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Known across social media as ‘the pasta queen’, Carmela is passionate about pasta. Initially venturing into a food career through social media channels, she has a wide following of her food blog, videos and regular posts of recipes, tips and all things pasta. She is an established Italian cookery writer, teacher and restaurateur. Her first book, Southern Italian Family Cooking was published in 2014 and was a resounding success, focusing on cucina povera, peasant style cooking. Whilst Carmela still teaches some small classes from her family kitchen, she also demonstrates and teaches in London Restaurants and at corporate events and food festivals. Supper clubs and pop-up restaurants provide an opportunity to showcase her recipes and are a regular sell-out.

Born in the UK, but with parents from Puglia and Molise, Carmela is Italian at heart. As a busy mum of four children, she understands that food sometimes needs to be quick and practical. Her recipes are designed to be flexible and accessible to all, but with a hint of adventure through some more unusual ingredients.

Her skill in making beautiful pasta is remarkable. Stripes, spots and delicate herbs all feature across a range of shapes. This is what she is most passionate about and what she loves to do. To sum up Carmela she has a love of Italian food, seasonal ingredients and simple cooking but throughout her dishes you will always feel the passion and dedication shown through her knowledge and understanding of pasta. Be prepared to fall in love with the pasta from Carmela’s kitchen.
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A pasta dream come true.

Love to my husband James for his continued support & my four children who continue to inspire me – Rocco, Natalia, Santino and Chiara.

Baci sempre x



[image: Illustration]


CONTENTS

1  INTRODUCTION

Regional cooking in Italy

What is pasta?

A history of pasta

2  PASTA MAKING

How to cook and store pasta

How to make pasta by hand

Making pasta for filling

Making unfilled pasta shapes

Colouring pasta

Making gluten-free pasta

3  RECIPES BY REGION

Abruzzo

Aosta Valley

Basilicata

Calabria

Campania

Emilia Romagna

Friuli-Venezia Giulia

Lazio

Le Marche

Liguria

Lombardy

Molise

Piedmont

Puglia

Sardinia

Sicily

Trentino-Alto Adige

Tuscany

Umbria

Veneto

Stockists of Italian ingredients

Index


[image: Illustration]

REGIONAL COOKING IN ITALY

It’s impossible to think of Italian food without pasta being at the forefront of your mind. Imagine trying to live a life without pasta? For an Italian it would be like living a life without love and passion. It’s not possible, is it?

The Italian kitchen is central to the hearts and minds of all Italian families; cooking connects you to your past. Growing up in our family home, pasta was more or less a daily meal, served at least five times a week. As young children my sister and I would love a bowl of brodo (soup or broth) with pastina (tiny pasta), or a simple warming bowl of pasta e piseli (with peas).

Pasta showcases the simplicity of Italian cooking along with its ease, affordability and flavour. No need for fast food when pasta secca (dried) can be cooked with a simple carbonara sauce and served within 15 minutes. I am an absolute pasta lover, and I’m not going to hide this fact one bit. I’m passionate about making pasta by hand, experimenting with colouring techniques, shapes, and the various flours and combination of flavourings we can use to infuse what is an incredibly simple dough. With so many varieties of shapes and sauce combinations to choose from, I could quite easily eat this most amazing carbohydrate daily and never get bored. A simple dish of pasta that allows you to pick up a fork and indulge with a glass of full-bodied vino rosso: life doesn’t get much better than that, does it?

My roots are in the south of Italy from the regions of Puglia and Molise. In Molise my mum’s family are from the village of Oratino in the province of Campobasso, and from Puglia, my dad’s side of the family are from Castelluccio Valmaggiore in Foggia province. I’m choosing to take my influences, along with the mantra of cucina povera (peasant cooking), on this mouth-watering journey with me. My own heritage is vital in my journey of discovery. Eating within the seasons is key, as well as using the best of what the seasons have to offer: fresh ingredients are vital as this ensures maximum flavour, an abundance of fruit and vegetables along with beautiful fresh seafood, fish and meat.
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My father’s village, Castellucio Vallmaggiore in the province of Foggia, Puglia.



