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“Isabella is the best teacher and a most talented chef. I adore her fennel pasta and think about how delicious it is all the time. It was such an honour to be in the Future Dreams House kitchen with her for a very special supper and got to see the wonderful Pasta Therapy in action.”

Melissa Hemsley, cookbook author & Sunday Times bestseller

“Isabella’s Pasta Therapy workshops have become a cornerstone of our community offerings. They are highly anticipated for many of our members, providing a place not just for learning, but for healing and connecting. We’ve seen first-hand how these sessions brighten spirits and build bonds. They are a testament to the power of sharing and healing together.”

Sam Jacobs, CEO Future Dreams Charity
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To my parents, Giovanna and Riccardo: For teaching me that love is best shared around the table. And to everyone who finds solace in the kitchen, may you discover your own recipe for healing.
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FOREWORD

by Melissa Hemsley

I first met Isabella in the kitchen of the Future Dreams House, where we cooked a special supper for a group of media and influencers. It was such a lovely evening, relaxed, warm and full of good food, and it was clear from the start that Isabella had created something really thoughtful with Pasta Therapy.

She has a way of making you feel completely at ease in the kitchen. Her approach to pasta is practical, hands-on and filled with heart. There’s no fuss, no pressure. It’s not about chasing perfection. It’s about enjoying the process, being present and finding a bit of calm through something as simple as flour and water. That’s the beauty of it. You get to switch off from everything else, just for a while, and lose yourself in the rhythm of it.

The idea for Pasta Therapy came from Isabella’s own life when, after facing illness and subsequent grief, she found herself turning to food, not just for nourishment, but to feel grounded again. Pasta-making became her calming ritual in the middle of everything else. A way to slow down, focus and take comfort in small, familiar movements. Over time, she began sharing it with others, first through her writing and online community, then in small workshops and supper clubs, and now through this beautiful book.

I still remember the fennel pasta she made that night. It was simple, unfussy and completely delicious, one of those dishes that stays with you. That’s Isabella’s gift. Her food isn’t just about flavour, but also about how it makes you feel.

Whether you’re completely new to making pasta or just looking for more joy in the kitchen, I hope you enjoy these recipes and the feeling that comes with them. Calm, connection and something truly satisfying at the end of it.
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Author’s Note

There are many reasons people write cookbooks. For me, it all started with a question: Could I have done something differently?

In 2022, I lost both my parents to cancer, just months apart. Years earlier, I had gone through it too: my own diagnosis, my own reckoning with fear and fragility. I had always felt the need to be strong: the daughter who had survived, who had travelled the world, made a career, lived boldly. But when they were gone, I was left with a grief so raw it tore through every part of me. And beneath that grief was something heavier: guilt. Not logical, not deserved, but persistent. A constant wondering: Did I leave too soon? Was I too far away? Should I have seen it coming? Done more? Been more?

As time passed, I began to reflect more gently. My parents had lived a simple life in Sicily. My mother, the kindest soul I’ve ever known, carried a quiet sadness that I had turned my back on my roots. I left Sicily when I was 18, eager to explore the bigger world. I lived in places she’d never dreamed of visiting . . . until she did. In the last decade of her life, she and my father travelled farther than they ever thought possible: to Southeast Asia, North America, the UK and the Middle East. They embraced unfamiliar cultures, tried dishes they couldn’t name and welcomed every experience with open hearts. They did it for me and my sister. And they did it bravely. But they longed for home. Their food. Their kitchen. Their loud, messy, wonderful Sundays.

Now that they’re gone, I realize something. I can’t change the past, but I can preserve what mattered most to them: their legacy, their love, the recipes that filled our table.

This book is how I come home. Every recipe is a memory. A gesture of return. A way to say, I remember. A way to feel their hands still guiding mine, even when the signs are silent. This is how I keep them with me: by writing it all down.

It’s just a cookbook. But it’s also the most sacred thing I’ve ever made.

If you’ve ever felt grief that words can’t hold, or lost someone who was your compass, I hope this book makes you feel a little less alone.

Because this is more than pasta. It’s therapy.





Ch. 1

INTRODUCTION TO
 Pasta Therapy



We all begin somewhere. This chapter is your starting point. It doesn’t begin with a recipe but with a few essential tools, notes and techniques that will help you feel more at ease as you move through the book. You’ll find tips on how to mix and knead dough, how to shape and cook pasta, and what to do when things don’t go to plan. There’s also a short note on how the book is organised.

Each chapter has a theme, whether emotional or practical, and the recipes are grouped with that in mind. Some focus on technique, others on comfort, some on healing or family traditions. You can follow the order or skip around. There is no right or wrong way to approach it.

