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Life is a combination
of magic and pasta.


Federico Fellini









Introduction


Pasta is one of the world’s most versatile and most universally loved foods. Perhaps you’ve always got a pasta stash in your kitchen cupboard and you are already adept at putting together a sumptuously layered lasagne to share with family and friends. Maybe you have fond holiday memories of sitting outside a bustling trattoria in Rome, forking up twirls of tomato-smothered spaghetti sprinkled with black pepper and tangy fronds of parmesan cheese. Or maybe you’ve been lucky enough to taste the divine delights of sweet, pumpkin-filled ravioli and you’re keen to make them yourself.


In this little book of pasta we will take a brief look at the history of this simple flour-and-wheat staple. We’ll explore the stories behind some of those intriguing pasta shapes and the classic pasta sauces. Finally, we’ll round off with a selection of truly mouth-watering recipes, ranging from the very simple to the more elaborate. So, if curling up with a steaming bowl of your favourite pasta transports you to your happy place, read on.
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A Brief
History of
Pasta


For thousands of years people have cultivated wheat, ground it into flour and combined it with water to form dough. This dough has been pulled, twisted, rolled, stuffed, boiled, baked and fried to make a huge variety of foods. So we find, for example, noodles in China, udon in Japan, pierogi dumplings in Eastern Europe and, of course, pasta, which the Italians, in particular, took to their hearts and made their own.


Many of the myriad pasta shapes and accompanying sauces were created in Italy and it would be unthinkable for pasta to be absent from any Italian restaurant menu.


But pasta has an ancient history, not all of it straightforward. Some of it is surprising and much of it is open to speculation.









Where did pasta originate?


It’s a commonly held belief that the famous Venetian explorer and merchant, Marco Polo, brought noodles back along the Silk Road from China to Europe and that the noodles evolved from there into the pasta we know today. It is certainly true that in his book, The Travels of Marco Polo, he referred to a tree, most likely the sago palm, that produced a starch which the Chinese processed into noodles. It’s also probable that he did bring some of these noodles back with him. It is thought, however, that the story of him introducing pasta to Europe was part of an advertising campaign for a Canadian spaghetti company during the 1920s and 1930s, and that this story is easily debunked by earlier references to pasta-like foods. Food historians, for example, have mentioned a Genoese soldier who listed “a basket of macaronis” among his possessions. This was in 1279, nearly twenty years before Marco Polo returned from China.


Ancient Greek and Roman texts refer to lagana, a flour-and-water dough rolled into thin sheets then dried out on a hot stone. Sometimes these were pepped up with spices and the juice of crushed lettuce then deep-fried to produce a crispy pancake. Not everybody could afford spices though, so the sheets would often be sliced into thin strips and boiled or added to vegetable and legume stews to bulk them out.


Lagane were such standard fare for poor people they even get a mention from the Roman poet, Horace, who wrote a satirical piece about his pauper’s life, including his eagerness to get home to a humble bowl of leek and chickpea broth with lagane. Today, the simple but wholesome dish of lagane and chickpeas is still popular in southern Italy.


The earliest visual reference to pasta was unearthed by archaeologists in an Etruscan tomb near Cerveteri, north-west of Rome. This bas-relief of a pastry board, rolling pin and cutter is thought to date back to the fourth century BCE.









The development of pasta in Italy


In 827 CE, Arabs from North Africa landed on the sun-baked Mediterranean island of Sicily, at the crossroads of North Africa and Europe. It’s thought that they were the first people to dehydrate wheat products for preservation on long sea voyages.


During their two hundred years of occupation, they had a major influence on the cuisine, introducing citrus fruits, artichokes, sugar cane, spinach and aubergines. Sweet flavours such as citrus fruits, raisins and fennel still appear in Sicilian pasta recipes.


The Arabs also introduced durum wheat to Sicily and southern Italy. It grew well there and, in the Naples area, the sea breezes and hot winds generated by Mt Vesuvius were perfect for the freshly made pasta hanging outside to dry.


Severe famines had afflicted the country through the ages, but now dried wheat staples such as pasta and couscous could be produced in greater quantity and then stored and transported. By the fourteenth century, Genoese sailors were taking dried pasta from southern Italy to the north.


When extrusion machines that pushed the dough through dies to produce different shapes were invented in Naples during the seventeenth century, large-scale production of dried pasta really took off. Pasta became the street food of the people, so much so that Neapolitans were known as mangia-maccheroni (macaroni eaters). Maccaronaros (macaroni street vendors) cooked it over a charcoal fire and it was eaten by hand with grated sheep’s or goat’s cheese.


Meanwhile, the wealthier parts of northern Italy had been experiencing the Renaissance, a period characterized by a resurgence of interest in classical antiquity, in particular with regard to philosophy, music, art and architecture. This drive for artistic perfection included a surge of interest in sophisticated foods and elaborate presentation, and pasta, the humble street food, reached lofty new heights when it found its way into the sumptuous banquets of the prosperous.


Pasta, in all its forms, became an everyday food for everyone from the very rich to the very poor, and when Italians later began to migrate in large numbers to other countries, they took this simple yet versatile staple with them.


Did you know?


The tomato is central to southern Italian cuisine but it was only introduced to Italy during the mid-sixteenth century, perhaps when Cosimo I, a leading member of the Medici family, married the Spanish princess Elena di Toledo.


This elite union probably resulted in the introduction of other tasty culinary imports such as chocolate, coffee and chillies, which had been taken back to Spain from the New World.


But the tomato, a member of the deadly nightshade family, was regarded with great suspicion by the Italians. Nicknamed “the devil’s fruit”, it didn’t become an everyday staple until the nineteenth century.









I am not one 
to turn down 
macaroni and cheese, 
even late at night. 
I love Italian food. I love pasta.


Queen Latifah









How did pasta become a global dish?


Pasta has travelled far and wide and much of this is due to waves of Italians seeking opportunities abroad. During the nineteenth century, poverty, malnutrition, disease and poor farming forced many southern Italian families to emigrate. Between the mid-nineteenth century and the 1920s, more than four million Italians left for the Americas, followed by another wave of people fleeing post-war poverty after the Mussolini dictatorship.


Many Italian immigrants chose to start their new lives in New York. Dried pasta was easy to import and Italian-run eateries sprang up all over the place, enabling Italian communities to socialize and eat food that reminded them of home.


From these eateries new dishes emerged, such as the creamy alfredo, which was quite unlike any pasta dish eaten in Italy. Similarly, spaghetti and meatballs, which were never eaten together in Italy, became popular among Italian immigrants in the US where meat was more affordable and more readily available.
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