Growing up in a north Bedfordshire village was a blessing. The main town of Bedford is known as Little Italy, as this is where many of the Italian migrants from Southern Italy, including my family, settled in the late 1950s. I was lucky to grow up on a farm with my younger sister Daniela. My parents used to tend to their vast allotment, whilst chasing the goats then milking them, and collecting eggs from the rowdiest chickens on the block. My mother, Solidea, would make the most fantastic cheese using the fresh goat’s milk. We actually had a cheese room in our house adjacent to my bedroom, and as a child I remember the pungent smell wafting through the house on a warm day, sometimes not that pleasing as you can imagine. Mum would sell the cheese to local Italian delis in Bedford in the early 1990s, as well as unpasteurised goat’s milk – sometimes the milk would still be warm. Clearly, the laws changed and this practice was soon stopped, but to our advantage really as it meant we had the full benefit of Mum’s cheese. Late summer, Mum would make the best red velvet passata in the world, using my father Rocco’s fabulous Italian tomatoes along with a pinch of salt and fresh basil. Eggs would be taken to my grandmother (nonna) Carmela’s house along with a huge assortment of fresh vegetables weekly. Nonna Carmela would make an arrangement of filled egg pasta using farina doppio zero (‘00’ flour) as well as our staple cicatelli and orecchiette pasta using semola di grano duro (wheat semolina). Nonna would share the homemade pasta equally with our family and my father’s siblings. The vegetables from the allotment she would blanch and use to stock her freezer, giving some to her neighbour opposite who provided her with freshly caught eels from time to time. What this lady doesn’t know about cucina povera isn’t worth knowing. Cucina povera cooking echoes the simplicity of wonderful seasonal ingredients and produce paired with extras from the larder and fridge. Although in essence known as ‘peasant cooking’ or ‘poor people’s food’, in my opinion this is the only way to cook and eat in Italy.
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Buffalo mozzarella is a mozzarella made from the milk of the domestic Italian water buffalo. It is traditionally produced in Campania.



With twenty individual regions in Italy, you can only imagine how diverse the cooking is, from strongly held family recipes passed down through generations to classic regional dishes. The passion and strength of each region has an incredibly strong influence on its food, with each believing their dish is superior to the next region or even the next village within the same province. When it comes to pasta, each region specialises in its own unique signature shape and medley of sauces.

In my opinion the exact regionality of a dish isn’t so important because they differ so much. Puglia is famous for orecchiette con cime di rape (little ears with turnip tops), but in our village, orecchiette is served with a heavy meat-based tomato sauce. In Campobasso my mum has vivid memories of Nonno Angelo, her father, adding red wine to pasta just before serving it. This pasta dish is called La Tassa. It tends to be made with a simple short pasta like penne, cicatelli or cavatelli and is normally served before the antipasti. Cook the pasta in a pan of boiling salted water, remembering to keep the pasta al dente (with a bite) and drain, reserving a ladle of the starchy pasta water. Mix the pasta, water and a small amount of red wine together, stir well and serve in small bowls. The pasta water helps to emulsify the dish. Only a small bowl per person is needed as this is not an actual part of the meal; it is merely a taster, a mouthful or two suffices. No cheese is added, keeping this dish very simple and in keeping with cucina povera cooking.

If pasta is cooked correctly it makes for the most mouth-watering meal anytime of the day. In A Passion for Pasta, I have included regional pasta dishes from as far north as Valle D’Aosta to the tip of the spicy Calabrian toe in the south, a combination of different and varied pasta shapes together with perfect sauce combinations. A few key points follow, which will help you to cook and serve a variety of dishes with confidence. Please join me in an Italian journey of discovery.

WHAT IS PASTA?

