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INTRODUCTION

First and foremost, grazie for picking up our book. We are Pasta Evangelists, a fresh pasta company based in London. We started the business back in 2016, delivering our first batch of freshly made gnocchi and basil pesto to friends. Fortunately, they liked it, word got out, and by the end of 2017 we were delivering boxes of our fresh pasta and sauces to a couple of hundred Londoners every week. A year later, Harrods was renovating its food hall and invited us to open our first fresh pasta concession there. We were a bit taken aback to be asked – we were barely a business! – but immensely proud. Of course we said yes, even though we knew nothing about retail, let alone in one of the world’s most famous department stores. A few years on, our team is still there, and we take immense pleasure in serving (and talking about) pasta all day long.

Mainly, though, we’re a pasta subscription company, offering boxes of freshly made pasta, authentic sauces and garnishes from Italy to our wonderful customers in all corners of the UK. At pastaevangelists.com, we have a menu of 15 different dishes each week, showcasing the wonderful and limitless world of pasta. In this book, we’ve included many of our favourite recipes, as well as some of the best-sellers from our website. We hope you’ll enjoy making them and would love to hear from you – please do tag us on Facebook, Twitter or Instagram at @pastaevangelists.

Before you dive straight in, though, we want to tell you a bit about who we are and where we come from. Italian culture is full of stories and we are no different.

Roberta

One of our favourite recipes in this book, Orecchiette with Rocket and Potatoes (see here), is based on Roberta’s memory of growing up in Puglia, a sun-drenched region of the Italian south. In this arid, sleepy outpost of the Italian peninsula, groves of ancient olive trees and white-washed buildings dominate the landscape. The soul of its people, meanwhile, is rooted in religion and family life. Little has changed here for centuries, and, for the Pugliese, this is no bad thing; tradition is everything.

It was 1989, and the young Roberta – then just six years old – was already causing her parents some concern. You see, of more than 20 children living on the d’Elia family farm, Roberta was the most rambunctious. Twice already she had been caught red-handed emerging from the tomato vines of her neighbour, Signorina Teresa. On the third such occasion, a red-faced Roberta (she had learned to devour her plunder there and then, rather than be encumbered during her retreat) was discovered in the vines not by Signorina Teresa but by Maria-Assunta, her nonna (grandmother) and head of the family. To the young Roberta, it did not seem of any consequence that, by pilfering tomatoes from the poor Signorina Teresa, she was defying her nonna’s Catholic teachings. All that mattered in Roberta’s mind were the sweet, blushing tomatoes, and how utterly wonderful they were.

For Maria-Assunta, though, a solution – or rather distraction – had to be found to keep her mischievous granddaughter occupied. To Roberta’s delight, this entailed food, but on her grandmother’s condition that it had to be fairly procured. And so, Roberta and her nonna began rising together before dawn, while the rest of the family slept, to explore the farmstead for anything they could forage. In those early days, this mainly meant rucola (rocket), which grows spontaneously across the d’Elia family’s farmland. This herb, sprouting from the soil, was easy for Roberta to gather; still small, she could only look on as her nonna plucked olives, both green and black, from the land’s centuries-old trees. By midday, when Puglia’s searing heat set in, both grandmother and granddaughter would return to the cool of the farmhouse with baskets brimming with plenty of fresh rucola.

There, in the farmhouse kitchen, the real magic would begin. Roberta, by her own admission an impatient child, would watch, transfixed, as her nonna rolled out fresh pasta dough, shaping small pieces into orecchiette, or ‘little ears’, an iconic shape of Puglia (and one featured throughout this book). Maria-Assunta’s orecchiette would be served for the entire family with the fresh rocket gathered earlier that morning, and with potatoes proffered by the men of the family, diced and boiled. This is where Roberta’s favourite dish has its origins.

By 1991, after more than a year working by her nonna’s side, Maria-Assunta anointed her granddaughter the family’s pasta princess. To this day, Roberta credits the late Maria-Assunta with establishing her Pugliesità (the quality of being, and feeling, Pugliese) through this formative time spent preparing orecchiette together in the farmhouse kitchen.

Alessandro

Around the same time, some 800 kilometres to the northwest, in the Italian Riviera, our co-founder Alessandro was also learning the virtues of pasta, albeit in a different milieu. Far from being confined to the cucina by his nonna’s side, Alessandro – or Alex to those who know him well – was more often found terrorising the streets of his hometown, Genoa, with other teenage boys. He recalls being notorious among them for falling off his Aprilia scooter; one in five days are rainy there, and this climatic phenomenon, he insists, was responsible for the falls that so amused his friends. In any case, there was one weekly exception to this ritual, when Alex’s loyalties lay elsewhere.