You’ll also find a bit of personal context here. A story about how I found myself turning to pasta during one of the most difficult times in my life, and how something as ordinary as flour and water gave me a sense of focus when everything else felt chaotic. The heavier parts of that story sit in the pages that follow, but this chapter helps frame what the book is, and what it isn’t. There are no tests here. No rules to follow too strictly. Just an invitation to slow down and try.
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Top to bottom: family meals in Sicily in the summer; my mamma Giovanna; nonna Maria and me; zia Rita, my father Riccardo and my uncle Gianni.


Where It All Began

Growing up in Sicily, Sundays were sacred. Not in the traditional sense of attending church, but in the way our family gathered around food. Meals weren’t just meals; they were a ritual, a chance to reconnect, to laugh, to share. In the lead up each week, my mamma (mother), zia (aunt) and nonna (grandma) would spend hours on the phone, debating who would bring what, each eager to contribute their signature dish.

My mamma Giovanna was the queen of Ricotta Ravioli with Sugo (My Sugo Finto version is on page 59), each perfectly shaped piece rolled with a delicate touch and paired with her slow-cooked tomato sauce with pork belly and sausage. Other favourites included her saffron-infused penne gialle (“yellow penne”), her penne del bandito (“outlaw’s penne”) with its decadent tomato, egg and bacon sauce, and her comforting Timballo di Patate, a nutmeg-scented potato pie. Meals often ended with her indulgent Tronchetto Roulade, filled with chocolate and sweet ricotta. But it was her Scaccia (page 79) that she was famous for, even beyond the family. Thin layers of bread dough folded over a savoury filling. To this day, I’ve never met anyone who can roll the dough as thin as she did.

My zia Rita was equally a force to be reckoned with in the kitchen, as she prepared her Sunday Lasagna (page 76) and her crispy cotolette. I still remember her loud laughter echoing through the house as she breaded and fried the cutlets, filling the air with the smell of home. She was the youngest of my dad’s siblings and many mistook us for mother and daughter as I resembled her so strikingly.

Meanwhile, my nonna Maria brought the flavours of her native Benghazi to our table, contributing dishes that felt foreign to my childhood palate. Her Pasta Al Forno Con Broccoli (page 83) was my first encounter with red chillies and a dish of comfort, but it was her 7 Vegetable Couscous (page 72), with spices that spoke to the North African coast where she grew up, that made me feel connected to something larger. And her Spaghetti Alla Carrettiera (page 75), a simple dish of fresh tomatoes and garlic, reminded me that sometimes the simplest meals are the most evocative, and the most potent.

My younger sister Paola and I would hang around the kitchen, stealing bits of dough when we thought no one was looking, invariably getting caught and admonished. According to adults’ wisdom, eating raw pasta dough would give us a stomach ache, though it never did. The kitchen was a place of magic for us: flour-dusted countertops, the rhythmic bubbling of sauce on the hob/stovetop, the loud chatter of women and the even louder volume of the TV persistently in the background. It was in those moments that I realized I was witnessing something special, something that would stay with me forever.

My Father, Riccardo

While the women in my family shaped my love for food, my papà (father), Riccardo, shaped my approach to life. He was the dreamer in our family, always encouraging me to aim higher and believe that nothing was out of reach. While my mother’s practicality kept me grounded, my father’s optimism lifted me. From leaving home at age 18 to study in Venice, to travelling the world and settling in Singapore, building a successful career, to moving to England to pursue a new job, his belief in me was a constant in my life.

He never got to see this book – nor did mamma, zia or nonna – but I know how much it would have meant to him. He would have shared it proudly, bragging about it to anyone who’d listen, probably to the point of embarrassment, his face lighting up with joy. His pride in our family heritage and his unshakeable belief in me shaped everything I’ve done. This book is a tribute to him, his faith in me, his love for our Sicilian roots and his insistence that no dream was too big.

A New Chapter

In 2018, food and cooking took on a different, more profound role in my life. What had always been a source of joy became a lifeline when, on the eve of my 38th birthday, I received news that would change everything: I had breast cancer. That moment shattered everything I thought I knew about myself. The four years that followed were filled with treatments, surgeries, recovery, a global pandemic and the unbearable loss of both my parents, Giovanna and Riccardo, to the same disease.

It was during these darkest times that I found refuge in an unexpected but familiar place: the kitchen. Amidst flour, eggs and the comforting bubbling away of tomato sauce, I discovered a therapy in pasta making. Each strand of dough, each imperfectly shaped ravioli became a way to reclaim control and normalcy. The kitchen became my sanctuary as I navigated illness and unendurable grief. The repetitive actions of kneading and shaping pasta grounded me, helping me process emotions that felt too heavy to bear.

