you make this, treat it as a game. Notice how the egg and flour comes together, how dry and scraggy it feels to start but how it softens as you knead. Weather, humidity, the flour, age of eggs and how dry your hands are all play a huge part in making pasta, the first step is to notice. Also identify your work-spot, keeping in mind you need a kneading area (wood is ideal because the surface friction does some of the work) and also a spot to spread out/hang the rolled sheets.

The proportions are 2:1, with natural variations. For every 100g of soft white flour (00 or 0) you need 1 medium egg, 53–58g. So if you are making pasta for 4, you need 400g of flour and 4 eggs. The traditional way to work is on a wooden board – making a mountain of flour then turning it into a volcano by swirling a crater in the centre with your fist and breaking the eggs into it. You can also work in a bowl, or in a food processor. Back with the crater, use a fork to break the egg yolks and whisk them gently before starting to incorporate the flour by knocking it from the inside edges of the crater and into the eggs. Once you have added enough flour that the eggs no longer run away, you can abandon the fork for hands (or one hand and a dough scraper) and continue to mix, bringing the flour and eggs into a soft scraggy ball.

Do not be tempted to add any more liquid at this point – put some music on, plant your feet firmly, and start kneading. How you knead is up to you – whatever works. I like using the heel of my hand to bring the bottom of the dough up and over and then rotate in a sort of rocking roll, until the dough starts to soften and smooth out – timings vary but this will take at least 5 minutes. If after kneading for a few minutes the ball is still looking dry or flaky, flick a few (just a few) drops of water on to the board then knead them into the dough – the aim is a smooth, firm but pliable dough with an almost talcum-like silkiness to touch
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