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Notes


This book includes dishes made with nuts and nut derivatives. It is advisable for those with known allergic reactions to nuts and nut derivatives and those who may be potentially vulnerable to these allergies, such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and children, to avoid dishes made with nuts and nut oils. It is also prudent to check the labels of preprepared ingredients for the possible inclusion of nut derivatives.


The Department of Health advises that eggs should not be consumed raw. This book contains some dishes made with raw or lightly cooked eggs. It is prudent for more vulnerable people, such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and young children, to avoid uncooked or lightly cooked dishes made with eggs.


Both metric and imperial measurements are given for the recipes.Use one set of measures only, not a mixture of both.


Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature. If using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting the time and temperature. Grills should also be preheated.


Fresh herbs should be used unless otherwise stated.


Figures given for preparation and cooking times (‘Prep’ and ‘Cook’) are given in minutes.





introduction



 


The pleasure of pasta


When asked to list their favourite foods, the chances are that many people would put pasta at the top. It has become something of a staple in recent times, and with good reason. Apart from being a source of important carbohydrates in our diet, it’s also economical, can be quick to prepare, and you don’t need to be an accomplished cook to make a pasta meal. However, perhaps its most endearing quality is its versatility. With literally hundreds of different pasta varieties available and endless ideas for accompanying sauces, it’s very difficult to tire of pasta as a meal option. In fact, whatever your favourite flavour combinations and ingredients, you’re bound to find a sauce that reflects this.


As you will see later on in the book, pasta sauces don’t need to be particularly elaborate or full of unusual ingredients. In fact, some of the more famous Italian sauces are made up of just a handful of ingredients: the key is quality not quantity. For example, spaghetti can be served with nothing more than a drizzle of really good-quality olive oil, some chopped garlic and a scattering of freshly chopped basil. Pasta sauces can be quite adaptable too, so once you’ve mastered some of the recipes you might want to experiment for yourself, maybe adding a little extra chorizo or an extra handful of grated Parmesan cheese as the mood takes you. As with all things Italian, cooking pasta comes down to enjoyment. From preparing the ingredients to sitting down and eating the food, the whole experience should be a laid-back and pleasurable one.


Family favourite


Both fresh and dried pasta are very quick to cook, so pasta really is a great choice for fast and easy family meals. It’s something that parents and kids can sit down and enjoy together, and even the fussiest children are usually pacified by a plate of simple spaghetti Bolognese. Most pasta sauces can be prepared in advance and then kept in the fridge or freezer until needed, which is great if you’ve had the busiest day in history and really don’t fancy the idea of getting home and preparing a meal from scratch. Just cook the pasta, reheat the sauce and dinner is served – a hot, homemade and delicious dinner at that. If your children have a phobia of vegetables, pasta can be a great way to top up their five-a-day without the usual tantrums. Coarser sauces can be whizzed up in the blender to produce a smooth consistency that will look and taste like nothing more than an innocent tomato sauce. They’ll never be able to detect the other nutritious goodies, and you’ll all be happy.


An economic option


Another reason for the huge popularity of pasta is that you can enjoy a really nutritious and filling meal without breaking the bank. This has made pasta something of a favourite with students, although the days of pasta with a can of tuna, some mayonnaise and a spoon seem to have been left behind for slightly more lofty intentions in the kitchen. With many students arriving at college with little more than a cursory knowledge of the workings of a kitchen, worried parents have armed them with expedition-sized rations of pasta in the belief that even the most culinary challenged among them won’t go hungry. While it’s true that most student sauces will initially start life in a can or jar, there’s often a quick progression to the homemade variety, and pasta is the perfect training ground for cooking experiments.


Although pasta might be an economical option, it’s also just as likely to be seen on the menus of top restaurants as in your local pub or café. There’s a real art to making homemade pasta, as the results should be delicate without breaking up while cooking, and it’s a chance for chefs to get really creative with fillings for ravioli and sauces that will complement various types of pasta.


Viva Italia


Pasta has rather an illustrious history, and although we almost always associate it with the cuisine of Italy, there are references to similar dishes being eaten in other countries. Some credit the traveller Marco Polo with the introduction of pasta to Italy, while others believe that the Arab invasions saw the first dried pasta being introduced to the country, along with other ingredients that were subsequently absorbed into the local cuisine.