But this journey isn’t just mine. It reflects the experiences of many who have turned to the kitchen during difficult times, finding solace in the simple act of creating something with their hands. Whether facing daily stresses or profound challenges, cooking can heal, connect and ground us.
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Top to bottom: me and my younger sister Paola; my nonna Peppina, my mum and me on my first birthday; my father making tomato sauce; my mama and papá.
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Photos from my time in Sicily.


How It All Started

Out of this personal journey came something I never anticipated: Pasta Therapy, a series of workshops I created for Future Dreams, a charity supporting people affected by breast cancer. In March 2023, I started monthly sessions, inviting women to knead dough, roll pasta and, in the process, heal. It was more than just cooking lessons; it was a safe, nurturing space where the act of making pasta provided comfort, community and connection among women who were going through the worst of times.

The response has been humbling. Over 200 women have joined me so far, crafting pasta shapes like tagliatelle and pappardelle, paired with simple, seasonal sauces. I wanted these sessions to always be accessible to everyone, no matter their health, skills or circumstances. For many, the workshops brought something they hadn’t felt in a long time: a sense of normalcy, a shared experience and a moment of joy during a tough time.

This idea that pasta making can be a form of therapy, a way to heal through the act of creation, is what brought me here, to this book. And I wonder: What if Pasta Therapy became more than just a workshop, or a book? What if it became a movement? A way for people globally to come together, to heal and connect through the shared joy of cooking?

Pasta making, after all, is a universal language. It’s tactile, requiring you to be present in the moment, and needs patience. It’s a way to quiet the mind and focus on something simple but profound. And in that quiet, I believe we can find peace, even amidst life’s storms.

Pasta Therapy: A Movement

This book is an invitation to explore the therapeutic power of food. Imagine Pasta Therapy spreading beyond the workshops, becoming a movement where communities gather to cook, heal and share. It could be a way for people everywhere to connect, create and find solace, just as I have.

Pasta has always been a testament to transformation. From a simple mixture of flour and water, we can create something that feeds our bodies and our spirits. The act of making pasta is grounding, offering a tactile connection to the present moment and a sense of accomplishment that nourishes the soul.

As you turn these pages, I hope you feel inspired to not just cook, but to create, to heal and to connect with those you love. Whether you are an experienced cook or just starting out, Pasta Therapy offers a space to find comfort, joy and a bit of peace in the process.

Welcome to Pasta Therapy: a therapeutic journey of healing through the art of pasta making.

How to Read This Book

Every recipe in this book is marked with two icons to help you decide what to cook, when to cook it and what to serve alongside. These markers appear at the top of each recipe and reflect two things:

■ Dietary: This is a meat- and seafood-free cookbook, so you’ll find recipes marked as:

[image: image] vegan

[image: image] vegetarian
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If a recipe is marked as vegetarian and it includes cheese, you may need to use a similar vegetarian cheese alternative (that doesn’t contain animal rennet) to ensure it is suitable.
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■ Difficulty level: All 1 2 3 the recipes are easily explained, but some are a little easier to follow for beginners, and so you’ll see a rolling pin symbol on each recipe telling you how hard the recipe is, from 1–3 (3 being the hardest).
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■ Season: While most recipes can be made year-round, I’ve suggested the best time of year to enjoy them based on ingredient seasonality and flavour. Look for symbols for spring, summer, autumn or winter to guide your cooking with the rhythm of the seasons.
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Basic Equipment

Making pasta by hand doesn’t require much: just a good wooden board, a rolling pin and your hands. In my family, no one used fancy gadgets. My nonna rolled out sheets of dough with a long, heavy mattarello (rolling pin), worn smooth by years of use, and cut tagliatelle with a simple kitchen knife. The kitchen table was her workspace, dusted with flour and scattered with shapes in various stages of completion. Today, I still believe in keeping things simple. You don’t need a cupboard full of tools to make beautiful pasta. But there are a few essentials that can make the process easier, especially if you’re just getting started.
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THE ESSENTIALS

■ A good wooden board or surface: Ideally, a large, untreated wooden board or table with enough space to knead, roll and shape. Wood is forgiving and naturally textured, which helps the dough grip ever so slightly as you work it.

■ Rolling pin: For hand-rolling pasta, I recommend a long, cylindrical, handleless rolling pin. It allows for better control and even pressure. Avoid the thick, short rolling pins with handles, which are used for pastry.

■ Pasta machine: While not essential, a manual pasta machine, like the Marcato Atlas 150, is a worthwhile investment. It’s durable, easy to use and helps you roll out even sheets, especially for stuffed pastas. Many affordable models work just as well, and with proper care, they’ll last you decades.

■ Attachments and cutters: If you use a pasta machine, consider picking up a few extra cutters or attachments for shapes like tagliolini, fettuccine or even ravioli. Most machines come with a few basic cutters included.

