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For David.

Life without you would be like

pasta without sauce.
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I am sitting in my highchair, casually painting the furniture, my face and the whole visible world red. This is the life. It is hard to know where my senses stop, where the boundary between my mind and body and actual reality lies; I am the pasta I am eating, and it is me.

I guess, a century back, every Neapolitan kid ate pasta with tomato, or pasta with butter, as one of their first meals. Fifty years ago, that had expanded to be every Italian kid, and for the last generation at least it has surely been every kid in the western world. A mutual love of wheat, olive oil, tomato and garlic bodes well for humanity. Such shared early memories – the common experience of a simple and wholesome food we all love and should cherish right through adulthood into old age – can only bring us all together, at the table and elsewhere.

Every region in Italy (of which there are twenty), has its own playbook of pastas and their accompanying sauces. There, local tables are graced with dishes which have stood the test of centuries, stoically preserving local culture, history and values while gradually absorbing whatever immigrants have brought. But – and kill me for this, as most Italians should – over the years, I have gradually come to be of the opinion that any pasta sauce other than pesto, in bianco (butter and sage, or aglio, olio e peperoncino), or tomato, is a version of one of a central thematic trilogy.

I make an argument, more convincing after a glass or two of vermentino, that all the other sauces are riffs on these elemental green (pesto), white (in bianco) or red (tomato). These archetypes are the very best and brightest; they form the colours of the tricolore and are the only recipes you need for a fulfilled and delicious life. Other sauces – more complex, sometimes more impressive or elegant or elevated – have their place in the world, but are secondary colours of the root palette. Shadows and shades, but nice to have.

From that perspective, every table in Italy (and the world) has upon it a pasta that is patriotically green, white or red. The trick to make these tables happy – as with every pasta recipe – is a question of balance. To get the seasoning of pasta and sauce just so; to have the pasta perfectly cooked after it has been heated a little further in the sauce… to hit that sweet spot is the essence of cooking. So let’s cook!


[image: ]




About this book

I started writing with the fundamental (and flawed) assertion that all pasta sauces can be categorised as green, white or red: pesto-, oil-or-butter- or tomato-based. If I stuck to my principles, there would be only three recipes. While I do maintain the opinion that other sauces can only try (and fail) to equal the beauty of this trinity, the universe is not perfect; there are more recipes to consider.

So the green chapter is subdivided into pestos (raw pounded sauces) and braised (pan-fried greens). The white into fat (oil- or butter-based dishes), then stew (broths and ragùs as they were before the advent of the tomato). The red into tomato sauces (bound by tomato) and ragùs (where the tomato is an adjunct to a stew). I am not Italian, so my flag-waving is an affectation, but what could be more patriotic than the national dish as the tricolore?

Another way of thinking could be that greens are the sauces of spring, whites of autumn, reds of summer. Do cook seasonally – ingredients are both cheaper and better that way – but, above all, cook what you want to eat whenever you’re hungry. Do it, right now...


Making ahead

In general, when I write that an element of a recipe can be made ahead, I have not been pedantic. I will leave how long beforehand you might prepare it, how to store it and so forth to your discretion.



Ingredient notes

Anchovy fillets are salted. Salted anchovies are salted bone-in (but headless) to preserve, and can be bought straight out of the salt to fillet at home, or purchased as the better-known brown fudgy fillets. These fillets might be jarred or canned, under oil or vacuum… but whether from the salt drum or under oil, they are all still salted anchovy fillets.

I tend to use unsalted cultured butter, but use whatever you have in the fridge. If you use salted butter, just add less salt later in the recipe.

At home, I use fine or coarse sea salt for boiling water and a crystalline flaky salt when I am adding it to a dish. You can choose your own way. When I specify (rarely) salt measured by the teaspoon or tablespoon, it should be fine sea salt.

For pecorino, I tend to use use pecorino Romano as a grating or finishing cheese.

When I ask for chilli flakes, use whatever you have on hand.
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A brief history of pasta

Let’s work backwards.