No matter how it arrived, there’s no denying the fact that the Italians got truly creative with this practical and nutritious food and it quickly became a staple. Because dried pasta has such a long shelf life, it became a favourite provision for lengthy sea voyages, and this also helped it to gain popularity further afield. Techniques and machinery were developed to make the process of producing pasta less labour intensive, and these resulted in the increase in the variety of shapes and types of pasta. The introduction of tomatoes into Europe helped seal the future of pasta because they provided the perfect base for sauces.



Types of pasta


Pasta comes in all shapes and sizes and can be made from a variety of different ingredients, including-special ranges for people who suffer from a number of food intolerances. Most dried pastas are made simply from flour and water, which means they have a long shelf life. Durum wheat is usually the main ingredient.



[image: art] Egg pastas



There are some dried pastas that contain egg products, but it’s generally fresh varieties that are made with eggs. They add colour and flavour to the pasta, as well as helping the ingredients to bind and stay together during the cooking process.
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Many pasta shapes are also now available in wholemeal varieties. As with other wholemeal products, this means the carbohydrates have a slower release rate, which is good for maintaining a constant energy level in the body.
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Spinach and tomato are two popular flavours for pasta, and you will often see fresh tagliatelle in these varieties.



[image: art] Gluten-free



There are a number of gluten-free pasta ranges on the market. They have been specially developed for coeliacs but offer a good comparative taste and texture with regular pasta.


Pasta varieties
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This popular tube-shaped pasta is cut on the diagonal and has ridges, which help sauces to cling to individual pieces of pasta. It goes particularly well with chunky, tomato-based sauces.
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These are small tubes without ridges and they are probably best known as the star ingredient in macaroni cheese.
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These little bow shapes are great for pasta salads or with vegetable sauces.
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This versatile pasta is spiral-shaped. It goes well with all kinds of sauces or can be used to make salads.
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This is becoming increasingly popular. Translated from Italian as ‘little ears’, it’s a robust pasta that works well in baked recipes or with hearty meat sauces.
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These long strands are most often combined with the famous Bolognese Sauce (see page 28), but they also go well with shellfish and creamy sauces.
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This wide, flat pasta is available in spinach and tomato varieties as well. Quick Carbonara Sauce (see page 232) is a popular accompaniment, but any creamy sauce will do the trick.
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These stuffed pasta shapes come with a variety of fillings, from cheese to meat. Freshly made ravioli is often served as a starter in restaurants.



How to cook pasta


The key to cooking pasta is timing, Different varieties take a longer or shorter time to cook, so always check the instructions on the packet. However, you shouldn’t simply rely on this, and it’s a good idea to try a piece of pasta before you decide to dish up. You also don’t necessarily need to stick to the exact measurements for the pasta. As you get more confident you’ll work out your own specific requirements for different pasta varieties with different sauces. However, you also need to think about whether you’re preparing a starter or main course; a light meal or a substantial dinner; and, of course, the appetites of you and your guests! Here’s a step-by-step cooking guide:


1 Pour boiling water into a large saucepan and place over a high heat to bring back to the boil. Add a pinch of salt to the water.


 


2 Measure out the required amount of pasta and add it to the pan. Add the pasta to the boiling water. Give it a quick stir because it can sometimes stick to the bottom of the pan.


3 Cook according to the packet instructions but as the time approaches, start removing and trying pieces of pasta until you’re happy that it’s cooked. You want your pasta to retain its shape and have a little bite to it (al dente).


4 Drain the pasta immediately, return to the hot pan (off the heat) and stir in the sauce. It’s important to do this and mix well before serving, as pasta will stick together once it’s drained.



[image: art] Cooking fresh pasta




Fresh pasta cooks a lot more quickly than dried and it’s not as robust, so avoid stirring it during cooking. Most fresh pastas take no more than a few minutes to cook so you really need to keep an eye on the time. Overcooked pasta will become very soggy and lose its shape (and the filling if it’s a stuffed pasta). As with dried pasta, cook in a large saucepan of boiling, salted water and drain thoroughly once cooked. Again, you should add the sauce immediately and mix well before serving.
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[image: art] Use the biggest pan that you have – pasta needs plenty of space to move when it’s cooking.