■ Ravioli stamps or wheels: Traditional brass or wooden ravioli stamps come in many shapes: round, square, heart, flower. But don’t worry if you don’t have one. You can use a glass, a cookie cutter or even just a knife to trim and seal your ravioli. A fork can help crimp the edges and keep the filling secure.

■ Gnocchi board/paddle (rigagnocchi): A small, ridged board made from wood is traditionally used to give gnocchi their signature grooves and can be used to make other shapes too like garganelli, rigatoni or cavatelli. But the back of a fork or even a cheese grater works just as well. What matters most is having texture to catch the sauce.

■ Ferretto: A thin metal rod traditionally used in Sicily to shape pasta such as busiate. It resembles a long knitting needle and is rolled diagonally along small pieces of dough to create the pasta’s signature spiral shape. If you don’t have a ferretto, a thin wooden skewer or knitting needle works just as well.

■ Knife or dough cutter: A sharp kitchen knife or bench scraper is useful for cutting sheets of pasta, trimming edges and dividing dough.

■ Clean dish towels and trays: To rest and dry your pasta, use dish towels to cover the dough and prevent it from drying out while you work. Lay shaped pasta on flour-dusted trays before cooking.

NICE-TO-HAVES (BUT NOT NECESSITIES)

As you grow more comfortable with pasta-making, you might find yourself curious about other tools. These aren’t essential, but they can add variety and a little fun to your process, especially if you enjoy experimenting with different shapes and textures.

■ Pasta wheel (rotella): A small tool with a fluted or straight edge, perfect for cutting decorative edges on tagliatelle or ravioli. It gives your pasta a beautiful, professional look with very little effort.

■ Chitarra: A traditional Abruzzese tool made with fine wire strings stretched over a wooden frame. Sheets of pasta are pressed through the wires to create square-edged spaghetti, known as tonnarelli. It’s tactile, musical and a joy to use, but takes up quite a bit of space, so it’s not for everyone.

■ Drying rack: Particularly handy if you’re making long shapes like tagliatelle, fettuccine or pappardelle and want to dry them slightly before cooking or storing. You can also use a clean broom handle balanced between two chairs, as my nonna sometimes did.

■ Stackable pasta drying trays: Shallow, ventilated trays used to air-dry short pasta shapes like orecchiette, gnocchi, trofie or malloreddus. They’re especially useful when making large batches, as they save space and allow air to circulate around the pasta to prevent sticking. I was tempted to include these in the essentials, as I find them incredibly useful. They can be disassembled and stacked away neatly when not in use, making them ideal even for small kitchens like mine.

■ Tortellini or gnocchi boards with multiple cavities: These help produce uniform shapes quickly, though I still prefer shaping by hand for the rhythm and mindfulness it brings.

■ Piping bag: Useful for filling ravioli or cappellacci cleanly and evenly, especially if your filling is on the softer side. That said, I normally just use a teaspoon to distribute the filling equally. Simple, fuss-free and it does the job perfectly well.

Remember: these are simply tools to support your hands, not replace them. As you become more confident, you’ll find your favourite tools and maybe even pass them down one day, just like my mamma’s ravioli cutter, which I’ve used many times in this book.

Basic Techniques

Pasta-making begins with simple ingredients, but it’s guided by a combination of instinct and technique. Your hands become your most trusted tools: sensing the texture of the dough, adjusting the pressure as you knead and recognizing when it’s ready just by touch. While much of this comes with practice and feel, there are also a few reliable rules you can learn. These foundational methods will form the backbone of your pasta-making journey. With practice, they’ll become second nature.

Mixing and Kneading: Always lightly dust your work space with flour before you get started. Then make a well of flour on your board and pour the water or eggs into the middle. Draw the flour in gradually with your fingers or a fork, working slowly until it forms a shaggy dough. Then comes the kneading. Use the heel of your hand to push the dough away, then fold it back over itself and repeat. Eventually, after 5–7 minutes, the dough should spring back slightly when pressed with a finger and it should no longer stick to your hands or the board. That’s when you know it’s ready.

Resting: Once the dough is kneaded, wrap it in a clean dish towel or cover it with an upturned bowl and let it rest for at least 30 minutes. This allows the gluten to relax, making the dough easier to roll and shape. Resting is just as important as kneading, and it’s the perfect moment to prepare your filling or sauce or simply pause and breathe.

Rolling: If you’re using a rolling pin, start from the middle and push outward, turning the dough occasionally to keep it even. For a pasta machine, begin on the widest setting and pass the dough through several times, folding it in half between passes until it becomes smooth and consistent. Then gradually reduce the thickness setting, one notch at a time, until you reach your desired thinness. Sprinkle with a little flour if needed, but don’t overdo it. The dough should stay supple and slightly tacky, not dry.

