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Introduction


WHAT IS PASTA?


Nothing says Italy like its food, and nothing says Italian food like ‘pasta’, or in the words of Federico Fellini, ‘Life is a combination of magic and pasta’.


The meaning of pasta is ‘simple dough’ - an unleavened dough of wheat and water. A simple classification into the two main groups of dried and fresh doesn’t do justice to the massive array of shapes, sizes, colours and flavours available.


Found on most supermarket and deli shelves, pasta secca (dried) uses a blend of durum wheat semolina (semola di grano duro) and water. Mass produced Italian dried pasta must be made with 100 per cent durum wheat flour; it has an excellent shelf life and can offer you the perfect meal in a matter of minutes. The simplest of sauces can be made whilst the pasta is happily bubbling away. My larder is stocked to the brim with a variety of dried pasta shapes, enabling me to rustle up a family meal incredibly quickly, and most of the time on demand!


As an alternative to durum wheat, ‘00’ flour (doppio zero, farina di grano tenero) is my preference for egg-based pasta fresca (fresh pasta). Flour in Italy is graded due to its coarseness from very fine 000, with all traces of wheatgerm removed, through to 00, 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, becoming coarser and with less wheatgerm removed: 000 resembles a very fine talcum powder whereas 4 is verging on wholemeal. For pasta making, 00 flour is the ideal choice every time, though a combination of both durum wheat flour and 00 can also be used to give variation in colour and texture.


I like to ask my students, ‘How many pasta shapes do you think there are?’ The answer is invariably in the range of fifteen to maybe forty shapes. They are surprised to learn that there are over six hundred shapes of pasta available in Italy, from the famous and widely used penne, farfalle and spaghetti to some of the lesser known such as the incredibly delicious strozzapreti, bigoli, chitarra and gigli. It’s not uncommon for the same shape to have different names across regions of Italy: the tagliatelle of the north is the fettuccine of Rome and what I call cicatelli someone else will call cavatelli. You would be forgiven for being a little confused! Most factorymade pasta is extruded through a copper mould and cut to a specific shape before drying. Short ziti, penne or rigatoni that have ridges imbedded into them are called rigate. The ridges provide the pasta with a surface to which the sauce will cling. This is my favourite; I adore the ridges as opposed to a smoother shorter pasta. For the purist, specific shapes are meant for specific sauces – but there’s no harm in experimenting!


Regional traditions and preferences can be seen across the country. The north of Italy tends to consume more rice and polenta than the south. However, when they come to make pasta they use ‘00’ flour and eggs to give a richer pasta than in the drier plains of the south, where durum wheat and water is the preferred option. Veneto is well known for its Bigoli con coniglio (thick spaghetti with rabbit), Sicilia for Pasta alla Norma (pasta with aubergine), Abruzzo for Pasta alla chitarra (chitarra meaning guitar), and Campagnia for penne with a simple tomato sauce – seemingly endless possibilities to make your mouth water.


Fresh vs dried?


Many would assume that fresh is best. Whilst filled pasta such as ravioli, agnolotti and tortellini definitely needs to be fresh, in all other recipes, dried pasta would make the ideal choice. You will notice the difference in good-quality dried pasta, so use a reputable brand. No shop-own-brands please! Don’t be limited by what your local supermarket is able to offer. Search out an Italian deli or look online for a new shape or two to fall in love with. We all have our favourites when sitting around our family table. My problem is I, like so many, find it a challenge to choose!


STORE CUPBOARD ESSENTIALS AND EQUIPMENT


Store Cupboard Essentials


The essentials of an Italian larder.


In order to produce simple, affordable, healthy dishes you will need to have a well-stocked larder, fridge and freezer. Here are my essential ingredients and staples to aid you in creating delicious pasta dishes. Please note I have listed more than one particular type of item, for example plum and cherry tomatoes as well as various beans and cheeses, but please use what you have to hand. This is a list that offers variety.


LARDER


Oils




	extra virgin olive oil, for finishing off dishes and salads (I use Filippo Berio)


	regular olive oil, for drizzling and light frying (I use Filippo Berio)


	sunflower oil, for deep-frying





Vinegars




	an aged balsamic from Modena


	red wine vinegar


	white wine vinegar





Tins and non-perishable ingredients




	A store cupboard full of tinned tomatoes and beans provide a basis to many dishes.


	passata (I use Mutti and Cirio brands)


	sun-dried tomatoes (optional)


	tinned beans: cannellini, chickpeas, borlotti beans


	tinned tomatoes: plum, cherry


	tinned lentils


	tomato purée, to add flavour to soups, stocks and sauces


	stock cubes: chicken, vegetable (lamb, beef, etc.)





