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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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introduction


Picture yourself in a beautiful mountain town nestled between the Amalfi Coast and the city of Naples. Wander down the road a little and smell and feel the fresh, salty sea air mingling with the cool mountain breeze. Look up, and you will see rows upon rows of pasta drying on rods and over balconies in this lovely medieval village. Now wake up.


In the town of Gragnano, the pasta capital of Italy in the Campania region, this used to be the only way to dry pasta, but these days you will not find it drying on balconies. It’s a romantic tale of pasta’s origins, which has become a favourite food throughout the world. Unfortunately, many who love pasta also fear it; with the rise of no-carb, low-carb, ketogenic and paleo(lithic) diets, pasta has become something of a dietary bogeyman.


In fact, pasta itself is not fattening, nor is it inherently bad for you. Italians have been eating it for centuries, and the Mediterranean diet is one of the world’s healthiest, emphasizing fruits, vegetables, nuts, little meat and dairy and good oils, such as olive oil. Paired with the right sauce, pasta makes a healthy, well-balanced dish.


I eat and cook with whole foods; no fat-free products or artificial sweeteners. Nor do I believe in following food trends, the latest of which include using charcoal, matcha (green tea noodles are delicious, but that’s another book) or turmeric in everything. They all have their place – like watermelon radishes – but that place is just not in pasta. Classics are around because they have withstood the test of time – like a pair of jeans worn with a crisp white shirt.


But the recipes in this book are not your Nonna’s (grandmother’s): they are lighter interpretations of classic Italian and European dishes and also less labour intensive, so you won’t spend your day slaving over a saucepan of pork bones and tomatoes. Using only good-quality, flavourful ingredients, the calories are whittled down through clever swaps and portion sizes. Meat is used in moderation, or as an addition. Likewise, cream, butter and cheese are limited. These foods in themselves are not bad, it is only when they are consumed in extreme levels that they are harmful. Since most of us live busy lives, I’ve mostly relied on canned beans and lentils, dried pasta and stock cubes, but if you have homemade stocks around, feel free to use them – they will only enhance the flavour, especially in the soups.


Eating is one of life’s great pleasures. I have spent months eating pasta for dinner, lunch and snacks while writing this book and I can honestly say that I am not tired of it. With so many combinations, the possibilities are endless. It also connects us: a recipe can be passed from one generation to the next, remaining a classic or subtly tweaked into something new.


You’ll discover how to make fresh pasta and homemade sauces, how to incorporate pasta into comforting soups and ways to serve scrumptious pasta starters. And, of course, there are also plenty of classic pasta main-course dishes that you will be able to enjoy without feeling as though you have used all your calories for a week in one sitting! These recipes will show you that your favourite pastas can be enjoyed, guilt-free. Life is too short not to eat pasta!





cook's notes


Recipes


Read the recipe through and make sure you have all the ingredients in front of you before you commence cooking. I find it useful to prepare all my ingredients and place them in little bowls, ready to be cooked. The French call this mis en place and it is how great restaurants run so smoothly – all the ingredients are ready from the start. Aim to have the pasta and sauce ready at the same time; for sauces that take longer to make, wait until your sauce is almost completely cooked before boiling the pasta.



Ingredients


Make sure you buy the best quality ingredients you can afford. It truly makes a difference buying well-raised chicken, beef and dairy. Buy local produce whenever you can, as it will be fresh and have had to travel fewer miles from the farm to your plate. I’ve tried to limit sourcing ingredients to local shops and markets. Any obscure shapes of pasta can be purchased in your local Italian deli or online, or you can substitute a similar pasta shape.


Special diets


Most of the recipes in this book are adaptable – many can easily be made vegetarian or vegan by swapping or omitting the cheese, and any of the traditional durum wheat pastas can be swapped for gluten-free versions, of which there is now an abundance on the market. Quinoa, corn, rice, buckwheat, brown rice and amaranth are all gluten-free, though buckwheat is sometimes mixed with whole wheat, so check the label. The only ones I don’t recommend are black bean and lentil pastas, because I find they have a very strange texture. It is a matter of experimenting to find one you like.



Seasoning


Use flaked sea salt, such as Maldon or Cornish, to season sauces, and coarse sea salt to flavour pasta water. I use 2 scant tablespoons to season pasta for a main course for 4, and half this quantity for starters. If I’m cooking less than 100g (3½oz) of pasta, I use 1 teaspoon of salt. Season the sauce in balance with the ingredients; if the recipe calls for capers and olives, for example, you will need to use less salt.