Shaping: Some shapes are quick and rustic, like hand-rolled cavatelli or orecchiette pressed with a thumb. Others, like ravioli or tortellini, require more precision and care. No matter the shape, take your time. Imperfections are part of the charm. If you’re cutting ribbons like tagliatelle, make sure your dough is well-floured and rolled thin. For filled pasta, seal the edges firmly and remove any air bubbles to prevent them from bursting in the water.

Cooking: Fresh pasta cooks quickly – usually in just 2–4 minutes. Use a large pot of well-salted water, and don’t overcrowd it. Stir gently to prevent sticking, and taste as you go. We sometimes add a little oil to the cooking water to prevent sticking but using a bigger pot with plenty of water will work just fine. Pasta should be al dente – tender but still with a bit of bite. Always reserve a splash of the cooking water to help loosen and bind your sauce.
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Cupboard Ingredients

Pasta might be the heart of a dish, but the real magic comes from what you put with it. In our kitchen, the cupboard was always stocked with a few essential ingredients that could turn a simple bowl of pasta into something memorable. We always had extra virgin olive oil, and used it generously. Onions, carrots and celery were the starting point of every soffritto, and fresh herbs like parsley, basil and mint were picked from pots on the windowsill – never dried, not for pasta at least.

There were always jars of capers and bowls of olives, adding bursts of flavour to sauces or simply eaten with bread when the wait for the water to boil was too long. Dried red chillies lived in a small paper package tucked into the spice drawer, ready to be crumbled over aglio e olio or infused into oil. And, of course, there were good-quality canned tomatoes, along with my mum’s homemade tomato sauce, which she would prepare with the ripest September tomatoes to last until the next tomato season. These were the backbones of our kitchen. Here are the ingredients I always try to keep in my kitchen:

OILS, SAUCES & CONDIMENTS

■ Extra virgin olive oil

■ White wine vinegar

■ Red wine vinegar

■ Capers in salt or brine

■ Tomato purée/paste (for smooth sauces)

■ Tomato passata/polpa di pomodoro (finely chopped tomatoes, for chunkier sauces)

■ Peeled canned tomatoes/pelati

AROMATICS & FLAVOUR BUILDERS

■ Garlic

■ Red and white onions

■ Shallots

■ Dried red chillies

■ Black pepper (whole and ground)

■ Sea salt or fine salt

■ Nutmeg

HERBS & SPICES

■ Fresh parsley

■ Fresh basil

■ Fresh mint

■ Fresh dill or wild fennel

■ Rosemary (fresh or dried)

■ Bay leaves

■ Fennel seeds

■ Dried oregano

CANNED & JARRED GOODS

■ Olives (green and black)

■ Artichokes in oil

■ Sun-dried tomatoes

DRY GOODS

■ Semola

■ 00 flour

■ Plain/all-purpose flour (for some doughs and sauces)

■ Whole-wheat/wholemeal flour (use plain/all-purpose)

■ Other flours like spelt, quinoa, gluten-free flour blends

■ Breadcrumbs (homemade or plain, not seasoned)

■ Dried pasta (as a backup)

CHEESES & PRESERVED ITEMS

■ Grana Padano or Parmigiano Reggiano (wedge or grated)

■ Pecorino

■ Ricotta Salata

■ Butter (unsalted)

LENTILS & PULSES

■ Borlotti beans

■ Chickpeas/garbanzo beans

■ Brown lentils

■ Broad/fava beans

■ Peas

Getting Started: Four Doughs and One Sauce

Before we move on to shapes and fillings, I want to share a few basic recipes. These are the essentials I return to most often in my own kitchen, and many of the dishes in this book begin here.

THERE ARE FOUR DOUGHS

■ A soft, elastic egg dough used for tagliatelle, tortelli or lasagne

■ A firmer semola and water dough typical of the south

■ A tomato dough with added depth and colour

■ A spinach dough for freshness and vibrancy

And one sauce: my mum Giovanna’s tomato sauce. It’s simple and comforting.

These are the starting points. Once you’re comfortable with them, everything else becomes easier.
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Simple Fresh Egg Pasta Dough

Pasta all’uovo
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A basic recipe for creating the most common fresh pasta dough, perfect for shaping into tagliatelle, pappardelle or fettuccine. This is a foundational recipe to build confidence. It’s made with just flour and eggs and is the easiest dough to work with: soft, elastic and reliable. While in the south we often use semola and water doughs, this egg-based version is typical of central and northern Italy and widely used across the country. The ratio is simple: 100g/3½oz/¾ cup of flour and 1 egg per person. It scales easily, yields generous portions and forms a versatile base for many recipes. Once you’ve mastered this dough, you’ll be ready to roll, cut and shape with confidence.