As I write, my most recent meal was pasta, and yours might have been too. I grew up eating pasta, and I am raising my child on pasta. Whenever there is a meal that has to be palatable, that has to go easily, it has to be pasta. Things have got so bad in this direction that now, in the morning, I am often asked by my young son to get out a bag of semola, make a dough with him in a shape of his choosing – ‘little ears’, ‘twisty pasta’ and so on – make the pasta by hand, cook it and serve it as breakfast in the time it takes to get him dressed for school.

Pasta is the dish that won’t go uneaten, that the entire family is excited for at dinnertime. And so it was when I was a kid, and my mum and dad made me pasta with pesto, with tomato sauce or with meatballs. And so it was for them, in turn: my Hungarian dad being fed spaghetti with butter, breadcrumbs and sugar, or fish soup with nokedli (malfomed big spatzle); my Italian-raised American mum eating ravioli with butter and sage, tortelloni with cream and spaghettini with raw tomato.

When my parents moved to England (independently, from different places, different worlds), pasta was widely available, though not yet understood. Panorama’s infamous spaghetti-tree hoax had been able to dupe the nation a mere decade before; we knew what pasta was, but not how it was made or where it came from (nor, I suspect, how to cook it). 

Waves of Italian emigrants carried pasta to England, America, Africa and Australia, romanced the world with it and brought it to our tables. Gradually, as Italians have had to assimilate less and can celebrate their home culture more – and as cheap travel has let more of us visit Italy and eat the country’s food there – we have begun to learn what pasta should be. A century ago, we were for the most part wondering what it was (and whether it might not, after all, be better with some sort of a sauce).

But pasta’s history is far older than that. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, dried pasta had sailed around the world on voyages of discovery, on ships, as fodder for the crew, popular for its easy storage and cooking. In the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, consecutive industrial revolutions led to waves of invention and reinvention of pasta production in Naples: mills that could separate semola from bran; machines to knead; machines to extrude and cut; machines to dry. Naples became the epicentre of extruded pastas: strands, tubes and complex frilly shapes. In parallel, the tomato – which had already crossed the border to Italy in the sixteenth century (on a boat fuelled by pasta, in part, in a way) – began to enter the country’s everyday cuisine.

Gradually, pasta became engrained in the fabric of Italian life, and – aside from the industrial anomaly in Naples – much of its history was woven by the hands of women. Rich women in the North could make silky doughs from the best flours and the precious yolks of expensive eggs, and could demonstrate how much idle time their wealth had bought them by fashioning the finest tagliolini or the tiniest tortellini. In the poor South, it was the jobless wives of labourers who formed coarser shapes from humble semola and water: orecchiette, cavatelli, pici and trofie. Or the poorest, who scavenged the charred remnants of wheat left after burning the fields at the end of harvest to make the now rarefied brown orecchiette di grano arso: ‘of burned wheat’. The universal ingredients that transcend all such socio-economic barriers, then and now, are flour, love and time.

It has been the work of a millennium or so to bring pasta to the hearth and the heart of the richest and the poorest, to the humblest eatery and the most elevated establishment, in Italy and across the world. Pasta is served on the table of royals and presidents, priests and prostitutes, soldiers and workers, children and prisoners. It is a food to exalt; sustenance for all. With a deft hand, and a little understanding, pasta can make for the best meal you will ever have the pleasure to eat.




What makes pasta good?

[image: ]
The right grain for the right pasta, as well as understanding which shapes are better for which sauces, and whether to buy dried vs fresh, will help when choosing pasta in the shop.

Getting the salt right, boiling pasta properly, choosing between butter & olive oil, selecting parsley & garlic and understanding the interplay between fat & water & starch are all technical fundamentals that, once understood, you won’t even need to think about. It is important to get the amount of sauce right, to control heat while you’re cooking it and to understand what it means to cook pasta al dente. Then, you’re draining pasta, reserving the cooking water, nine times out of ten you will be cooking pasta further in the sauce, warming plates & bowls, considering cheese and – always – eating with the right people. Here are the details…


Grain

Pasta just means ‘dough’, and dough is made from grain. Generally speaking, there are two types of pasta flour.