[image: art] Always add pasta to boiling water, never to cold water.


[image: art] If you’re not mixing the sauce into the pasta straight away or you’re making a pasta salad, add a little olive oil to the drained pasta and mix in well to stop the pasta sticking together.
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With such a dizzying array of pasta shapes on the market, it can be a little confusing when it comes to matching up your choice of pasta with a suitable sauce. Most recipes will advise you of the best pasta to use with the particular recipe; however, it’s good to know which types of sauces naturally complement particular types of pasta. That way, if you’ve run out of the required shape, you might be able to substitute it for something else in the store-cupboard. The table below is a basic guide to which sauces work best with which types of pasta.





	Pasta type

	Example

	Sauce





	tubes

	penne, rigatoni

	chunky sauces





	long and thin

	spaghetti, linguine

	olive oil and herb-based sauces





	shapes

	farfalle, conchiglie

	rough or textured sauces








Store-cupboard staples


There are certain ingredients that appear in many recipes in this book and it’s a good idea to keep stocked up with these basics if you’re a pasta fan. Always buy the best quality ingredients that your budget allows because this will make all the difference to the taste of the finished dish.



[image: art] Tomatoes


These are an absolute staple when cooking pasta sauces. Different recipes call for different tomatoes but it’s good to have a stock of both fresh and canned tomatoes. If you have time opt for fresh, but you’ll need to skin them first. To do this, fill a large saucepan with water and bring to the boil. Make a cross at the base of each tomato and plunge them into the water for 30 seconds. Remove the tomatoes with a slotted spoon then plunge them into cold water. Drain them well and the skins will then peel off very easily.



[image: art] Garlic


This makes an appearance in most pasta sauce recipes and, indeed, throughout Italian cuisine. Always use fresh garlic – don’t be tempted by the jars of crushed cloves. You will usually need either to slice the cloves finely or crush them, which you can do with the base of a rolling pin or the side of a knife.
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Choose good-quality extra virgin oil, unless the recipe states otherwise. Like wine, olive oil varies greatly in quality and taste and you’ll appreciate the difference in the taste of the sauce.



[image: art] Herbs


Again, these have a central role to play in many pasta sauces. Always try to use fresh herbs, as the flavour is infinitely superior. Basil, oregano and parsley are three of the herbs that you’ll see appear in many recipes so keep a stock of these in your kitchen. Better still, grow your own!



[image: art] Cheese


Parmesan, pecorino, mascarpone and mozzarella are four cheeses that have star turns in a number of recipes in this book. Freshly grated Parmesan is a must and choose buffalo mozzarella if it’s available.



[image: art] Storing pasta


Dried pasta is a wonderful store-cupboard staple as it lasts for years – literally! If the pasta is egg-based it should last for up to two years, while non egg-based varieties will last for up to three years. Always check individual packaging for exact dates. Once cooked, you can keep pasta in the refrigerator for three days. Drizzle a little oil over it and mix through before storing it. This will stop the pasta from sticking together.


Bought fresh pasta varies considerably, and how long it will keep will often depend on whether it’s a stuffed pasta and on what the filling is made from. Again, you should always check the date on the packet and keep all fresh pasta in the fridge. It’s often possible to freeze fresh pasta, and many varieties can be cooked directly from frozen.



Fish stock


[image: image]


25 g (1 oz) butter


3 shallots, roughly chopped


1 small leek, roughly chopped


1 celery stick or piece of fennel, roughly chopped


1 kg (2 lb) white fish or shellfish bones, heads and trimmings


150 ml (¼ pint) dry white wine


several sprigs of parsley


½ lemon, sliced


1 teaspoon black peppercorns or white peppercorns


1 litre (1¾ pints) water


Do not use oily fish to make stock because it will make it greasy and give it an overpowering flavour. Fish stock requires less cooking than meat stocks, so take care that you do not overcook it or you will spoil the flavour.


1 Melt the butter in a large, heavy-based saucepan until bubbling.


2 Add all the vegetables and cook over a moderate heat for 5 minutes or until softened but not browned. Add the fish bones, heads and trimmings, wine, parsley, lemon, peppercorns and measured water.


3 Bring to the boil, skimming off the scum that rises to the surface. Reduce the heat and simmer the stock for 20 minutes.


