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INTRODUCTION
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Early dawn in Italy belongs to the fishermen landing their catch, cheese-makers making curds and bakers paddle-sliding dough into their ovens. There’s another group of people stirring, too: grandmothers – nonne – making pasta for their family’s lunch. It’s the best time of day, they say, and for them, love is putting food on the table. In their collective past there was not the abundance and choice there is today. Food and family are to be cherished, and pasta is the perfect vehicle to make precious ingredients go further.

All Italians know their grandmothers are the best cooks, because they enjoy their Sunday lunch – or daily meal – served with a liberal sprinkle of adoration. Their nonne have cooked from scratch since they were old enough to roll dough and, by and large, only learn two or three pasta styles typical of their region. These vary dramatically from the cheese-and-butter-ladden gnocchi of the mountainous north to the homegrown tomato-based sauces served with knobbly and twisted pasta of the sun-soaked south. Some are familiar, like tagliatelle, others so obscure even other Italians don’t know about them, such as maccarones de ungia from Sardinia.

Many nonne have their own vegetable patch, or orto, growing their own beans, onions and herbs – not because it is cheaper, but because it tastes better. As one grandmother, Lucia, points out, when you have good ingredients, they do the work for you. And what isn’t eaten immediately is bottled, pickled, placed under oil or dried for the winter months. All over Italy there are larders and cellars full of dried peppers, tomato passata and bejewelled jars of mixed pickled veggies. Every nonna has her own recipe; in fact, every nonna has her own recipe for everything. This book brings together the cooking of these women – the Pasta Grannies as I call them. It features some of the women who have starred on the YouTube channel. The following pages reveal just how the story of that channel came about.
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THE STORY OF PASTA GRANNIES

My first sighting of an Italian nonna was a pair of knees. Their owner, Maria, was sitting in the recesses of a deep veranda at the home of the Cardinale family in Serra de’ Conti, Le Marche. Producers of a local wild cherry wine called visciola, I had spent time with the Cardinales conducting an interview, after which they kindly invited me to share a meal with them later that day. When I arrived at their home, it was one of those perfect warm, late summer evenings, the full moon turning the sky a milky shade of plum. The garden was edged with poplar trees and hurricane lamps pockmarked the night sky, providing an other-worldly glow. Our long trestle table had been positioned outside on the terrace, close to the kitchen door, and it was covered with large chilled jugs of the local verdicchio wine, condensation droplets forming on the outside of the glass in the heat.

It was one of the first times I had been invited into an Italian home, and Nonna Maria had cooked up a feast. First there was the antipasti: spicy, grainy Parmigiano Reggiano and slivers of young pecorino, with garlicky discs of a local spreadable salami called ciauscolo. Then there were plump, ricotta-filled ravioli with a simple sauce made from warmed-through diced fresh tomatoes, shredded basil and grassy olive oil. This was followed by a rich meaty dish of boned and rolled-out rabbit stuffed with masses of chopped wild fennel fronds and garlic, then braised in white wine. I couldn’t believe it was the work of just one person, and not a team of expert chefs. Everyone grinned and pointed to the shadows, where I spotted the aforementioned knees. Nonna Maria was eventually cajoled to the table, but she wouldn’t join us. After smiles and delightful self-depreciation she disappeared back to her kitchen.

Living in Italy – or indeed even if you don’t – it is hard not to be fascinated by the nation’s obsession with pasta. My neighbour’s dog happily eats pasta, the electrician goes home to his mum’s for lunch every day, while the plumber has a mobile kitchen in his van for those jobs too far from his own mother – although both of them are married. My local town, Cingoli, with a population of only 10,000, sustains two fresh pasta shops. It is a subject taken seriously and valued with enormous importance. Speaking with the friendly manager of my local supermarket, Alessandro, I asked him what he knew about the local pasta dishes … and, of course, he immediately volunteered his grandmother, another Maria (now 87 years old).