The first is semola (rimacinata di grano duro), a slightly coarse yellow semolina flour made from hard wheat; it is simply kneaded with water and used to make handmade shapes (trofie, orecchiette, cavatelli and so on) and extruded pastas (mostly cylinders, from long, thin spaghetti to short, broad paccheri).

The second is ‘00’ flour, a finer flour made from soft wheat, alone or blended with a proportion of semola, then mixed with eggs (whole eggs, or enriched by increasing the proportion of egg yolk). These egg-and-‘00’-flour pasta doughs are used to make laminated and rolled pastas: unfilled noodles (tagliatelle, tagliolini, pappardelle, farfalle and so on) as well as filled pastas (such as ravioli or tortelloni).



Shapes

Simple doughs and deft hands have given rise to thousands of pasta shapes. Generally, the simpler, more classic shapes are the best, and they are the focus of this book. Most of the time, you should choose your favourite shapes. 

Smaller or finer shapes – which are more delicate and have more surface area for less clingy sauces to attach to – are used for lighter sauces, while robust shapes can take heavier sauces. Lumpy sauces always go with either long shapes (so you can wrap the lumps up on your fork), or tubular shapes (to catch the lumps in the holes). There’s a detailed key to matching pasta shapes with sauces on pages 286–293.




Dried vs fresh

Dry pasta takes longer to cook than fresh, and gives a firmer al dente bite. This leads to a couple of rules of thumb.

Extruded pastas – forms of cylinders with very even thicknesses – are best cooked from dried: a good pack of dried spaghetti will always be better than good-but-fresh spaghetti.

Handmade semolina pastas – trofie, orecchiette, cavatelli and so on – are of uneven thickness. If you cook them from dried, some part of each shape will always be undercooked or overcooked, normally both in each bite; so make them fresh, and the already-hydrated dough will reward your effort by cooking quickly and evenly.

Filled pastas also should always be cooked from fresh, for the same reason: the pasta needs to cook quickly and the filling just to warm through. 

And flat egg pasta can be successful dried or fresh. Therefore:


	Extruded cylinders: cook from dried

	Short, uneven shapes: cook from fresh

	Filled pastas: cook from fresh

	Flat egg pasta: cook from dried or fresh





Choosing pasta in the shop

For dried, extruded pastas, the heartland is Gragnano, and, while there are excellent producers elsewhere, ‘Gragnano’ is a heartening word to find on the packet. Look for pastas that appear matte and rough and were extruded through metal (bronze or gold) dies: the rougher the texture, the more satisfying the pasta, as the more starch it will release to give body to the sauce, and the more sauce it will hold. Save for fine pastas (spaghettini and capelli d’angelo), thicker is always better – as is slow drying of the pasta – so read the pack, and aim for relatively long recommended cooking times.



Salt

Generally speaking, one per cent salt – 10g per litre (or kilo) – tastes right in all savoury cookery. You can use less if you season only at the end, but that means chewing into morsels unseasoned at their core; and it is impossible to season perfectly in one swoop. Better to season from the start of cooking, so the salt will permeate right through.

For pasta, this means we normally salt the water at around 10g per litre, unless it is being only partly cooked in water, in which case a bit more salt is needed as the pasta will have less time to absorb it.

For greens, this means using an excess of salt in the water (15g per litre) to



	Pasta: season the water correctly (10g salt per litre of water)

	Boiled greens: overseason the water (15g salt per litre of water)

	Sauces: season gradually: ½ + ¼ + ⅛ + 1⁄16 + 1⁄32 + … = (eventually) perfection!





Boiling pasta





Butter & olive oil





Parsley & garlic





Fat & water & starch





Amount of sauce
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Control heat







Al dente







Draining pasta, reserving the cooking water




Cooking pasta further in the sauce




Warming plates & bowls





Cheese




The right people
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