In Italy, schools open from Monday to Saturday, though they finish early – around 1pm. In this way, the weekend, as Alex and his friends knew it, began on Saturday afternoon. And as this weekly apotheosis came about, Alex would disappear off on his moped into the hills above the city. His friends, loitering in the carrugi (Genoa’s historic narrow streets) below, could not comprehend this desertion. Like clockwork, when Alex rejoined the group the following morning, they would probe for a while, trying to tease out the reasons for his flight. But he’d never tell, and soon they’d let it go, only for the same thing to happen the next weekend.

The truth of Alex’s whereabouts was known to only one other: his nonna, Maddalena. You see, while Alex had sat in lessons that morning, Maddalena had been preparing all of her grandson’s favourite things to eat. This was not a proposition Alex could turn down, for Maddalena was a fantastic cook. Far less, though, could he tell a bunch of adolescent boys that he preferred spending time with Granny than them. And so, as his Aprilia lurched into his nonna’s backstreet, he’d cast a glance over his shoulder before parking up. His friends never tailed him though; all he ever saw was the old town below and the Ligurian Sea in the distance. Secure in the knowledge that his Saturday secret was safe, Alex would announce ‘nonna, sono qui!’ (‘nonna, I’m here!’). As his nonna opened her home to her grandson, the smell of focaccia, baking in her oven, would fill the veranda. At this point, Alex’s nose could discern which treats lay in store, and what level of rapture he might attain that afternoon.

Indeed, while focaccia is mainly understood outside of the region as being topped with olive oil, sea salt and perhaps rosemary, in Liguria varieties abound. Alex’s favourite is focaccia di recco, made by sandwiching fresh stracchino cheese from the region between sheets of dough. If he was lucky, his nonna would have made this, and often she did. Most exciting for Alex, though, was watching Maddalena prepare her signature gnocchi al pesto. Just like Roberta, several hundred kilometres to the south, Alex would gaze on as his nonna rolled out the dough from flour, potato and eggs. She’d craft each individual gnocco by hand, using a riga gnocchi, a wooden board with ridges that give home-made gnocchi their rustic appearance. Once dragged gently down the board, each dumpling would be placed delicately on a floured surface before Maddalena moved onto the next. It was poignant to watch the hands of this wizened old woman move with such dexterity. The memory of these Saturday afternoon displays of craftsmanship would later provide Alex with the idea for Pasta Evangelists.

Finn

While all of this was happening, I (Finn) was little more than a big-bellied toddler on the other side of Europe, unable to compete with Roberta and Alex’s early escapism through pasta. I grew up in the UK – in Newcastle upon Tyne, that proud, ferociously friendly bastion of the northeast, and though my childhood most certainly wasn’t an Italian one (I ate more stotties than pasta), it was replete with delicious food.

My dad, Mark, had opened his first restaurant in the city a year before I was born. When it was reviewed with some favour in 1994 by a critic from The Independent, then a national broadsheet, I was barely a year old. The feature was quite an accolade for a Novocastrian restaurateur who had grown up on a council estate in the city’s West End, son of a Polish immigrant. A critic coming ‘all the way’ from London had created quite the stir; the journalist even dedicated a couple of sentences to my existence, giving my parents a good telling off for letting their baby son play in the restaurant. My presence, she said, would upset diners, who would find the setting too familial. The reality, however, was that both of my parents worked full time and there was nowhere else for me to go. Yet I was glad to be there during my formative years, as my dad veered from one restaurant to another – it meant that I got to eat well (and often).

Looking back, many moments stand out for their gastronomic melodrama. The first involved me tasting a young pastry chef’s new recipe in my dad’s second restaurant. It was a blueberry butter cake, and it was so delicious that I requested three more to follow, devouring each in quick succession. By the end of the evening, I had eaten so much that I had to be carried, like some overfed pharoah in a palanquin, all the way home (at least three miles if my dad is to be believed). On another occasion – I think I was about nine – a gravy that my mother served with Sunday lunch delighted me so much that I literally wept. This has happened on a handful of occasions since, most recently at a pizzeria in West London, Pizzicotto. There, while battling a particularly grievous hangover, I was emotionally overcome by a Neapolitan-style pizza topped with a whole, fresh burrata and smatterings of basil pesto, served straight out of a 500°C wood-fired oven.