Jarred ingredients




	anchovy fillets, in brine, oil and salted: these subtly melt away while leaving a pleasant depth of saltiness to any dish.


	capers, in brine and salted: these berries add texture to dishes


	olives (a variety of green and black) with stones, in brine


	roasted red peppers





Dried herbs, spices and stock


Dried herbs and spices are essential store-cupboard ingredients. Just always remember that dried herbs have a more concentrated flavour than fresh and should be used sparingly. Also, ideally use them within their ‘best before’ date, before they lose their intensity.




	basil


	chilli flakes


	fennel seeds


	marjoram


	oregano


	pepper, black, freshly ground


	salt and rock salt (I use Maldon)


	stock cubes: chicken, vegetable, beef (good quality)


	thyme





Flour




	‘00’ flour, an essential flour for making pasta, pizza and cakes


	semola/semolina flour (an Italian durum wheat flour): perfect for bread and pasta


	kamut flour, offers a nutty flavour (spelt, wholegrain would make a great substitute)





FOR GLUTEN-FREE PASTA


It will be necessary to get hold of some or all of these ingredients in specialist shops in order to make gluten-free pasta.




	rice flour


	brown rice flour


	tapioca starch


	potato starch


	xanthan gum


	cornflour


	quinoa flour


	guar gum





Baking




	mixed nuts: walnuts, hazelnuts, pistachios, pine nuts, almonds





Dried pasta, pulses and grains




	stale/dried breadcrumbs


	lentils: red and green


	polenta: instant


	rice: arborio, carnaroli (I use the Riso Gallo brand)


	spaghetti, bucatini, ditalini, penne, trofie, rigatoni





FRIDGE


Fresh herbs and spices


It is always preferable to use fresh herbs wherever possible, as they add a delicate flavour to any given dish. I use fresh herbs during each stage of cooking. Usually I add the chopped stems to a soffritto, then the leaves midway through cooking and also at the end as a garnish.




	basil


	bay


	fresh red chilli


	marjoram


	oregano


	rosemary


	sage


	thyme





Dairy




	butter: I use salted butter for all my needs


	lard: pork lard known in Italian as strutto



	cream: single and double


	eggs: all of the eggs used in this book are large and free-range


	milk: full-fat





Cheese




	dolcelatte: the sweeter and younger variety of gorgonzola


	gorgonzola: mild and creamy cheese with a blue vein


	mascarpone: perfect for tiramisu in desserts, stirred through roasted butternut squash and used to fill ravioli.


	mozzarella: made with cow’s milk. Ideal to freeze and have in stock for using in layered pasta dishes and for topping pizza.


	Parmigiano-Reggiano: grate into pasta, risotto and more (never buy it pre-grated). Grated Parmigiano keeps incredibly well in the freezer.


	Pecorino Romano: sheep’s cheese and an alternative to Parmigiano


	provolone piccante: a Southern Italian cheese that is smooth in texture. Sliced thinly and eaten with bread, this is my father Rocco’s and my favourite cheese.


	ricotta: ricotta does not melt (‘ricotta’ means ‘re-cooked’). Ideally, buy it from an Italian deli, or from a supermarket. I always choose the Galbani brand.


	Taleggio: made with cow’s milk and semi-soft. Very delicious.





Cured meat




	guanciale: pig’s cheek, delicious finely cubed in place of pancetta in a carbonara


	mortadella: re-formed pork, very delicious thinly sliced as part of an antipasti platter


	pancetta: from the pork belly area, thinly sliced or cubed


	prosciutto crudo: parma ham


	speck: a cured and smoked ham, made from the hind leg of the pig, from the Trentino-Alto Adige region of Italy





Fresh vegetables




	vine tomatoes: cherry and plum, with the vines attached, kept at room temperature


	garlic: fresh bulbs


	shallots, celery and carrots: make the perfect soffritto, the base of many Italian sauces. You will notice that throughout this book I have chosen to use shallots instead of onions, as I find them easier to peel and prepare, and they’re also a little sweeter. Onions make a perfect substitute if shallots are not available.


	fennel bulb: an alternative to celery, and great in a soffritto.





FREEZER




	broad beans


	mozzarella


	Parmigiano-Reggiano rinds


	peas





Liquor




	white vermouth and red vermouth.





Alongside all of the above, you will just need to add leafy vegetables, root vegetables, fresh meat, fish and seafood.


Carmela’s essential cookery tips




	Please do not discard Parmigiano rinds: they can be used in stocks, soups and risottos as flavour enhancers, particularly when a dish is slow cooked. They also freeze well.


	Tomato vines can be added to soups, pasta water, sugo and standard sauces and stocks for added flavour. Once used, simply discard.


	When cooking fresh pasta, add a tablespoon of semola or ‘00’ flour to the water once boiling point has been reached and prior to salting the water. The reason for this is because if fresh pasta only takes 3 or 4 minutes to cook, the water will have limited flavour, which is not what you want if you require the pasta water to emulsify your sauce. The flour releases gluten into the water, helping the pasta water thicken and emulsify your chosen sauce.


	Do not discard the milky liquid from a bag of fresh mozzarella. Added to flour to make pasta, bread, or pizza dough, it gives dough a delicate salty flavour and encompasses the cucina povera style of cooking. Alternatively, add it to stock, soups, or even your pasta cooking water.





COOK’S NOTES


How to make breadcrumbs


Preheat the oven to 160°C fan (350°F/gas 4). Blitz stale bread in a food processor until it forms crumbs, spread out on a baking tray and bake in the oven for 15 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool, then return to the processor to blitz once again. Store in an airtight container for up to 3 months. I also use stale breadcrumbs, that are just blitzed in a food processor and not oven-dried, for ease and speed.