Nothing says Italy like its food, and nothing says Italian food like ‘pasta’, or in the words of Federico Fellini, ‘Life is a combination of magic and pasta’.

The meaning of pasta is ‘simple dough’ – an unleavened dough of wheat and water. A simple classification into the two main groups of dried and fresh doesn’t do justice to the massive array of shapes, sizes, colours and flavours available.

Found on most supermarket and deli shelves, pasta secca (dried) uses a blend of durum wheat semolina (semola di grano duro) and water. Mass-produced Italian dried pasta must be made with 100 per cent durum wheat flour; it has an excellent shelf life and can offer you the perfect meal in a matter of minutes. The simplest of sauces can be made whilst the pasta is happily bubbling away. My larder is stocked to the brim with a variety of dried pasta shapes, enabling me to rustle up a family meal incredibly quickly, and most of the time on demand!

As an alternative to durum wheat, ‘00’ flour (doppio zero, farina di grano tenero) is my preference for egg-based pasta fresca (fresh pasta). Flour in Italy is graded due to its coarseness from very fine 000, with all traces of wheatgerm removed, through to 00, 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, becoming coarser and with less wheatgerm removed: 000 resembles a very fine talcum powder whereas 4 is verging on wholemeal. For pasta making, 00 flour is the ideal choice every time, though a combination of both durum wheat flour and 00 can also be used to give variation in colour and texture.

I like to ask my students, ‘How many pasta shapes do you think there are?’ The answer is invariably in the range of fifteen to maybe forty shapes. They are surprised to learn that there are over six hundred shapes of pasta available in Italy, from the famous and widely used penne, farfalle and spaghetti to some of the lesser known such as the incredibly delicious strozzapreti, bigoli, chitarra and gigli. It’s not uncommon for the same shape to have different names across regions of Italy: the tagliatelle of the north is the fettuccine of Rome and what I call cicatelli someone else will call cavatelli. You would be forgiven for being a little confused!! Most factory-made pasta is extruded through a copper mould and cut to a specific shape before drying. Short ziti, penne or rigatoni that have ridges imbedded into them are called rigate. The ridges provide the pasta with a surface to which the sauce will cling. This is my favourite; I adore the ridges as opposed to a smoother shorter pasta. For the purist, specific shapes are meant for specific sauces – but there’s no harm in experimenting!
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Regional traditions and preferences can be seen across the country. The north of Italy tends to consume more rice and polenta than the south. However, when they come to make pasta they use ‘00’ flour and eggs to give a richer pasta than in the drier plains of the south, where durum wheat and water is the preferred option. Veneto is well known for its Bigoli con coniglio (thick spaghetti with rabbit), Sicilia for Pasta alla Norma (pasta with aubergine), Abruzzo for Pasta alla chitarra (chitarra meaning guitar), and Campagnia for penne with a simple tomato sauce – seemingly endless possibilities to make your mouth water.

Fresh vs dried?

Many would assume that fresh is best. Whilst filled pasta such as ravioli, agnolotti and tortellini definitely needs to be fresh, in all other recipes, dried pasta would make the ideal choice. You will notice the difference in good-quality dried pasta, so use a reputable brand. No shop-own-brands please! Don’t be limited by what your local supermarket is able to offer. Search out an Italian deli or look online (see page 244) for a new shape or two to fall in love with. We all have our favourites when sitting around our family table. My problem is I, like so many, find it a challenge to choose!

This photograph makes my heart beat that little bit faster. It represents the roots of my pasta passion, built on the foundation of the art and simplicity of the cucina povera way of cooking. Two ladies are making orecchiette in the back streets of Bari, Puglia. For so many years this has been a hidden gem, a secret of the south. Nowadays tourists search it out as a living history of the traditions and authentic manner of making pasta. Whilst the days of grandmother, mother and daughter working together in the streets to make orecchiette to sell to passers-by and local eateries are gone, you will still find nonnas making pasta to feed their families, drying these delicate little ears on racks outside their houses in the dry, intense heat of Puglia.
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A HISTORY OF PASTA

Did Marco Polo Bring Pasta to Italy?