4 Strain, cover and leave to cool. Chill in the refrigerator overnight, then remove and discard the layer of fat that will have set on the surface. Store in the refrigerator for up to 24 hours or freeze immediately.



Chicken stock
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1 large chicken carcass, including any trimmings, such as the neck, heart and gizzard if available (but not the liver)


1 onion, roughly chopped


1 large carrot, roughly chopped


several bay leaves


1 teaspoon black peppercorns


Never throw away the carcass of a chicken. Cooked or raw, it makes a fabulous stock and the basis of so many good soups. Gather up all the bones, skin and pan scrapings from a roast. Alternatively, if you are using a raw carcass, cook it for about 30 minutes in a hot oven first until browned.


1 Pack the chicken carcass into a large, heavy-based saucepan, crushing the bones if necessary to make it fit. Add the trimmings, vegetables, bay leaves and peppercorns. Just cover with cold water.


2 Bring slowly to the boil, skimming off the scum that rises to the surface. Reduce the heat and simmer very gently for 1½–2 hours.


3 Strain, cover and leave to cool. Chill in the refrigerator overnight, then remove and discard the layer of fat that will have set on the surface. Store in the refrigerator for up to 4 days or freeze immediately.





Beef stock
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1.75 kg (3½ lb) beef bones, chopped into 8 cm (3 inch) pieces


2 onions, quartered


2 carrots, chopped


2 celery sticks, chopped


2 tomatoes, chopped


4 litres (7 pints) water


10 sprigs of parsley


4 sprigs of thyme


2 bay leaves


8 black peppercorns


When you buy beef, remember to get the bones as well and ask your butcher to cut them into manageable pieces. You can use cheaper cuts of beef and trimmings instead, but that’s more expensive than using bones.


1 Put the bones in a large roasting tin and roast in a preheated oven, 230°C (450°F), Gas Mark 8, for 30 minutes or until lightly browned and the fat and juices run, turning occasionally. Add all the vegetables, spoon over the fat from the tin and roast, stirring occasionally, for a further 30 minutes.


2 Transfer the bones and vegetables to a large, heavy-based saucepan. Pour off the fat from the tin and add 150 ml (¼ pint) of the measured water. Set over a low heat and bring to the boil, scraping up any sediment. Pour into the saucepan. Add the remaining water.


3 Bring to the boil, skimming off the scum that rises to the surface. Add the herbs and peppercorns. Partially cover, then reduce the heat and simmer for 4 hours.


4 Strain, cover and leave to cool. Chill in the refrigerator overnight, then remove and discard the layer of fat that will have set on the surface. Store in the refrigerator for up to 4 days or freeze immediately.





Vegetable stock
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50 g (2 oz) butter


2 onions, chopped


2 leeks, thinly sliced


2 carrots, chopped


2 celery sticks, chopped


1 fennel bulb, chopped


1 sprig of thyme


1 sprig of marjoram


1 sprig of fennel


4 sprigs of parsley


900 ml (1½ pints) water


You can use any combination of vegetables that you like, but make sure that they are fresh. Always include onions, but avoid any with strong flavours, such as cabbage, and starchy ones, such as potatoes, which will make the stock cloudy. In many of the recipes you can use chicken stock instead.


1 Melt the butter in a large, heavy-based saucepan, add all the vegetables and stir well to coat, then cover and cook over a low heat for 10 minutes.


2 Stir in all the herbs and add the measured water. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat, cover and simmer for 15 minutes.


3 Strain the stock, cover and leave to cool. Chill in the refrigerator overnight. Store the stock in the refrigerator for up to 2 days or freeze immediately.
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Pesto
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50 g (2 oz) basil, including stalks


50 g (2 oz) pine nuts


65 g (2½ oz) Parmesan cheese, freshly grated


2 garlic cloves, chopped


125 ml (4 fl oz) olive oil


salt and pepper


Making pesto traditionally with a pestle and mortar fills the air with the wonderful fragrance of crushed basil leaves, but it is more time consuming than the food processor method used here. Freshly made pesto makes a wonderful pasta sauce.


1 Tear the basil into pieces and put it into a food processor with the pine nuts, Parmesan and garlic.


2 Blend lightly in the food processor until the nuts and cheese are broken into small pieces, scraping the mixture down from the sides of the bowl if necessary.