My lasting love affair with pasta did start in Italy, however, and merely became entrenched at Pasta Evangelists. I was visiting a family friend, Joanne, who was married to Marco, an Italian inventor. Marco had innovated a special stopper for vintage wine bottles and it was a great success. The two had since bought a beautiful villa by a small stream in the countryside near Venice. One evening, as the sun began to give way to shadow, Joanne and Marco invited me to their garden for dinner. As I sat at the table with the stream flowing by, my reverie was broken only by a mosquito biting at my ankle. The setting was otherwise so peaceful that I could have stayed there forever. After the preamble of aperitivo (see here), Joanne brought out the beef ragù she had been simmering for several hours beforehand. It was quite unlike anything I had ever tasted before, sumptuous and rich with fresh rosemary cut from the garden. Being a Brit, I devoured inordinate quantities of that ragù, each time with tangles of fresh tagliatelle from the local pastificio (little pasta factories). To the table, Marco explained that, in Italy, it is common to find family-owned pastifici that make and sell fresh pasta of exceptional quality. That evening in the Veneto countryside, with rosemary heady in the air, and red wine and ragù commingling in my belly, I remember really waking up to just how magnificent pasta could be.

Of course, like most Brits, I had grown up on dishes from the pseudo-Italian repertoire, notably spaghetti Bolognese. I now know that to Italians the notion of serving Bolognese sauce with spaghetti is tantamount to sacrilege. This sauce, they insist, must be served with tagliatelle. When Pasta Evangelists was born, and I began working and eating with Italians every day, I found these protestations difficult, even irritating. I thought them haughty, as though my Italian colleagues and friends were looking down their noses at us Brits. Who cares, I thought, if the sauce is served with tagliatelle, spaghetti or some other shape entirely for that matter?

What I have come to learn in the past few years, though, is that pasta means something to everyone, whether they are Italian, British, Chinese, Kenyan or Ecuadorian. It is a truly democratic food, one that transcends borders and is enjoyed in all corners of the world. In Italy, though, the meaning of pasta runs that bit deeper. It is an integral piece of this young nation’s fabric, a matter of national pride and cohesion, uniting citizens from the sun-drenched island of Sicily in the Mediterranean, all the way up to Alpine communities in the far north. All Italians share a deep, personal stake in this precious foodstuff, and as we will see in this book, it is a vessel for the country’s poetry, stories and history. Most importantly, pasta reminds Italians of precious years past, often when nonna was still lovingly present. So, today, when an Italian tells me that a pasta shape does, or perhaps does not, pair with some sauce, I listen. I listen even if their reaction seems unduly strong. I imagine for a second that, like Roberta, who spent years preparing orecchiette under the tutelage of her late nonna Maria-Assunta, the person protesting may have formed important memories of their own.

In these myriad ways, there is far more to pasta than meets the eye. That’s why, as Pasta Evangelists, we do all we can to evangelise this special food. By learning and telling the stories of pasta, we gain a far better understanding of it; in turn, this makes for a far more rewarding eating experience. By witnessing how real, fresh pasta is made from scratch, we appreciate this simple food more, understanding that its many permutations are the product of centuries of craftsmanship, creativity and artisan tradition. At the same time, we distinguish our pasta evangelism from puritanism – we do not, for example, insist there is no role for dried pasta, or that tradition must never be given a fresh outlook.

Instead, in this book, we’ve put together a selection of our favourite pasta recipes. Recipes that we, the Pasta Evangelists team, led by Alessandro, Finn and Roberta, enjoy in our homes in London. There are few, if any, restaurant techniques. The ingredients we use are, we hope, straightforward and easy to come by. Sometimes we make our own fresh pasta, sometimes we don’t. On occasion, we find great joy in allowing a ragù to simmer for several hours. On others, we want something gratifyingly delicious to be ready in minutes. Whatever pasta promise you are hoping to fulfil, our objective is to help you make it happen in the most delicious of ways.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

We understand that, with the increasingly busy lives we all lead, there is less time for home cooking. At the same time, though, many of us are trying to eat more food that is fresh, delicious and unprocessed. This state of affairs – the desire to eat better food but with less time to prepare it – has helped make our Pasta Evangelists’ subscription box so popular.

In this book, we have continued this ethos with a collection of delicious pasta recipes that can be made in under 30 minutes. We have also included a handful of special recipes, which take a little longer, and are perfect for those rare, but wonderful, periods of downtime, whether a long weekend or a break from work. There is also an assortment of ‘make your own’ dishes, inspired by the different regions of Italy. These provide ideas for how you can get creative using
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