Pepper is best freshly ground. Fresh herbs are also preferrable, but you can easily substitute dried, just halve the quantity. Simiarly, you can substitute dried chilli flakes with fresh if you wish. To crush garlic, I chop the clove with a pinch of salt, then drag the side of a chef’s knife back and forth until I have a paste. Although most chefs don’t like them, you can use a garlic press instead if you wish.
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pasta shapes and sauces


Every shape of pasta has its purpose, depending on the sauce that it’s carrying. Italians take this very seriously, and would never serve spaghetti with meatballs or Bolognese for example as it’s too thin. A long flat pappardelle or a short tubular rigatoni holds the chunky sauce better.


Long, thin pasta


Examples: spaghetti, linguine, vermicelli


Best with: tomato, oil, creamy sauces, sauces that are not too chunky, seafood, pesto


Tubular, long, broad pasta


Examples: penne, rigatoni, ziti, bucatini, pappardelle, tagliatelle


Best with: ragù, chunky meat or vegetable sauces, creamy sauces


Small shapes and tubes


Examples: acini di pepe, ditalini, broken capelli d’angelo (angel hair)


Best in: soups, casseroles, stews, salads


Curly, twisted odd shapes


Examples: fusilli, farfalle, orecchiette, conchiglie


Best with: pesto, chunky meats or veggies





cooking pasta


Measure at least 1 litre (35fl oz) of water to 100g (3½oz) of pasta; less water than this and the pasta will become a starchy, sticky mess. I use a 6-litre (6-quart) saucepan and fill it three quarters full with water. It is important to bring the water to the boil first, add the salt, stir, then add the pasta.


It is best to cook pasta until it is al dente (firm to the bite). Although cooking times are given, different pasta brands can vary in how long they need. Check the packet instructions and test it a minute or two sooner than the given time, as the pasta will continue to cook after it has been drained and mixed with the sauce.


When you drain pasta, reserve 100–150ml (3½–5fl oz) of the cooking water and add it to the sauce if it needs help amalgamating with the pasta.


Using pasta in soups


When using pasta in soups, I usually cook it in the soup and adjust the stock. If I’m storing the soup, I cook and store the pasta separately as the pasta tends to soak up a lot of the stock.
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kitchen equipment


To make pasta dishes you’ll need very little in the way of equipment – but you do need to use the correct ones. Just as you wouldn’t paint your house with a watercolour brush, you wouldn’t chop a butternut squash using a paring knife – a chef’s knife will get the job done quicker and more efficiently. Every saucepan, knife and spoon has a purpose.


You don’t need every gadget in the fancy cook’s shops; they use up space and money. On the other hand, if you buy cheap, you buy twice. Invest in good-quality saucepans and knives – they are well worth the initial purchase, should last you a long time and often come with guarantees.


I’ve whittled down the list of kitchen equipment you need to these essentials:


Pots and Pans


A good stainless-steel tall and wide pasta saucepan, preferably with a fit-in colander. Size is important: there needs to be enough room for water to absorb into the pasta without it sticking together, so you’ll need at least a 5–6 litre (5–6 quart) one. And it should be made from stainless steel, which won’t affect the flavour of your food.


A large colander to strain pasta if you’re using a saucepan without an insert.


A good, heavy-gauge, deep frying pan or sauté pan in which you can make sauces and toss with pasta in the same pan. I recommend getting one 30cm (12in) wide, 5cm (2in) deep.


A medium-heavy gauge saucepan about 20cm (8in) wide and 9cm (3½in) deep for sauces such as marinara or cheese sauce.


Baking Dishes and Trays


Baking dishes for casseroles and lasagnas. Good sizes to have are around 20cm (8in) or 23cm (9in) square, which will be perfect for serving 4–6.


Good-quality baking trays of about 39 x 27cm (15½ x 10¾in) in size. Choose heavy-gauge ones, which won’t warp.


Silicone mats for roasting vegetables, to stop them sticking.


Utensils and Kitchen Tools


As well as the basics that all kitchens will have, there are a few pasta specific tools that will be helpful:


• Tongs or pasta spoon for serving


• A soup ladle


• Digital scales (for calorie precision)


• A food processor for pesto and soups


• A mortar and pestle for small-batch pesto and salsas


• A stand mixer for handmade pasta dough


• A rolling pin


• A manual pasta maker for ease of rolling, thinning and cutting pasta dough





pantry basics


The ingredients in this book can be bought at your local supermarket or farmers’ market. A few of the pasta shapes are more obscure but can be found at Italian delis or online. Or you can always substitute a similar pasta shape. This list is a good pasta-making pantry foundation:


Vinegars


It’s good to stock good-quality red wine and white wine vinegars for finishing dishes and making vinaigrettes. You should also have an aged balsamic vinegar, preferably from Modena with an acidity of 6%. A good aged balsamic vinegar can be pricey, but most shops will have a decent one that won’t cost too much and, when used in moderation, it lasts a long time.