Alessandro’s extended family live in a row of stone houses in the Old Town. Even today, ‘leaving home’ simply means moving next door for a lot of Italian families. Maria’s orderly kitchen was dark with wooden panelling, a central pendant light hanging in the middle and a small window. This was her kingdom, and she bustled about it, showing me little packets of frozen minced soffritto –the Italian holy trinity of celery, onion and carrot, which is the base of most savoury dishes. ‘I like to be organised. If I’m going to chop vegetables I may as well do it for several meals!’ she declared, as she stuffed a stray bag of cappelletti pasta back into the freezer.
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Maria was definitely the right person to ask about local pasta dishes and techniques. Having cooked for her own family all her life, in her retirement, Maria also took on the job of making pasta for one of Cingoli’s neighbourhood restaurants. She gets up at 3 a.m. every Wednesday to make ravioli and tagliatelle for the weekend rush. The chef is terrified she’ll retire for good.

Agreeing to show us her pasta-making skills, I invited Maria and her family to our house for lunch. Maria arrived with her pasta machine, untrusting of what I might have, and explained that she no longer uses the traditional rolling pin method thanks to the arthritis in her shoulders. Alessandro and his wife, Elisabetta, accompanied Maria, both keen to join in, and together we spent a happy few hours preparing lunch. The morning was conducted in English and Italian and everything in between, with a few games of charades when our languages failed us. Alessandro and Elisabetta were sous chefs, thrilled to be bossed around by Maria and announcing, ‘We’re going to do this again!’ Meanwhile, I was the utilities manager, running around looking for whatever knife or pan Maria declared she needed. Aside from the incredible pasta-making technique that Maria displayed, what also impressed me was how totally unfazed she was by cooking in a totally new environment – and also that she didn’t get any flour on her clothes … the rest of us definitely did. Here was a woman with many years of experience behind her, sharing the skills she had honed over a lifetime, totally at ease with herself and those around her.

Meeting Maria and her family brought home to me how Italian food culture and traditions were changing. The methods, passed down from mother to daughter (cooking was women’s work by and large) over the centuries, are dying out domestically thanks to the demands of modern life. Elisabetta has a job and spends her free time ferrying her children round to dance classes and football matches, in the same way mothers do in the rest of Europe. When she becomes a grandmother, what will she be cooking? Something delicious I’m sure, but it’s unlikely to be her own pasta.

By the time lunch was on the table that day, a plan was brewing in my mind. I was going to create a kind of Noah’s Ark of handmade pasta-making techniques. I would travel all across Italy, meeting the brilliant women who ran households and cook for their families. I would collect their recipes, preserving the individual methods and regional differences so they wouldn’t be lost to time. The women had to be over 65 years old and be home cooks, not chefs. It would be a celebration of all women, who are too often found behind the scenes. And it would be called Pasta Grannies.

I set to work at once, finding the ‘Grannies’ through word of mouth, and with the help of my Granny Finders – first Gianluca Giorgi and then Livia De Giovanni. This book is the outcome of nearly five years of interviews and filming. It is a visual record and tribute to these amazing women and their families and friends.
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MAKING PASTA BY HAND
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The majority of the nonne I film don’t bother with weighing ingredients; they have been making pasta for so many years it’s second nature to them. They rely on the feel of the dough to know when it’s okay. That’s a bit scary if you are new to pasta-making, but the good news is making pasta is dead easy – much easier than pastry, for example. Newbies like measurements and explanation, so that’s what I’m going to give, but remember pasta is not like other dough. If you use a little bit more or less flour, water or egg, it’s okay. Just channel your inner nonna!

THE INGREDIENTS

FLOUR

This is a little bit of a headache because there is not an internationally agreed way of categorising flours.

00 flour – zero zero – farina di grano tenero –is extra-finely milled, soft wheat flour, which ranges between 9–11 per cent gluten. Gluten is a protein and that is what you will see listed on the side of the flour packet. 00 flour is what is used 90 per cent of the time when making egg pasta.

Durum wheat is a distinct species of hard wheat – and it is the hardest of all wheat species. The hardness refers to the ease with which the grains are processed, hence durum wheat flour’s granular, sandy feel. The protein content is around 13 per cent, but its structure is slightly different to that of other hard and soft wheat flours, so the gluten formed is not as stretchy. It is plastic, but not elastic. These characteristics make durum wheat flour ideal for pasta making: it holds its shape and it has a nice firm bite. It is most often used in egg-free pasta – made with just flour and water. Durum wheat is grown in the more arid, southern areas of Italy like Sardinia, Puglia and Campania. The flour made from grinding this wheat’s endosperm is called semola – semolina in English. Furthermore, you can buy it in two grades: coarsely ground, which is quite granular, and more finely ground, which is easier to use.

