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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.







INTRODUCTION


Finally it has happened... here I am writing a book dedicated exclusively to pasta – by far my favourite Italian dish ever. I remember, like it was yesterday...I was thirteen on my first day at the catering college. My teacher took me to the kitchen and showed me how to make fresh pasta dough. At that point, I got so excited that I promised myself that one day I would share this experience with as many people as possible. Since then, my love affair with pasta has never changed. If I had my way, I would eat it for breakfast, lunch and dinner.


Growing up, I don’t ever remember having a meal with my family where pasta didn’t feature, especially Sunday lunch. My mother used to make, and still does, the most beautiful lasagne ever. No matter how big she made it, however, there was never any left over at the end of the meal – in fact, my sister and I used to argue over the last slice. I have carried on this tradition and most Sundays I make sure I enjoy a good plate of pasta with my wife and my boys and it’s really funny and lovely to see them, in their turn, arguing over the last portion.


Italy without pasta is like Britain without tea – it’s just impossible to picture. We have more than 600 different shapes of pasta and, believe it or not, each has been designed specifically for a particular sauce. Just for the record, in Italy, there is no such thing as spaghetti Bolognese, we would always choose tagliatelle or pappardelle as these absorb the flavour of the sauce much better. Of course, let’s not forget all the filled pastas that we have, such as ravioli, tortelloni and mezzelune (half-moon shaped pasta), which traditionally are always served with a light sauce (such as butter and fresh sage), mainly because you don’t want the sauce to overpower the filling.


Nowadays you can buy a packet of pasta from pretty much every corner shop, but please trust me when I say that if you spend a little extra the end result will be 100 per cent better. The best pasta is made by the traditional method of pressing the dough through a bronze die, which gives it a slightly rough surface that allows the sauce to stick to it. This type of pasta is more expensive but it’s truly worth it!


Whichever type you choose, a plate of pasta has to be the ultimate fast food dish. You only have to boil some salted water, cook the pasta for 7–8 minutes, drain and then serve with a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil and a sprinkle of Parmesan cheese and you have a filling, tasty, healthy and inexpensive dish – what more could you want? I can see now why there are references to macaroni dating back to the 13th century; also why the Chinese still maintain it was their discovery. Rubbish! Pasta has to be, and certainly was, the creation of an Italian.


In this book, you will find 100 tasty, stylish yet very simple pasta recipes that can be used for a quick meal or as a course for your dinner party. All the ingredients are widely available, which means you won’t need to drive yourself mad finding them. I have also chosen dishes that can be served to children and adults at the same time, just to make dinner a little easier.


All of them demonstrate that you don’t need to spend a lot of time in the kitchen to enjoy a great Italian dish and will tell you everything you need to know about cooking the perfect plate of pasta. Of course, Gino’s Pasta is perfect for my ongoing motto too:


Minimum Effort, Maximum Satisfaction!


Buon Appetito!








THE NUTRITIONAL BENEFITS OF PASTA


By Juliette Kellow BSc RD


Carbohydrate-rich foods like pasta, rice, bread, couscous and potatoes have had a hard time in recent years. For a while, the popularity of low-carb slimming diets turned a delicious plate of spaghetti into the enemy. But fortunately, thanks to continued scientific research, health experts remain convinced that carbs are more friend than foe when it comes to keeping us healthy and staying in shape – providing we choose the right sort and don’t eat them in enormous portions.


Of course, it’s something true Italians have always known. Screen legend and Hollywood beauty Sophia Loren famously claimed that eating pasta helped to contribute to her youthful looks. ‘Everything you see, I owe to spaghetti’, she once said. Meanwhile, in her book Women & Beauty, she states, ‘Italians are lucky to live with a culinary heritage that relies on pasta because it is a complex carbohydrate and a very efficient and healthy fuel for the body’.


Health experts agree. In the UK, the British Dietetic Association (BDA) maintains that starchy foods like pasta are an important part of a healthy, balanced diet and recommends they make up roughly a third of the food we eat. The BDA confirms that omitting starchy foods from our diet can be bad for our health because we could miss out on a range of nutrients. What’s more, the BDA verifies that low-carb diets tend to be higher in fat, which could increase our risk of coronary heart disease. Plus they also reduce fibre, which may help to reduce the risk of cancer.


Other countries in the Western world are of the same opinion. Health guidelines throughout Europe, Australia, New Zealand and America recommend that starchy foods, together with fruit and vegetables, form the majority of our diet.


Meanwhile, the idea that carbs like pasta are ‘fattening’ is something of a myth. Basically, it’s an excess of calories that makes us pile on the pounds – and it really doesn’t matter where these extra calories come from. There’s certainly no good evidence to suggest that carbs are solely responsible for the nation’s expanding waistlines – or that, if we want to lose weight, a low-carb diet is the best way to achieve it. Indeed, research shows that in the long term, there’s no significant difference in the amount of weight lost by people following either a low-carbohydrate or low-calorie diet.