[image: image]

Serves: 4

Preparation time: approx. 10 minutes, plus 30 minutes resting

Cooking time: depends on the shape

Ingredients:

* 400g/14oz/3 cups 00 flour

* 4 eggs

Make the Dough: On a clean work surface, make a mound with the flour and create a well in the middle. Crack in the eggs and whisk gently with a fork, gradually incorporating the flour from the edges until a rough dough forms. If the dough feels too dry and crumbly, add a teaspoon of water; if it sticks to your hands, sprinkle in a little more flour.

Knead the Dough: Once the dough has formed, begin kneading it with your hands. Use the heel of your hand to push the dough away from you, then fold it back over itself. Continue kneading for about 5–7 minutes, until the dough is smooth and elastic. It should spring back slightly when pressed. Cover the dough with a clean dish towel and let it rest at room temperature for at least 30 minutes.

Roll and Cut the Pasta: After resting, lightly dust a work surface with flour and cut the dough into 2–4 pieces. Depending on the type of pasta you are making, roll the dough into thin sheets or shape it directly by hand. For ribbon shapes like tagliatelle, pappardelle or fettuccine, roll each piece using a pasta machine or rolling pin until it reaches a smooth, even thickness (typically around 1–1.5mm though this may vary depending on the shape). For hand-formed pastas like cavatelli, busiate or orecchiette, there’s no need to roll the dough into sheets; instead, cut and shape it directly from smaller pieces.

When choosing your shape, think about the sauce you’ll pair it with. Pastas with texture or ridges are perfect for holding on to richer, heartier sauces. Smoother shapes like tagliolini suit lighter, more delicate sauces that gently coat the surface. A good match enhances both the pasta and the sauce.

Cook the Pasta: Bring a large pot of salted water to a rolling boil. It’s essential to use a large pot to ensure the pasta doesn’t stick together. The cooking time will depend on the shape and size but fresh pasta cooks quickly, so keep an eye on it. You’ll know it’s done when it floats to the top and has a firm, yet tender texture. Since fresh pasta is delicate, it’s best not to drain it in a colander; instead, use a slotted spoon to transfer it directly into a large pan or plate with your sauce. Mix gently to coat the pasta evenly.

Store the Fresh Pasta: If you’re not cooking the pasta right away, shape it and place on a floured plate or tray, ensuring that the pieces don’t touch and stick together. Transfer the tray to the freezer. After a few hours, once the pasta is frozen, transfer it to a ziplock bag and store in the freezer for up to 2 months. Cook the pasta in boiling water straight from frozen, adding a minute or two to the cooking time.










	
Simple Semola & Water Dough

Pasta di semola
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A rustic pasta dough made from semola and water, perfect for hearty shapes like orecchiette, cavatelli or strozzapreti. This is the pasta of the south, the kind we made at home – rough, rustic and full of character. It requires a little more effort to knead but rewards you with a firm dough that holds its shape beautifully. Semola is finely milled durum wheat flour, not to be confused with coarser semolina, and has a golden colour and slightly gritty feel that softens as you knead. It’s the base for orecchiette, busiate and cavatelli: pasta meant to catch sauce in its grooves and ridges. If you’ve never made pasta before, this is a wonderful place to start. The process is easy to remember too: a ratio of 2:1 semola to water is all you need to create this dough.
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Serves: 4

Preparation time: approx. 10 minutes, plus 30 minutes resting

Cooking time: depends on the shape

Ingredients:

* 400g/14oz/3 cups semola

* 200ml/7fl oz/scant 1 cup lukewarm water

Make the Dough: On a clean work surface, make a mound with the semola and create a well in the middle. Gradually add the lukewarm water, mixing with your fingers or a fork to incorporate the semola until a rough dough forms. If the dough feels too dry, resist adding more water right away; knead it instead, as the dough will soften after resting. If it remains too crumbly, add water just a spoonful at a time, kneading continuously.

Knead the Dough: Once the dough has come together, knead it with your hands. Push the dough away with the heel of your hand, then fold it back over itself, repeating this motion for about 5–7 minutes until the dough is smooth, elastic and slightly firm. It should have a soft bounce when pressed. Cover the dough with a clean dish towel and let it rest at room temperature for at least 30 minutes.

Roll and Shape the Pasta: After resting, lightly dust a work surface with semola and divide the dough into 2–4 pieces. From here, cut it into smaller pieces and shape according to the pasta variety you wish to make. For example, roll them into orecchiette by pressing your thumb into each piece, or create cavatelli by rolling each piece along a grooved surface. The possibilities are endless.