There are stories that Marco Polo (1254–1324), a Venetian traveller, discoverer and explorer, brought pasta back to Italy via China. Whilst reminiscent of Sir Walter Raleigh bringing potatoes to Queen Elizabeth, alas there is no truth in the tale; it is but a myth. Pasta was being made in Italy when Polo visited China, and in fact many years before his birth.

In the Middle Ages, pasta was eaten by the Arabs who ruled Sicily at the time. There are also suggestions that the ancient Romans in the first century AD ate pasta and that ancient Greeks consumed a version of lasagne. The ancestors of the Italians (the Etruscans) made drawings depicting food that looked like pasta, even including drawings of instruments used to make and cut the dough.

An Arabic traveller who settled in Sicily in 1154 described delicate strings made from flour and water, now known to us as spaghetti. The will of Ponzio Baestone, a Genoan soldier, shows he requested ‘Bariscella peina de macarone’ – a small basket full of macaroni. His will was dated 1279, thirteen years before Marco Polo returned from China.

By the 1300s, dried pasta was very popular for its long shelf life and high nutritional value, making it an ideal choice for long ship voyages and other journeys. There is evidence of Etruscan Romans making pasta from durum wheat, which is still used to produce pasta today. It was called lagane and, like its modern-day namesake lasagne, was dried in sheets to preserve its life until it was needed for cooking.

Pasta did not become an important part of a meal in Italy until the sixteenth century. It was a luxury item because the special durum wheat needed to make it had to be imported from Sicily or Puglia, which made it expensive. Until the eighteenth century, poorer people in Italy mainly ate a diet based on fresh, seasonally available vegetables, but availability of durum wheat increased as the concept of large farms took hold and led to more widespread cultivation. This, combined with the development of a kneading machine and press, meant pasta could be produced in factories. If you visit the area, make time to visit the museum of pasta, the Museo Storico Degli Spaghetti, in Pontedassio, Italy.

I leave you now to ponder the wonders of pasta, its diversity and simple beauty. Now let’s make pasta!
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HOW TO COOK AND STORE PASTA

Before we begin cooking pasta, I want to explain to you the way this most wonderful dish is served in Italy. The pasta is normally eaten as part of a four-plus-course meal, served after the antipasti starter and so normally known as primi. The portions are generally a little smaller than we are used to, normally around 70g of pasta per person. As a main dish you are looking to cook around 100g per person. This is only a guide. Appetite and how much pasta I alone can consume normally plays a large part in the amount I suggest, so please do not be too strict; these are only guidelines.

Pasta is so easy to cook correctly and yet it can very easily go terribly wrong. There are a few essential rules that you need to follow in order to ensure the perfect al dente bite every time:

1 Choose the type of pasta according to the sauce and dish you will be making. I adore penne, or rigatoni rigate, which has a furrowed ridge that runs along or around the body of the pasta. This type tends to absorb the sauce more easily. Penne that is smooth is known as lisce.

2 Every type of pasta has a different cooking time. Timings can differ from the brand of pasta to whether or not you are cooking dried pasta or fresh egg pasta; egg pasta cooks much quicker.

3 Dried pasta in packets. I recommend you follow the cooking instructions but stop cooking 2 minutes before the time given on the packet. This will leave you with an al dente bite every time. Remember, sometimes the pasta is also returned to a stove top pan after draining to combine with a sauce, so this will give it additional cooking time.

4 Portion size is something that most people, especially Italian pasta lovers, struggle with. I always seem to cook far too much, but if I’m honest this isn’t a problem in my house as I love leftover pasta. The average standard portion size, as I said above, is 100g uncooked per person unless you are my mum, in which case this will easily be doubled.