Furthermore, carbs actually contain half the calories of fat – a gram of pure carbohydrate provides just 4 calories, compared to 9 calories in a gram of pure fat! Ultimately, it’s what you serve carbs with that can pile on the calories. More often than not, the fat we add to carbs is what boosts the calorie content. For example, a 230g serving of cooked spaghetti contains just 239 calories. Mixing it with 2 tablespoons of olive oil adds an extra 200 calories – almost doubling the calories of the dish.
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PASTA PERFECTION FOR WAISTLINES


When it comes to choosing which carbs to eat, pasta is a great choice. Like many other starchy foods, pasta is naturally low in fat and saturated fat, and is an important source of energy. But – unlike some other carbs – it releases its energy slowly and steadily, thanks to its low glycaemic index, or GI. The glycaemic index measures the effect different carbohydrate-containing foods have on our blood sugar levels. Foods with a low GI release sugar into the blood slowly, providing us with a steady supply of energy that leaves us satisfied for longer and so less likely to snack. By contrast, foods with a high GI cause a rapid, but short lived, rise in blood sugar followed by a sudden crash. As a result, we quickly feel low on energy and hungry again, meaning that we’re more likely to snack, especially on sugary foods, to give us a quick boost. Over time, this frequent snacking can lead to unwanted weight gain. Health experts agree that it’s better to choose a diet that contains carbohydrate-rich foods with a low to medium GI because they help to keep us fuller for longer.


It’s good news then that pasta has a lower GI than many other starchy foods that are traditionally eaten as an accompaniment to main courses. According to the GI scale, both white and wholewheat varieties of pasta are classified as having a low GI. In comparison, boiled potatoes, basmati and brown rice and couscous have a medium GI, whilst mashed and jacket potatoes, white and wholemeal bread and white rice all have a high GI. Bottom line: pasta is likely to keep us feeling satisfied and fuller for longer than many other popular starchy foods, making it easier for us to control our weight – and lose any excess pounds if necessary.


But foods with a low GI don’t just help us to keep our waistlines in good shape. Many studies have revealed that diets containing plenty of low GI foods may also help to protect us from a range of diseases. Australian scientists, for example, recently reviewed 37 studies that had looked at low GI diets and the risk of chronic disease. In 2008, they published their findings in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition and concluded that people with the lowest GI diets were the least likely to suffer with type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease, gall-bladder disease and breast cancer.
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COOK ‘AL DENTE’


To help ensure pasta keeps us full for as long as possible, it’s important to avoid overcooking it. The reason pasta has such a low GI is because the starch granules become ‘trapped’ in the pasta dough mixture when it is made. Cooking starts to release these starch granules, making it easier for the body’s digestive processes to break them down into sugars. More of the starches remain ‘trapped’ in pasta that is cooked for a shorter time, which is why Gino stresses you cook your pasta so it is al dente or ‘firm to the bite’. As a result, lightly cooked pasta makes the digestive system work harder to break the starches into sugars, which in turn slows the release of these sugars into the bloodstream. Ultimately, al dente pasta has a lower GI than soft, soggy pasta that’s been overcooked, and so will help to stave off any hunger pangs to keep you feeling fuller for longer. As a rule of thumb, try cooking your pasta for 1 minute less than the packet instructions recommend.








HEALTHY PASTA LEFTOVERS


Storing leftover pasta in the fridge overnight and using it to make a pasta salad for lunch the next day is a great way to further lower its GI. This is because the cooking and cooling process alters the structure of the starch in the pasta, causing some of it to resist digestion. This ‘resistant starch’ is not digested and so does not break down into its component sugars. This means cooked and quickly cooled pasta has less impact on our blood sugar levels and so has an even lower GI than pasta that’s eaten immediately after cooking. Resistant starch passes into the large intestine where it provides ‘food’ for good bacteria, which help to keep our immune and digestive systems healthy and in good working order.






WHOLEWHEAT GOODNESS


Whilst all pasta is low in fat and a good source of starchy carbs, as the chart shows, wholewheat pasta is a richer source of fibre and nutrients than white pasta. This is because it is made from the whole of the wheat grain, including the nutrient-rich germ, the energy-providing endosperm and the fibre-rich bran layer. When wheat grains are refined, the outer bran layer and germ of the grain are stripped away, so the grain loses much of its fibre and many of its vitamins, minerals and antioxidants. Together with starchy carbohydrates, it is this package of nutrients in wholegrain foods such as wholewheat pasta that is thought to be linked to good health.


In fact, many studies have shown that wholegrain foods can help to keep us slim and protect us from disease. For example, in one study that looked at the diets of more than 74,000 female nurses over a 12-year period, the women who ate the most wholegrains consistently weighed less than those who ate the least – and were half as likely to gain weight. There’s also good evidence to suggest that adults who eat more wholegrain foods are less likely to suffer with insulin resistance (a precursor for type 2 diabetes) and heart disease. Other research shows that a good, regular intake of wholegrains helps to keep the digestive system healthy, prevents gallstones, and reduces the risk of developing breast and colon cancer.
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A typical serving of wholewheat spaghetti contains almost three times the fibre of white spaghetti and provides almost half the recommended daily fibre intake for adults.