Heritage and speciality flours – there are of course other flours and other doughs you can make for pasta. Some of our nonne use speciality flours grown locally to them, or that they even grow themselves. In this book, these include recipes for pasta made from farro and buckwheat. In these recipes, I have included some specific tips for how to achieve the best dough, but the principles are basically the same whatever flour you use – just keep practising!

If you cannot find imported Italian pasta, or prefer to use locally produced flour, then do so. You may have to slightly adjust the ratios of flour to egg or water. Furthermore, flour behaves differently depending on the humidity, the temperature, how old it is and the company who mills it.

EGGS

Buy organic, free-range eggs if possible. Orange yolks create a more colourful, yellow-hued pasta, and this in turn is dependent on what the hens are eating. The more varied their diet, with lots of dark green leafy vegetable and grubs, the better the colour. So choose eggs from chickens who have access to the great outdoors.

OTHER KEY INGREDIENTS

CHEESE

Most of the recipes in this book call for a hard cheese to be grated over the dish at the end of cooking. In the north of Italy, this is usually Parmigiano Reggiano (to give Parmesan its proper name) and the cheese should be aged for at least 18 months. The older it is, the more granular, more savoury and more expensive it becomes.

Grana Padano is an alternative. It tends to be a bit cheaper, as the process by which it’s made isn’t the same (it matures more quickly thanks to a lower fat content, for example). For my taste buds it lacks the complexity of Parmigiano, but you can find some outstanding examples of Grano Padano.

Sheep’s cheese, pecorino, is found all over central and southern Italy. There are lots of different kinds – some of which are famous, like Pecorino Romano and Pecorino Sardo – and if you want to be traditional, do try and get hold of some. Parmigiano has made considerable inroads into Italy’s fridges though, and you will find it everywhere these days.

Ricotta can be made with sheep, cow or goat’s milk. You can also find versions with added cream (called fiocca in my local supermarket) in the north, while in the south it is salted and aged to produce ricotta salata. Fresh ricotta needs draining before use – leave it to drip in a sieve for 30 minutes or so.

TOMATOES

The majority of women we film bottle tomatoes every summer. They either grow their own, or order in bulk from a friendly farmer. The tomatoes are sieved before bottling and the resulting sauce is called passata. If this isn’t an option for you (and really, that’s most of us) then buy tins of whole tomatoes and blitz them with a stick blender, as Alba recommends.

Tomato concentrate is traditionally made by drying pulped tomatoes in the sun on large wooden boards or tables in midsummer. If you ever visit Sicily, try and buy some strattu to take home with you.

FATS

The ubiquity and popularity of olive oil has only come about since the Second World War. Traditionally, in central and northern Italy, pork fat was used in cooking as strutto (lard) doesn’t need to be kept in the fridge. In the north of Italy, butter is used – one can even buy it in 1 kg (2 lb 4 oz) blocks. I have come to the conclusion from filming over 200 women, it’s not the fat that’s important for a healthy long life – it is the moderation with which it is consumed and the active lifestyle our ‘Grannies’ have pursued.

Olive oil is the fat listed in most of the recipes; by this I mean extra-virgin olive oil. What is more important than its nationality is its freshness. Buy it in tins or dark bottles so it keeps better and check its date of processing – don’t buy if it is over a year old.
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THE KIT

A smooth wooden board or table – Pasta boards have a lip under one side, which is positioned against the edge of a table or kitchen counter, so it doesn’t slip while you are rolling out the sfoglia – the pasta sheet. The wood can be apple, ash, beech, cherry, chestnut – most woods except pine, as this has oils which can flavour the pasta and is too porous.

Your board should only be used for pasta and pastry making because you don’t want the dough to pick up smells from other food. Sometimes, if our nonne aren’t cooking in their own kitchens, they’ll arrive with their board carefully wrapped up in its own cotton case. They are not going to risk using anyone else’s board, and they don’t want their own damaged in any way!

You can use marble or other porous stone if that is what you have in your kitchen. The surface to avoid is plastic, as this does not wick away moisture. I have watched a lovely pasta-maker struggle with one of those big industrial plastic boards (given to her because her husband had decided to use her precious wooden board to butcher a pig; it was a long story and she was grim faced about it) and the dough just wouldn’t behave.

