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			Introduction


			Everyone thinks that pasta is the easiest thing in the world to cook—you just boil up a big pot of spaghetti, drain, and top with a premade sauce and a handful of grated cheese. It’s the last-minute dinner to end all last-minute dinners—quick, easy, satisfying. But the very best pasta dishes are so much more than that: truly al dente noodles that taste of wheat, imbued with the aromatics in the sauce—be it a few cloves of lightly browned garlic and a fat pinch of chili flakes, some ripe tomatoes quickly warmed and glossed with olive oil, or slowly simmered squid spiked with salty capers. In a great pasta dish, all of the elements are integrated and perfectly calibrated—the shape of the noodles and the consistency of the sauce, the type and amount of cheese (if any), the chili heat or lack thereof. They all work together to create a blissful harmony of flavors and textures in the bowl.


			Although my husband, Andrew, and I had been eating pasta our whole lives, it wasn’t until he started making it at home in earnest, studying recipes from his favorite Italian cookbooks (by Giuliano Bugialli, Marcella Hazan, and Fred Plotkin), that we started to fully appreciate the differences between a perfectly good pasta dish and a phenomenal one. Ingredients are key, of course. But so is technique. And one of the most important pasta lessons that Andrew ever learned was a classic Italian method for cooking pasta that, for some reason, is not embraced in the United States.


			It might be because it’s slightly more complicated than the American standard of boil-drain-pour-on-the-marinara. In the States, the first time the pasta meets the sauce is when you twirl it all together with a fork. There is no real unity of flavors—and the noodles are usually overcooked and limp. This is definitely not the case in Italy, where one of the hallmarks of a properly cooked pasta dish is al dente noodles that are seasoned fully with the flavors of the sauce.


			Achieving this pasta perfection is a two-step process (see Pasta Techniques). Step 1 is to undercook the pasta by about 2 minutes. This ensures that the pasta maintains an essential spine of chewiness. Step 2 is to finish cooking the noodles in the sauce, which, ideally, you’ve been simmering in a skillet on another burner. Finishing the pasta in the sauce gives the noodles a chance to meld with and absorb all the good flavors in the pan. It makes for a deeper-tasting dish in which all the ingredients are wedded into a well-balanced whole. It takes practice to get the timing down (you’ll need to get to know different shapes and brands of pasta), but once you do, the pasta will emerge supple, intensely flavored, and with a toothsome bite.


			Andrew started cooking pasta like this at home way before we opened our restaurant, Franny’s, but we quickly discovered that it was one thing to be able to make, say, a great cacio e pepe in our home kitchen, and another thing entirely to do it consistently in a very busy restaurant. After a few months of struggling, we decided to take pasta off the menu until we could remodel the kitchen and put in a proper pasta tank, which we did in a few years. But in your kitchen, the Italian two-step method should work well, and we highly recommend giving it a try, adapting your own favorite pasta recipes, as well as the ones in this book.


			Most of the recipes you’ll find here are based on Italian classics that we’ve altered to some degree. Andrew always strives to keep the core elements of the original dish intact. His tweaks are subtle, like adding a touch of shrimp stock to bring out the sweet sea flavor in his Spaghettini with Shrimp or using aromatic Meyer lemons in his alla limone. He makes a version of puttanesca that omits the tomato but ramps up the flavor of the other ingredients (anchovies, capers, garlic) by browning them thoroughly. For the most part, he leaves well enough alone. Cooks in Italy know what they are doing.


			This is also true when it comes to ingredients. In Italy, it’s pretty easy to find high-quality pasta made by small artisanal producers in every little supermarket. Luckily, these pastas are becoming more and more available here too. Pasta from artisan producers might cost more, but supporting a true craftsman is well worth the higher price tag, especially since you end up with an excellent product. Frequently the business has been family-run for generations; perhaps the wheat is grown near the same village where the pasta is produced. That pricey bag of artisanal Italian pasta may reflect the livelihood and pride of an entire community. With all that heritage, tradition, and expertise going for it, how could it not be superior?


			For dry pasta, we like to buy from the Campania region, where many of the best Italian pasta producers are located. A town called Gragnano, near Naples, has seven or eight amazing artisanal pasta makers alone.


			Italian artisanal dry pasta is made with grano duro (hard-grain) durum wheat. It has a golden yellow color and is extruded through rugged bronze dies that in many cases have been in use for decades or longer. It’s slowly air-dried for a minimum of 24 hours (and up to 72 hours), helping to make it dense and resilient. Sauce adheres perfectly to its porous, textured surface, and thanks to its density, the pasta holds its shape and toothsome character after cooking.


			Industrially made dry pasta, on the other hand, is shoved through Teflon-coated dies, a process that greatly speeds up extrusion and production but results in a reedy, slick (nonstick) noodle. Commercial pasta is also made from a more yielding, cheaper strain of wheat, and it is rapidly dried with heaters, essentially parcooking the noodles. Large-scale industrially made pasta is inferior to artisanal pasta in all respects: it breaks down in water, becoming flabby and mushy, and sauce slides away from its slippery surface.


			If you take the time to track down the best pasta and other ingredients and then use the two-step pasta cooking method, you’re pretty much guaranteed a fantastic meal. But there are a few final touches that can make it even better, such as finishing a skillet full of well-sauced pasta with an emulsifying spoonful of butter, a fragrant splash of olive oil, a sprinkle of creamy cheese, or a combination of all three. Then, once the pasta is plated, a drizzle of olive oil and maybe a little very coarsely grated cheese will make all the flavors pop. At the end, when you’re finished with your meal, you should have no more than a few teaspoons of pasta sauce at the bottom—just enough for a single swipe of your bread to finish everything off.


			—Francine Stephens


			Cooking Notes


			Great cooking is so much more than just following a recipe. Here are some tips and pointers that will make all your homemade meals—whether from this book or not—even better.


			Eat Seasonally and Locally


			The wonderful thing about eating seasonally is that without question, your food will be more flavorful. Cooking seasonally makes shopping easier, because you’ll know that what you’re getting is fresh. The cauliflower and kale that you can find in January are far better ingredients for your cooking in winter than pale, mealy tomatoes. Yet really ripe summer tomatoes are so remarkable that you need to do very little to them, and even a simple tomato salad can be extraordinary. The more local those tomatoes, the less distance they have had to travel and the riper they probably are. If you’re lucky enough to have a farmers’ market nearby, take advantage of it. It’s hands down the best place to source seasonal, fresh, local ingredients. Plus, shopping at the farmers’ market can be a rewarding experience—you can look your farmer in the eye, and you are directly subsidizing the people responsible for feeding you and your family (you don’t get that kind of satisfaction in a supermarket).


			Explore new produce that you may be unfamiliar with: farmers’ markets and CSAs (community-supported agriculture) provide great avenues for experimentation. If you enjoy cucumbers, try a Tasty Jade or lemon cucumber instead of the Kirbys you usually buy. Tuscan black kale cooks just like its green cousin, but it has a slightly earthier flavor. Buying different heirloom varieties of vegetables that you might already be familiar with can be a great way to expand your cooking horizons.


			Farmers’ markets are fun, joyous places full of bounty and grateful shoppers, who themselves can be a resource. Don’t be shy about asking folks around you about the things they’re selling or the things they’re buying. Talk to the farmers, and ask them what they do with the mizuna they’re offering. Talk to other shoppers—ask the fellow in line ahead of you how he plans to cook those sunchokes. And, of course, there’s always the Internet: if you don’t know what to do with the gorgeous green garlic you lugged home, there’s a website that will tell you.
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