Olive oil


Virgin olive oil for cooking: none of the recipes in this book heat oil beyond its smoking point and the flavour is so lovely and fruity. Cold-pressed extra virgin olive oil is good for finishing dishes and vinaigrettes, as it is a purer olive oil than heat-extracted versions. It is a tad more costly, but worth it. To find your favourite olive oil, experiment with different brands. I like subtle, fruity and bright olive oils that are not too peppery. Always store it in a cool, dark place away from light and heat, and use within a year of the press date.


Capers


I like the small capers in vinegar, but capers in salt are wonderful as well, though make sure you rinse them well. Some capers are very tiny; if you are using larger ones, chop them roughly.


Anchovies


Choose salted anchovies packed in oil as they are boneless. Ortiz is a good brand. Beware, some anchovies can still have bones in that are tricky to remove.


Dried herbs


Dried herbs are great for when you can’t get fresh ones. I keep in stock dried whole or flaked chillies, dried oregano, basil, parsley and rosemary.
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Sea salt


Coarse sea salt is best to flavour pasta water, but Maldon or Cornish Sea Salt flakes are ideal for finishing and seasoning.


Whole Peppercorns


Always grind peppercorns as needed, otherwise the flavour fades and dulls too quickly. Tellicherry peppercorns are ripened on the vine for longer than most other varieties and develop a bit more zing.


Tomato purée


Double- or triple-concentrated tomato purées pack a punch. Tubed tomato concentrate makes for easy storage and use.


Canned tomatoes


If you can, look out for San Marzano tomatoes. Mutti or Rega brands are lovely and quite affordable.


Olives


Kalamata or black Spanish or Italian olives are versatile, and Nocellara are lovely, plump and fruity green olives.


Canned beans


Chickpeas, cannellini beans and borlotti beans are a great basic bean selection for any pantry.


Wine


Only cook with wine you would drink; never use cooking wines as they are loaded with too much salt. The quality is worth it.




Flours


00 flour – has a high protein content that will give pasta a bit more bite and chew. Plain flour will also work fine though.


Semola rimacinata – for egg-free pasta. It gives a grainier surface which holds sauce well. Made from durum wheat, it has a lovely flavour and yellow colour, and is milled to a finer consistency than semolina. It is higher in protein and gluten than 00 flour so is more durable.


Gluten-free flours – as a replacement for wheat flour. I have used brown rice, quinoa, corn and potato flours in this book’s recipes.


Xanthan gum


Use this thickening agent for making gluten-free pasta.


Eggs


Choose medium, organic if possible, and weigh them to be more precise: eggs are usually 50–55g (1¾–2oz).


Breadcrumbs


Simply whiz stale bread in a food processor and store for a week or two in the fridge. You can also freeze for a few months.


Dried Pasta


Dried pasta comes in a variety of shapes (see here). Try to avoid anything cheap and shiny. Fregola, a Sardinian pasta, is particularly great for soups and has a lovely nuttiness. I like to keep at least a few long pastas, like spaghetti or angel hair, a few short-cut, such as rigatoni or farfalle, and some tiny for soups such, as ditalini and shells, in my pantry.


Fresh Produce


Onions and garlic are essential – yellow or white onions for sauces and red onions for salads. Fresh garlic is a must-have: the cloves should be firm and plump and the skin taught and not broken and flaking off. Smoked garlic is great for adding a lovely smoky essence to vinaigrettes and sauces and is widely available in supermarkets. Fresh juicy lemons are a great pantry staple – you should be able to get at least 2 tablespoons of juice from a good lemon. Where possible, use fresh herbs, such as basil, parsley, rosemary and oregano. If they are in pots, you can keep them alive on a windowsill, even in the cold months.
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Cured Meats


Pancetta and thinly shaved Parma ham, speck and streaky bacon are good for adding a burst of flavour and texture.


Hard Cheeses


Parmesan Reggiano, Grana Padano, Pecorino or Sardo are the best cheeses to use with pasta. A little goes a long way, which is key when you’re counting calories. It’s always worth the effort to freshly grate cheese as it will be far more flavoursome.


Butter


Always use good-quality unsalted butter; cheaper ones contain more water.


Freezer Staples


Frozen peas, broad beans and sweetcorn are useful vegetables to stock in the freezer. Homemade stocks, if you’ve got them, are also good to freeze.
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staples
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basic fresh pasta dough


gluten-free tagliatelle


gluten-free gnocchi


spaetzle


marinara sauce


lean bolognese sauce


traditional pesto sauce


oven-dried tomatoes


oven-roasted peppers
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