A long rolling pin, or mattarello. It should be made from the same range of woods used for the board. Combining two wood tools gives you the best possible texture to your sfoglia. It’s very important the pin is not warped, as this will give you uneven pasta.

Be aware that if you use a short pin, it means you will have to cut up the dough into small pieces and roll them individually. If you attempt to roll a large amount with a short pin, it won’t cover the whole sheet; you will end up with creases and, again, an uneven dough thickness.

If you are a regular watcher of the YouTube channel you may have noticed the length of the rolling pins vary all around Italy. The regions of Emilia Romagna, Umbria and Le Marche are where you’ll find the 90 cm (1 yard) long pins, Tuscany less so, and then the further south you go, you will notice the boards develop edges, and the pins are even shorter as they have to able to fit inside. This is because the cooks’ favoured pasta isn’t egg-based, but durum wheat flour and water – and so they don’t make the super-thin sfoglia.
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OTHER USEFUL TOOLS


	Digital scale – it makes life much easier and you can be more precise.

	Bench scraper – our nonne often have wonderful cast iron ones made by their local blacksmith. This tool is called a raschietto. Alas, they are not made anymore and you will have to search the antique markets to find a genuine one.

	Large, straight-bladed knife for cutting/slicing the sfoglia.

	Ordinary cutlery knife with a serrated edge for making orecchiette.

	Grooved wooden paddle for making cavatelli.

	A ferro or square-sided 30 cm (12 in) iron or wooden rod for making maccheroni. Originally, this was a ginesta twig or reed, then it was an umbrella spoke – basically any straight rod that wouldn’t break when being rolled. Square sides (as opposed to the smooth sides of, say, a knitting needle) stop the dough from sticking to the rod.





HOW TO MAKE EGG PASTA DOUGH
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The nonna way is to decide on how many eggs you are going to use, and use one handful of flour for every egg. This handful equates to 100 g (3½ oz) of flour per egg.

Step 1: Weigh out your ingredients

Allow 100 g (3½ oz) 00 flour (or plain/all-purpose flour) per person for a main course-sized portion. You need 55 g (2 oz) egg without its shell for every 100 g (3½ oz) flour.

For example, if you are making pasta for four people, you will need 400 g (14 oz/3⅓ cups) flour and 220 g (7¾ oz) egg, which most of the time will mean four hen eggs. But weighing out your ingredients means you can also use other eggs, such as duck or turkey, which is something the nonne do – Velia regularly uses turkey eggs as that is what she has running around her backyard.

If your eggs are on the small side, add a bit of water or another egg yolk to bring the quantity up to the right weight. If your weight is slightly over, use the egg shell to scoop out excess egg white.

Step 2: Mix them together

Tip the flour onto your board in a heap. Use your fingers to make a well in the centre, making sure it’s not too wide or the rim too low, otherwise your egg mix will overflow.

Pour the eggs into the well. Take a fork (or use your fingers) and scramble the eggs together. They are mixed sufficiently when you lift the fork and you have a homogeneous, non-clumpy looking liquid that falls smoothly from your fork.

Draw your fork round the inside of the flour wall, so a small quantity of flour falls into the egg mixture. Whisk it in, smooshing any lumps, so you gradually create a batter. Repeat until you have a mixture that won’t run all over the board. At this point you can cave in the flour walls and mix in the rest of the flour with a bench scraper by scraping the flour inwards and over the batter. Of course, you can beat the egg and flour together in a bowl, even with a food mixer, but it’s not as fun.

Mop up any flour with your dough and give it a quick knead. If it is sticky, add a tablespoon of flour and knead it in. It is better to adjust your dough now than later.

If it is not sticky and you have some flour on the board, scrape off the excess, so you have a nice clean board to knead your dough. Nonne sieve any excess flour and reuse it.

The dough should feel soft and pillowy, but not too sticky.

Step 3: Knead the dough

Knead the dough for 10 minutes minimum. Think of your hands as waves: the heels of your hands push the dough away from you, while your fingers pull it back. Once your dough has become a log, turn it 90-degrees and fold it half and continue kneading. You want to work at a brisk pace, as air is the enemy of decent pasta – it will dry it out, so don’t dawdle. If the pasta feels too dry, damp your hands with water to put moisture back into the dough.