5 Before we go any further I think we need to dispel the myth of it being helpful to add oil to pasta water while cooking. Oil is NOT required. It will not stop pasta from sticking. The oil will simply sit on top of the water (as oil and water do not mix), and to be honest I think of it as a waste of oil. I only use a little oil in pasta water when I make pastina or minestrone soup. However, drizzle away a good quality extra virgin olive oil to finish your plated-up dish; this will add flavour.

To cook

1 Fill a large wide saucepan with water and bring to a boil.

2 Once the water has started to boil (rolling boil), salt it well. Do not salt the water any sooner as it will take longer to come to a boil. Per 100g of pasta you will need 1 litre of water and 10g of salt. Please note the pasta will only draw the required amount of salt needed.

3 Add the pasta to the pan and stir well with a wooden spoon. No oil is required in the pasta water unless you are making a minestrone soup.

4 Cook the pasta for the recommended time and taste. There should be a little resistance when you bite into the pasta (al dente). Drain and continue with preparing your dish.

How to store fresh pasta

I would say that the stage of storing fresh pasta is almost as important as making the pasta thinly and in the correct manner, as well as cooking it correctly using sufficient water and the correct amount of salt.

1 A freshly made ball of dough will keep well in the fridge for 36–48 hours, wrapped in cling film.

2 Any short, unfilled pasta can be left on trays or tea towels that have been dusted with polenta or semolina. The pasta must be turned daily. After four to five days and once completely dry, the pasta can be stored in an airtight container for up to nine months. Once dried, this type of pasta can be frozen (see point 4).

3 Long fresh pasta can be made and left to dry on wooden poles, racks or hangers. The pasta can also be rolled into loosely formed bird’s nests. The nests would need to be turned twice a day in order to allow plenty of air to circulate around the pasta as it dries. Allow seven days for the nests to dry fully and then store in airtight containers. This type of pasta can also be frozen once dried (see point 4).

4 Filled pasta, such as tortellini and ravioli, can also be frozen for convenience. The prepared pasta should be allowed to air-dry for at least an hour. Then it can be laid out on baking trays in single layers and placed into the freezer for 2 hours. Once the filled pasta has frozen, tumble each piece carefully into freezer bags and store for up to 3 months. Cooking the pasta from frozen will take an additional 2–3 minutes.

HOW TO MAKE PASTA BY HAND

Making a Simple Egg Pasta Dough

Sfogline are ladies who specialise in rolling freshly made pasta dough into una sfoglia, a huge see-through sheet of pasta. Here is a quote I recently heard and wanted to share with you: ‘Sfogline are known to say that the pasta dough is ready when you hear it sing.’ To sing means you hear and also feel bubbles popping as you knead the dough with the heels of your hands.

So many people are afraid of making fresh handmade pasta, but I don’t understand why. I agree that ready-made dried pasta is affordable and a great staple store-cupboard ingredient (I have more than twenty dried packets in my larder at any one time). However, a bowl of freshly handmade pasta is simply mouth-watering from the first to the very last bite. In my opinion, fresh pasta is superior to dried pasta not only in taste but also in texture and colour. When making fresh egg pasta, ‘00’ soft wheat flour is used; this type has been milled to a superfine powder and is much finer than other flours.

There are many different flours and flour blends that make wonderful pasta. From a nutty farro spelt flour to chestnut flour, rye flour, buckwheat flour, kamut flour and many more, as well as the much-loved ‘0’ flour and semolina flour. They each work well individually but also when blended with a ‘00’ soft wheat flour.

There are a couple of general guidelines that are useful when making fresh egg pasta dough

► 100g ‘00’ flour plus 1 large egg equals one portion of pasta dough. This can vary and be adjusted with different flour blends.

► For a richer dough you can use just egg yolks and omit the whites (save the whites to make a meringue or egg white omelette).

► 400g ‘00’ flour plus 12 egg yolks makes a rich pasta dough that is perfect for ravioli etc.