Cook the Pasta: Bring a large pot of salted water to a rolling boil. It’s essential to use a large pot to ensure the pasta doesn’t stick together. Fresh semola pasta cooks quickly, so keep an eye on it. You’ll know it’s done when it floats to the top and has a firm, yet tender texture. Use a slotted spoon to carefully transfer the pasta to a pan with your sauce and mix gently to coat.

Store the Fresh Pasta: If not used right away, shape the pasta, place it on a floured (or semola-dusted) plate or tray, ensuring the pieces don’t touch, and freeze for a few hours. Once frozen, transfer to a ziplock bag and store in the freezer for up to 2 months. Cook the pasta in boiling water straight from frozen, adding a minute or two to the cooking time.










	
Tomato Dough

Impasto al pomodoro
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A colourful pasta dough enriched with tomato purée/paste, perfect for rustic shapes like garganelli, malloreddus or cavatelli. This dough is a playful twist on the classic southern semola-and-water base, with the subtle sweetness and colour of tomato folded in. It’s just as sturdy and versatile, but with a beautiful hue that brings extra warmth to your plate. You can use it for any shape that benefits from a bit of visual drama and a hint of tomato richness. The ratio remains the same – 2:1 semola to liquid – with a small adjustment to account for the tomato purée/paste.
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Serves: 4

Preparation time: approx. 10 minutes, plus 30 minutes resting

Cooking time: depends on the shape

Ingredients:

* 400g/14oz/3 cups semola

* 2 tbsp tomato purée/paste

* 180ml/6fl oz/¾ cup lukewarm water

Make the Dough: On a clean work surface, make a mound with the semola and create a well in the middle. In a small bowl or jug, mix the tomato purée/paste into the lukewarm water until dissolved. Gradually pour the tomato water into the well, mixing with your fingers or a fork to incorporate the semola until a rough dough forms. If the dough feels too dry, don’t add more water right away; start kneading, as the dough will hydrate further with time and soften after resting. If it remains too crumbly, add a spoonful of water at a time.

Knead the Dough: Once the dough has come together, knead it with your hands. Push it away using the heel of your hand, then fold it back over itself, repeating the motion for about 5–7 minutes until the dough is smooth, elastic and slightly firm, with a soft bounce when pressed. Cover the dough with a clean dish towel and let it rest at room temperature for at least 30 minutes.

Roll and Shape the Pasta: After resting, lightly dust a work surface with semola and divide the dough into 2–4 pieces. Shape according to the pasta variety you’re making. This dough works especially well for ridged or indented shapes like foglie d’ulivo, malloreddus or garganelli, as the tomato colour accentuates their texture.

Cook the Pasta: Bring a large pot of salted water to a rolling boil. Use a big pot so the pasta cooks evenly and doesn’t stick together. Tomato dough cooks quickly; it is done when the pasta floats to the surface and has a firm yet tender texture. Transfer to your sauce with a slotted spoon and toss gently to coat.

Store the Fresh Pasta: If not cooking immediately, shape and lay the pasta on a floured (or semola-dusted) plate or tray in a single layer, ensuring the pieces don’t touch. Freeze for a few hours, then transfer to a ziplock bag and store in the freezer for up to 2 months. Cook the pasta in boiling water straight from frozen, adding a minute or two to the cooking time.










	
Spinach Dough

Impasto agli spinaci
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A vibrant green dough, as beautiful as it is delicious. It builds on the classic fresh egg base, with finely chopped or puréed cooked spinach added for vibrant colour and a hint of flavour. It’s traditionally used for dishes like lasagne verdi or spinach tagliatelle and works beautifully for filled pastas too. The addition of spinach makes the dough slightly softer and more delicate to work with, but the technique is the same.
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Serves: 4

Preparation time: approx. 10 minutes, plus 30 minutes resting

Cooking time: depends on the shape

Ingredients:

* 400g/14oz/3 cups 00 flour

* 100g/3½oz/2/3 cup cooked spinach, squeezed dry and finely chopped

* 4 eggs

Make the Dough: On a clean work surface, make a mound with the flour and create a well in the middle. Add the chopped spinach and crack in the eggs. Whisk the eggs and spinach gently with a fork, gradually incorporating the flour from the edges until a rough dough forms. If the dough feels too wet, add a little more flour a spoonful at a time. If it’s too dry, wet your hands lightly and start kneading.

Knead the Dough: Once the dough has come together, knead it with your hands for about 5–7 minutes. Use the heel of your hand to push it away from you, then fold it back and repeat. The spinach may make the dough appear slightly speckled at first, but it will become smooth and uniform as you knead. It will eventually become elastic and spring back slightly when pressed. Cover with a dish towel and rest at room temperature for at least 30 minutes.