Leftover egg whites


Freeze leftover egg whites (for up to 6 months). They are ideal for whipping up meringues or a seasonal frittata.


Basic Pasta Equipment


I could write a book on just the pasta equipment I have in my pasta work room, I’d call it Tales from the Obsessed Pastaia, my pride and joy! Some of my favourite pieces, to name just a few, are: my wicker gnochetti sardi making basket, also known as a ciurili, which was purchased in the south of Sardinia on a busy roadside and was made by a local crafts lady. The ciurili is a wicker basket with a reed base, the basket helps to form ridges and add texture on semola pasta. I have had many wooden boards commissioned over the years to help me add grooves and to decorate my pasta with beautiful detail. My solid brass cutters, extruders and presses, handmade corzetti pasta stamps and an Italian-made pasta machine from Marcato are my prized possessions. That’s just a sneak peek into a few of my most-loved pasta tools, but what does nonna Carmela have and use to make her pasta?


Nonna Carmela has a large wooden pasta board that we fondly call her tombagno or tavoliere in our Pugliese dialect. The pine pasta board was made by my uncle Lee who was a carpenter and joiner, and who worked with my father Rocco more than forty years ago. It is used for making pasta, pizza dough and biscotti. This board is full of memories and could always be found in her under-stairs larder, hung by a piece of gnarly rope. Keeping company alongside nonna’s board is her broom handle pin, used for rolling her pasta; and her ferro, an old metal umbrella spoke which is more than sixty years old. The ferro is made to roll and form both fusilli and maccheroni. That’s it. From simplicity to the family table with love, understanding and passion as only a nonna can give.


To make simple pasta you need a work surface, flour, water or egg and a pair of nimble hands. A vast array of equipment can be collected over time but what I would suggest is a wooden board, rolling pin and sushi mat. This will put you in good stead for the road that lies ahead.


Basic pasta-making equipment




	Wooden pasta board.


	Rolling pin, broom handle or wine bottle. Always remember that the thinner the pin the easier it will be to get the pasta to roll into a thin sheet. I opt for a thin broom handle.


	Marcato pasta machine (optional). The Atlas 150 model comes with a tagliatelle and tagliolini cutter as well as the standard roller. Highly recommend for ease.


	Pastry roller, either plain or scalloped edge.


	Round pastry cutters. If these aren’t available, then use a glass to cut out circles.


	Dough scraper, a metal one if possible. This is great for cutting your pasta ropes into pieces and for also cleaning and scraping your work surface clean.


	Glass bottle, to form pasta shapes.


	Wooden skewer to roll fusilli.


	Gnocchetti board, butter pat, sushi mat or the back of a flat grater.





Advanced pasta-making equipment




	A chitarra:a pasta cutter for forming a wide thick spaghetti from Abruzzo.


	Corzetti:a wooden pasta stamp with a design embedded into it. Years ago the design would have been a family coat of arms.


	Extruder: to make and form various shapes.





A HISTORY OF PASTA


Did Marco Polo Bring Pasta to Italy?


There are stories that Marco Polo (1254-1324), a Venetian traveller, discoverer and explorer, brought pasta back to Italy via China. Whilst reminiscent of Sir Walter Raleigh bringing potatoes to Queen Elizabeth, alas there is no truth in the tale; it is but a myth. Pasta was being made in Italy when Polo visited China, and in fact many years before his birth.


In the Middle Ages, pasta was eaten by the Arabs who ruled Sicily at the time. There are also suggestions that the ancient Romans in the first century AD ate pasta and that ancient Greeks consumed a version of lasagne. The ancestors of the Italians (the Etruscans) made drawings depicting food that looked like pasta, even including drawings of instruments used to make and cut the dough.


An Arabic traveller who settled in Sicily in 1154 described delicate strings made from flour and water, now known to us as spaghetti. The will of Ponzio Baestone, a Genoan soldier, shows he requested ‘Bariscella peina de macarone’ – a small basket full of macaroni. His will was dated 1279, thirteen years before Marco Polo returned from China.


By the 1300s, dried pasta was very popular for its long shelf life and high nutritional value, making it an ideal choice for long ship voyages and other journeys. There is evidence of Etruscan Romans making pasta from durum wheat, which is still used to produce pasta today. It was called lagane and, like its modern-day namesake lasagne, was dried in sheets to preserve its life until it was needed for cooking.


Pasta did not become an important part of a meal in Italy until the sixteenth century. It was a luxury item because the special durum wheat needed to make it had to be imported from Sicily or Puglia, which made it expensive. Until the eighteenth century, poorer people in Italy mainly ate a diet based on fresh, seasonally available vegetables, but availability of durum wheat increased as the concept of large farms took hold and led to more widespread cultivation. This, combined with the development of a kneading machine and press, meant pasta could be produced in factories. If you visit the area, make time to visit the museum of pasta, the Museo Storico Degli Spaghetti, in Pontedassio, Italy.


I’ll leave you now to ponder the wonders of pasta, its diversity and simple beauty. Now let’s make pasta!
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