Kneading develops the gluten and elasticity of the dough. Your dough should feel silky and smooth. When you press your thumb into the dough, it should bounce back. Some nonne judge their dough to be done when they can see small holes in the dough if sliced through the middle. To knead, you can also use a dough hook on your food mixer.

Step 4: Leave the dough to rest

At this point, place the dough in a lidded bowl and cover it to stop it from drying out. Cling film (plastic wrap) is good too, but you may not want to use it. You can also use a tea towel, but it’s important it hasn’t been washed with perfumed detergent as this will add an odour to your pasta. Leave the dough at room temperature for 30 minutes. This relaxes the gluten and makes it easier to roll out.

You can also leave it in the fridge overnight. The colour will darken, but it will taste the same. It’s important to bring the pasta back to room temperature before you try rolling it.

Step 5: Roll out the dough

Nonne all have their own technique for rolling out. Some smooth out the dough over their pin with a dowager breast stroke in varying degrees of stateliness; others approach it with all the intensity of a curling team scrubbing ice in front of their stone. Whatever the sporting analogy, it’s most definitely an upper arm workout. Those in Emilia Romagna pride themselves in being able to roll a perfect circle. This isn’t necessary but it looks gorgeous.
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Julia Ficara, who runs handmade pasta classes in Rome at her cookery school Grano e Farina, recommends the following technique because it’s efficient and back-friendly. This is wordy – but watching the Pasta Grannies ‘How to Roll Pasta’ video on YouTube will help bring this explanation to life.

Before you start, remember to keep your pasta floured throughout the process.

Cup your hands over your rolling pin so your wrists nearly touch the pasta board. Flatten your dough with your pin, turning it a few degrees at a time in the same direction; this helps to keep it circular.

When it is the size of a plate, start with your hands at hip width and roll the top third of your dough (furthest away from you) by following the curve of the circle and drawing your hands inwards as you push the pin away from you. Your hands will meet in the middle. Stop the pin before it reaches the very edge. Roll the dough four times.

Turn the pasta from 12 to one and repeat going round the clock.

You will end up with a bump of pasta in the middle. To get rid of it, flip the outer edge of pasta over the pin. Hold the pasta with one hand, and place the other hand on the dough to stop it moving. Give the pin a tug with the pasta hand to create a snug fit around the pin. Roll the dough over the pin towards you.

Move your hands wider, stick your elbows out and, pressing down, roll the pasta out two or three times. This will flatten the thicker central zone of your pasta. Finish with the pasta rolled up and turn it 90 degrees, opening it out across the board.

Repeat this process until the sfoglia (the pasta sheet, see The Kit) is too large to move comfortably by hand. At this stage, you will need to roll it up around the pin and turn it, as described above. Allow your pin to roll on its own across the dough to remove any air after you have turned it.

You can let your sfoglia drape over the edge of the board – allow about a third, no more, otherwise the whole thing will slip off. This helps to anchor and stretch it, but also it means you don’t have to stretch too far over the board, messing up your back. Remember not to lean against the pasta.

Do not attempt to roll the entire sheet (until you feel expert) or change rolling direction; just keep rolling the outer third directly in front of you. As the dough gets bigger, your arms and elbows start quite far apart. Eventually, you will end up with pasta you can see through. It should feel like heavy linen.

To check your pasta is evenly rolled, roll up a third, hold onto the edges (it will fall off the pin otherwise) and hold it up to the light. Darker patches mean thicker dough and you haven’t rolled it uniformly, so you will want to go back over these areas.

Leave your pasta sheet to dry on the board for 5 minutes. For tagliolini, tagliatelle and pappardelle, you can now flour it, roll it up very gently (like a carpet) into a log and it’s ready for cutting.
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HOW TO MAKE DURUM WHEAT DOUGH
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Now let’s take a look at durum wheat flour and water-based dough. This dough doesn’t include eggs (usually) as durum wheat already has enough bite. The resulting dough won’t be as stretchy as an egg-based dough made from 00 flour. This type of dough is used for all the pasta shapes you find in southern Italy such as cavatelli and maccheroni and orecchiette. When you make a sfoglia, it’s always slightly thicker and the pasta ribbons you can make from it include sagne ritorte and taccune.