A PERFECT PARTNER


Pasta provides a fantastic foundation for putting together a balanced, nutritious meal. To help people create healthy meals, most health organisations throughout the Western world recommend eating fewer fatty and sugary foods, in favour of choosing most of our food intake from the following groups:


• Starchy foods such as pasta, bread, rice and potatoes


• Fruit and vegetables


• Protein-rich foods such as meat, fish, eggs and beans


• Dairy products such as milk, cheese and yogurt


Using pasta as the base for meals, it is easy to add ingredients from each of the other main food groups. For example, serving pasta with a classic Bolognese sauce that includes tomatoes, mushrooms and carrots (from fruit and veg) and lean mince (from protein-rich foods), topped off with a sprinkling of Parmesan (from dairy products) provides a well-balanced, nutritious meal that is in line with the healthy eating guidelines of most countries in the West.




KEY NUTRIENTS IN PASTA


Potassium - Potassium works with sodium to control the balance of fluids in the body. It is also needed to conduct nerve impulses, initiate muscle contractions and regulate heartbeat and blood pressure.


Magnesium - This mineral clots blood and is needed for strong bones and teeth. It is involved in energy production, nerve function and muscle relaxation and helps to regulate the rhythm of the heart.


Phosphorus - Phosphorus is needed for strong bones and teeth and is important for energy production and healthy cells.


Iron - Iron is needed for healthy blood, is a component of many enzymes and helps keep the immune system healthy.


Copper - This nutrient is important for immunity and keeping the heart healthy. It is also a component of collagen – a protein in bones, skin and connective tissue.


Zinc - Zinc is essential for normal growth, enzyme function, wound healing, fertility and for keeping the immune system strong to fight infection.


Manganese - Manganese is important for healthy bones and brain function and is needed to produce sex hormones.


Vitamin B1 (thiamin) - This vitamin releases the energy from nutrients, keeps the heart healthy and is essential for a healthy nervous system, growth in children and fertility in adults.


Vitamin B3 (niacin) - This vitamin also releases the energy from nutrients and helps to control blood sugar levels. It keeps skin healthy and ensures the nervous and digestive systems function properly.








PASTA DO’S AND DON’TS


Don’t…


• Overcook pasta – keep it ‘al dente’ to keep the GI low


• Discard leftover pasta – cold pasta has a lower GI than hot pasta and is perfect for making salads


• Add too much salt to the cooking water – health experts say adults should have no more than 6g salt a day


• Use oil in the cooking water – as well as adding extra calories and fat, it means your sauce won’t stick to the surface of the pasta as easily


Do…


• Choose your sauce wisely – for a healthy meal opt for a low-fat sauce such as a classic tomato sauce made from a little olive oil, onions, garlic, herbs and tomatoes


• Try wholewheat pasta – it now comes in lots of different varieties, including penne, fusilli and spaghetti


• Add lots of vegetables to pasta – or include them in sauces


• Stick to sensible portions – no more than 230g cooked pasta (around 100g uncooked)





In particular, pasta is a great vehicle for adding more vegetables to our diet, helping us to achieve our 5-a-day. A whole host of vegetables can be added to (or hidden in!) pasta sauces – especially good news for fussy eaters who love pasta but are less keen on eating vegetables.


Indeed, many of the recipes in this book are great examples of how pasta-based meals can help us to eat more veg in a tasty way. Each serving of Gino’s Tagliatelle Primavera, provides two of your 5-a-day – add a salad and you’re more than halfway there!


Pasta is also a great choice for people who follow a vegetarian diet – protein-rich alternatives to meat and fish, such as beans and nuts, are perfect for partnering with pasta in a sauce or salad. Finally, even people with an intolerance to wheat or gluten can enjoy pasta these days, thanks to an increasingly wide range of pastas based on corn, rice and even quinoa (see chapter 6).
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GINO’S TIPS FOR PERFECT PASTA


The most common question I get asked about cooking pasta is if there is ever any need to add oil to the boiling water. The answer is very simple: NEVER drizzle oil into the water when you cook pasta – it is a waste of both time and money. Oil is lighter than water and therefore when you add it into the boiling water it rises to the surface, so it doesn’t prevent the pasta sticking together because the pasta stays below it.


What will help the pasta not to stick to each other is the bubbles in the boiling water that constantly move the pasta around the pan. Make sure you always have a big saucepan when you are cooking pasta, usually I would suggest a 24cm diameter saucepan at least 20cm tall, which will enable you to cook 1kg of pasta at a time.


You should never cook more than a kilo of pasta at a time, otherwise it can be difficult to prevent the pasta sticking together. For every 500g of dried or fresh pasta, you need at least 4.5 litres of water and for every 4.5 litres of water you will need two heaped tablespoons of salt. Of course bear in mind that if you are making a sauce that will make the pasta more salty, such as one using anchovies, capers or olives, you will not need as much salt in the boiling water, so perhaps cut to one heaped tablespoon instead.
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