3 Add the olive oil and a little salt and blend to a thick paste. It can be kept in a lidded jar, covered with a layer of olive oil, for up to 5 days.





Pesto trapanese
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3 ripe tomatoes


4 garlic cloves


50 g (2 oz) basil leaves, plus extra to garnish


125 g (4 oz) blanched almonds, toasted


150 ml (¼ pint) olive oil


salt and pepper


This recipe is a legacy of the Arab domination of Sicily. The Arabs brought almonds to the island, and this pesto comes from Trapani, where they first settled.


1 Place all of the ingredients in a food processor and blend until they are smooth. Alternatively, finely chop the tomatoes, garlic, basil and almonds by hand, and stir in the olive oil to give a chunkier sauce.


2 Season to taste with salt and pepper, garnish with the extra basil leaves. It can be kept in a lidded jar, covered with a layer of olive oil, for up to 5 days.





Meatball sauce


[image: image]


500 g (1 lb) minced beef


½ large onion, very finely chopped


1 garlic clove, crushed


1 teaspoon chopped oregano


1 teaspoon dried mixed herbs


50 g (2 oz) fresh breadcrumbs


1 egg, beaten


2 tablespoons olive oil


salt and pepper


parsley sprigs, to garnish


SAUCE:


1 onion


400 g (13 oz) can plum tomatoes


600 ml (1 pint) beef stock (see page 20)


2 tablespoons tomato purée


1 tablespoon red wine vinegar


1 teaspoon chopped oregano


1 teaspoon dried mixed herbs


1 teaspoon caster sugar


These herby beef meatballs and rich tomato sauce are wonderful served with spaghetti or any other long, thin pasta as an alternative to a Bolognese sauce.


1 Put all the sauce ingredients in a blender and work to a purée. Transfer to a pan and season. Bring to the boil, stirring. Reduce the heat, cover and simmer, stirring occasionally, while making the meatballs.


2 Place the beef in a bowl and combine it with the onion, garlic, herbs, breadcrumbs and egg. Season to taste. Knead for about 5 minutes until the meat is sticky. Shape into about 50 very small balls.


3 Heat the oil in a nonstick frying pan and fry the meatballs in batches for 5–7 minutes until they are brown on all sides. Remove them and place them on kitchen paper to drain.


4 Add the meatballs to the sauce. Cover the pan and cook very gently for about 20 minutes, shaking the pan occasionally. Garnish with parsley sprigs.





Fresh coriander sauce
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1 large bunch of fresh coriander, leaves stripped from stalks


50 g (2 oz) pine nuts


1½ tablespoons olive oil


125 g (4 oz) shallots


250 g (8 oz) half-fat cream cheese


125 ml (4 fl oz) milk or single cream


salt and pepper


This creamy combination of the summery fragrance of coriander and pine nuts with smooth-textured cream cheese produces a simple yet delicious sauce.


1 Set some of the coriander leaves aside for the garnish and chop the rest finely. Place them in a mortar with the pine nuts and crush with a pestle. Alternatively, combine the leaves and nuts in a bowl and use the end of a rolling pin to crush the mixture.


2 Heat the oil in a saucepan. Add the shallots and fry for 2 minutes, stirring constantly. Lower the heat and stir in the coriander mixture with the cream cheese and then the milk or cream. Add salt and pepper to taste. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat and simmer for 2 minutes or until thoroughly heated through.


3 Garnish with the reserved coriander leaves, then serve.





Bolognese sauce
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25 g (1 oz) butter


2 tablespoons olive oil


1 onion, finely chopped


2 celery sticks, finely chopped


2 garlic cloves, crushed


500 g (1 lb) lean minced beef


200 g (7 oz) spicy Italian sausages, skinned


300 ml (½ pint) red wine or white wine


400 g (13 oz) can chopped tomatoes


1 teaspoon caster sugar


2 bay leaves


1 teaspoon dried oregano


2 tablespoons sun-dried tomato paste


salt and pepper


Combining Italian-style spicy sausages with the more familiar minced beef gives this sauce a rich meaty flavour that is reminiscent of the traditional sauce served in Bologna. Allow time for long, gentle cooking to tenderize the meat and let the flavours mingle.
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