Step 1: Weigh out your ingredients

Allow 45–50 g (1½–1¾ oz) tepid water for every 100 g (3½ oz) semola rimacinata (semolina flour). Incidentally, the volume of the water is the same as the weight: 45–50 ml (1½–1¾ fl oz), but scales are more accurate than measuring jugs.

Add 4 g (1 teaspoon) salt to a litre (34 fl oz/4 cups) warm water. Salt is not there for flavour; it helps to make the gluten strands slide along one another better.

Step 2: Mix them together

Either use a bowl or heap the flour onto your board. Using your fingers, make a well and pour in the amount of water you need. Mix the flour into the water, making sure you mop up all the excess flour.

Step 3: Knead the dough

Knead the dough, as described for the egg pasta, for 5 minutes. You want a dough that is silky and not sticky to the touch. It won’t have the soft pillowy feel of egg-based pasta dough, but it will feel nice and plastic – and you can use it immediately, there’s no need to leave it to rest. If you knead the dough for longer, it will develop some elasticity and then you will have to let it rest for 20 minutes or so.

Step 4: Shape the dough

Roll the dough if necessary (lots of southern Italian pasta shapes don’t require the dough to be rolled out). Keep the dough covered while you are making the pasta shapes to stop it drying out.



FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
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Why are the measurements in grams?

If you want to emulate our nonne and make pasta by eye, go for it – but watch a few Pasta Grannies videos first. But if you feel the need to measure the ingredients then I recommend grams rather than ounces or cups as they are easier and more accurate. Think of them as the support wheels on a bicycle. There will always be holes in the road: flour varies, as does temperature and humidity, so be prepared to adjust your quantities by a few grams – it’s important to think about how the dough feels.

How much should I allow for a serving?

For egg pasta the rule of thumb is 1 egg and 100 g (3½ oz/scant 1 cup) flour per person. This is a generous main course-sized portion. When it comes to ravioli and other filled pasta, estimate 150 g (5 oz) of the finished pasta per person.

For pasta made with semolina flour and water, again allow 100 g (3½ oz/scant 1 cup) flour per person for a main course.

Quantities vary slightly through the book – this is because a recipe may be easier to make in bigger batches.

I have made too much, what should I do?

For egg pasta, which is uncooked, the easiest thing to do is place the pasta flat on a tray, nicely spread out, and freeze it. Once frozen, decant it into a bag or container and freeze for future use. Do not defrost it – add it directly to your boiling salted water and allow a couple of minutes extra cooking time.

Semolina and water-based pasta can be spread out and dried – the longer you leave it, the longer it will need to cook.

If you have cooked the pasta already, e.g. tagliatelle, then make a frittata or omelette with it.

Can I use shop-bought dried pasta instead?

Yes, of course. But remember dried pasta is always made with semolina flour, so if you’re swapping it in a recipe which calls for egg pasta, it will give the dish a different mouth-feel. Most of us don’t worry about this; but as an aside do try, just once, to make lasagna with homemade pasta not the ready-to-cook sheets – it is so much nicer!

Dried pasta is not necessarily an inferior product to fresh pasta – the key is to find good-quality dried pasta, and price is a strong indicator (unless the packaging is very fancy). Look for the words ‘extruded through bronze dies’ and ‘dried at low temperatures’.

What’s the best way to cook pasta?

I have never seen someone use the large-sized saucepan recommended in most books and articles on pasta. I think there are a couple of reasons for this: it costs money to heat up a large pan of water – and gas is very expensive in Italy; and a large pan takes up a lot of room in a tiny kitchen. So, use the largest saucepan you have and cook the pasta in batches if necessary, adding the cooked pasta to the condimento.

It doesn’t make any difference whether you add the salt to cold water or to boiling – with the latter you must ensure the water returns to the boil before adding your pasta. Use non-iodized, coarse sea salt and allow a generous tablespoon for 4 litres (1 gallon) water – or 10 g (½ oz) per litre (34 fl oz/4 cups) but I’m not sure most folk go to the trouble of measuring it like this.

You do not need to add oil – it’s an expensive ingredient, which you don’t want to pour down the sink. And, contrary to popular belief, it doesn’t stop pasta from sticking; stir the pasta gently instead.