Roll and Cut the Pasta: After resting, lightly dust a work surface with flour and divide the dough into 2–4 pieces. Roll it out using a pasta machine or rolling pin and cut into your desired shape. Spinach dough is especially beautiful when used for tagliatelle or lasagne sheets, and it pairs wonderfully with creamy or buttery sauces that let the colour shine. For filled pasta, be sure to roll the dough thin and seal the edges well.

Cook the Pasta: Bring a large pot of salted water to a rolling boil. Use a big pot so the pasta cooks evenly and doesn’t stick together. Fresh spinach pasta cooks quickly, usually in 2–4 minutes. Use a slotted spoon or tongs to carefully transfer the pasta to a pan with your sauce and toss gently to coat.

Store the Fresh Pasta: If not cooking immediately, shape and lay the pasta on a floured plate or tray in a single layer, ensuring the pieces or strands don’t touch. Freeze for a few hours, then transfer to a ziplock bag and store in the freezer for up to 2 months. Cook the pasta in boiling water straight from frozen, adding a minute or two to the cooking time.










	
Giovanna’s Tomato Sauce

Salsa di pomodoro
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A cherished family recipe, this sauce takes me straight back to my mum, Giovanna, and the comforting smell that would fill our home whenever she made it. I remember her standing by the hob/stovetop, stirring the pot with care, tasting the sauce until it was just right. She knew how to turn the simplest ingredients into something special, and her tomato sauce is one of my most treasured reminders of her love and warmth. Even though she’s no longer with us, this sauce keeps her close, and every time I make it, I feel like she’s right there with me, watching over my shoulder.

[image: image]

Serves: 10–12

Preparation time: 15 minutes

Cooking time: 2 hours 50 minutes

Ingredients:

* 3kg/6.6lbs ripe tomatoes – use the best quality, local, ripe, in-season tomatoes; Roma, San Marzano or beefsteak varieties work well

* 1 onion, quartered

* 3 garlic cloves, lightly crushed

* 3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

* 8–10 fresh basil leaves

* Salt and pepper, to taste

Prepare the Tomatoes: Roughly chop the tomatoes and add them to a large pot. Using your fist or palm, press down on the tomatoes in the pot to release their juices. This step allows the tomatoes to break down and cook without the need to add any water.

Start the Sauce: Add the onion, garlic and some salt and pepper. Cover the pot with a lid and place it over a medium-low heat. Do not add any additional ingredients at this stage; just bring the sauce to a simmer gently. Remove the lid occasionally to stir, ensuring nothing sticks to the bottom.

Simmer and Reduce: After about 30 minutes of simmering, the tomatoes will have started to release their liquid. Continue simmering gently for around 2 hours, stirring occasionally. The sauce will gradually reduce by half, and you’ll see it thicken as the flavours concentrate.

Add the Olive Oil and Basil: Once the sauce has reduced, add the olive oil and basil leaves. Stir well and let it cook for an additional 20 minutes, allowing the basil to infuse its aroma into the sauce.

Blend and Finish the Sauce: While the sauce is still hot, run it through a vegetable mill in batches or use a hand-held/immersion blender to grind the skins and seeds, creating a smooth consistency. Transfer the sauce to a clean pot or bowl as you work through the batches.

Store the Sauce: If using immediately, serve with your favourite pasta. To store, transfer the sauce to sterilized jars and keep in the refrigerator for up to a week. For longer storage, vacuum-seal the jars to keep them at room temperature for several months.
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Ch. 2

THE ART OF
 Pasta Making



Pasta has been a staple of Mediterranean culture for centuries, woven into the fabric of daily life and traditions. Its origins are the subject of much debate: some say it travelled along the Silk Road from Asia, while others believe it emerged naturally from local grains and creativity. Regardless of where it began, pasta found a home in the Mediterranean, where the interplay of climate, fertile soil and a melting pot of influences shaped its endless varieties. From the rolling hills of Tuscany to the coastal breeze of Sicily, pasta evolved not just as a food but as an expression of place and people.

Growing up in Sicily, I watched my mother transform flour and water into something extraordinary. With her hands dusted in flour, she worked the dough as if it itself held stories – stories of our family, our land and the passage of time. Her gestures were acts of love and preservation, linking her to the generations that came before.

Each region, each village, even each family has its own take on pasta: a different shape, a secret ingredient, a time-honoured technique passed down through generations. Its versatility reflects my beloved Mediterranean landscape, where simple, local ingredients like olive oil, tomatoes and fresh herbs are transformed into something so precious. This chapter is not just about learning the basic techniques of pasta but about connecting to this timeless tradition and embracing the process, finding comfort, joy and a little bit of magic
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