EGG PASTA DOUGH

PASTA FRESCA FATTO A MANO


Preparation time 1 hour
(including resting)

Serves 4


400g ‘00’ flour

4 large eggs

Pinch of salt (optional)




1 Ideally, work on a wooden or marble board but a wooden tabletop would work well too. I prefer to use a wooden surface as this gives a little added texture to the dough and helps in the kneading process. Tip the flour onto the board and form a well in the centre with your fingers (I call this a volcano).

2 Crack the eggs into the well (volcano) and add a pinch of salt. The salt is optional and if I’m honest, I generally eliminate the salt from my fresh pasta as I tend to salt the pasta water well instead.

3 With your fingertips or a fork gently introduce the flour to the egg mixture, being careful to not break the walls of the volcano and lose any of the egg mixture.

4 Form the mixture into a pliable dough. If there is any excess flour that will not incorporate into the dough, scrape it away.

5 Knead the dough using the heels of both hands until the dough has become smooth and silky with a light spring back when pushed with your fingertip. Kneading by hand will take around 7–10 minutes.

6 If the dough is a little dry, add 1–2 tablespoons of water or milk; if it is too wet add a little more flour. Just remember that adding too much flour can lead to a dry and slightly denser dough.

7 Wrap the dough with cling film and allow to rest for a minimum of 30 minutes at room temperature.

8 Once the dough has rested, you can either work or roll the dough by hand using a very thin rolling pin (I use a wooden broom handle), or alternatively a pasta machine. Using a pasta machine allows the dough to become silky and guarantees a smooth finish.

9 However much dough you make, you must always work with it in portions when using a pasta machine. Cut the dough in half. Take the first half and wrap the remaining half in cling film to ensure the dough does not dry out and form an outer skin.

10 Set the pasta machine to the widest setting. Each machine will differ so please follow your manufacturer’s instructions as required.

11 Flatten and lightly flour the dough then feed it through the pasta machine. Fold the dough back over itself (like an envelope) and feed through the widest setting again at least six times. This will ensure smoothness and elasticity.

12 Increase a notch at a time on the machine and feed the dough through on each setting twice. There is no need to envelope the dough at this stage; you are just trying to lengthen it.

13 Continue rolling the dough, narrowing the rollers at every stage.

14 I tend to stop at the second to last thinnest section on the pasta machine. This is the appropriate thickness required for perfect pasta; you should be able to read a newspaper through the pasta sheet.

15 As an alternative option I also press herbs into my pasta at this stage, so if you are feeling creative have a go. Take the pasta sheet and cover half of the sheet with parsley leaves, tiny basil leaves or baby thyme or oregano leaves. Small edible flowers could also be used. Please note the leaves must be soft and stem-free otherwise the dough will rip.

16 Fold the plain pasta half over the herb-covered dough and push down gently using the palm of your hand, to secure. Press through the pasta machine one last time. You should be left with




LA SFOGLIA (HAND-ROLLED PASTA SHEET)


















MAKING PASTA FOR FILLING
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TORTELLINI
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FRESH EGG YOLK RAVIOLO




















DOUBLE RAVIOLI
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MAKING UNFILLED PASTA SHAPES





CORZETTI PASTA DOUGH





















MALLOREDDUS

GNOCCHETTI SARDI
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CICATELLI OR CAVATELLI

















FUSILLI, BUSIATE, RICCI













	
	















COLOURING PASTA





Using vegetables





Recipe notes:








SPINACH PASTA DOUGH


















TOMATO PASTA DOUGH

















BEETROOT PASTA DOUGH
















Using other ingredients


SAFFRON PASTA DOUGH


















CUTTLEFISH/SQUID INK PASTA DOUGH
















RED WINE PASTA DOUGH

















CHOCOLATE PASTA DOUGH















BLUTNUDELN

ITALIAN PASTA DOUGH USING PIG’S BLOOD (NOT VEGETARIAN FRIENDLY!)


















HOW TO MAKE STRIPED PASTA DOUGH




























MAKING GLUTEN-FREE PASTA

PASTA SIN GLUTIN
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