How do you know when it’s done?

Nibble a piece; how long it takes to cook will depend on the size you’ve made your pasta shapes. Once the water has returned to the boil, allow 2–3 minutes for ribbon pasta such as tagliatelle (less if it’s extra thin like tagliolini), and 4–5 minutes for filled pasta.

For semolina pasta, expect to cook it for at least 5 minutes.

Some cooks like to add a little of the pasta cooking water to make the finished dish more ‘saucy’. This is a matter of judgement – it is by no means routine in the kitchens I have visited.
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Nuts and herbs

I have grouped nuts and herbs together because they can both be foraged, and both sets of ingredients partner very happily with pasta. Spring is the peak time for edible wild plant hunting, before the leaves turn tough in the heat; while nuts are harvested in late summer and autumn. Try and make sure your herbs are young, and nuts are the current year’s crop – it makes a big difference to the overall flavour of your pasta dish.
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ROSETTA’S TROFIE WITH BASIL SAUCE
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FOR 4 PEOPLE
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Basil pesto or pesto alla Genovese is the world’s second-most popular pasta condimento, or dressing. Pesto has now come to mean any herb-and-nut combination you can think of pairing. Rosetta and her friends add an un-classic fresh cheese called prescinsêua to their pesto. This has a tangy, yoghurt-like flavour with a consistency similar to ricotta. Of course, they like the taste, but it’s also a way of making expensive ingredients go further. Because of this, I have called Rosetta’s recipe a basil sauce rather than a strict pesto, as it is creamier than usual.

Pesto alla Genovese is usually served with trofie pasta, and it is only fairly recently that manufacturers found a way to extrude this shape through their bronze dies. Prior to this, the local pasta business in the little town of Sori commissioned ladies in the area to make it, and Rosetta is one of them. After she married, she wanted to earn some money while bringing up her children, and so learnt how to make it. She says it took several days of practice to get the twirl tight and the pasta all the same size; now it’s second nature and her skills are such that she appears on Italian TV and YouTube (Pasta Grannies, thank goodness).

FOR THE PASTA

400 g (14 oz/3⅓ cups) 00 flour or plain (all-purpose) flour

180 ml (6 fl oz/¾ cup) boiling water, or enough liquid to bring the dough together


FOR THE BASIL SAUCE

2 tablespoons pine nuts, preferably Italian (see Maurizio’s Pesto Alla Genovese)

1 plump garlic clove, one that has not developed its ‘anima’ or green shoot

75 ml (2½ fl oz/5 tablespoons) extra-virgin olive oil, preferably Ligurian or other grassy-tasting oil

150 g (5 oz) fresh basil leaves

4 tablespoons prescinsêua cheese, or live Greek-style yoghurt

80 g (3 oz) Grano Padano or Parmigiano Reggiano, grated

20 g (¾ oz) Pecorino Sardo, grated

½ teaspoon fine salt

TO SERVE

150 g (5 oz) green beans, halved (optional)

Place the flour in a mixing bowl then gradually add the water. Use a fork to make a dough that feels soft but not sticky. Turn it out onto a floured pasta board and knead it until it is smooth and silky. This will take around 10 minutes.

Cover the dough with the bowl so it doesn’t dry out and leave it to rest for 30 minutes.

Pinch off a pea-sized piece and roll it outwards over the board with the palm of your hand to create a spindle shape. Pull your hand back diagonally across your body, pressing down gently but firmly on the pasta with the edge of your hand. You should create a twisted piece of pasta, which looks like a corkscrew. You can also try it with a bench scraper if you cannot get the hang of it with your hands.

Make the basil sauce by blitzing everything together in a blender until smooth. Taste for seasoning and adjust if necessary.

Bring a large pan of salted water to the boil and cook the trofie for about 2 minutes. The length of time will depend on how big your trofie are, so test one for doneness. Use a sieve or slotted spoon to scoop out the pasta once it’s cooked and place in a large serving bowl. Add the green beans, if using, to the hot water; blanch for 3 minutes and add to the pasta. Stir through the basil sauce. No extra cheese is needed.

It is best to make the pasta the day before you plan to eat it, as it takes a while to get into the rhythm of this shape.
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