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For my mother, Kathleen, Nonna Caterina, Zia Pina, Zia Stella, Angela, and Nonna Michelina, my inspirations in the kitchen and in life.
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To my brother, Agostino. My inseparable best friend.
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MY STORY Where It All Started



It was early 2020, just before the world imploded. One night, my daughter Desiree showed me a new dancing app on her phone, which I was convinced was called “ticky-tock.” After about ten swipes of watching a girl named Charli dance and people making videos to sounds from the Kardashians’ reality show, I sighed and was done. My water was boiling downstairs and I needed to gather basil leaves from the garden to prepare my family’s favorite meal, Pasta with Pesto alla Genovese.


As I was about to walk out of Desiree’s room, I heard a woman onscreen announce that she was going to show us how to make the perfect lasagna. I turned back around: “Okay—you’ve got my attention. Let’s see how the perfect lasagna is made.” I had no expectations, just intrigue.


The woman’s recipe began with a premade beef sauce, which was gray with a thick layer of oily water on top. This strange liquid was drained into a baking tray, and bright-yellow plastic-like pasta sheets were placed on top. As I watched I became increasingly agitated, but couldn’t place why. This was none of my business. Why did I care what this woman was making on ticky-tock?


Next, a strange cheese was peeled out of a plastic film. It was a rich luminescent orange, glowing like the sun, and it was placed on top of the pasta sheets. I flinched. I was usually okay with anyone cooking whatever they thought was great. But this user was telling everyone that this was the perfect lasagna.


I left to go finish the pesto. As I was putting the fresh basil and pine nuts into the food processor, my mind was stuck on the image of that “lasagna.” It was a moment of great personal reflection. I flashed back to my childhood, to the perfectly structured lasagnas we’d have, made from meat sauce, farm-fresh mozzarella, and homemade pasta sheets. With every bite, you’d feel a little bit more alive, and somehow the room would feel brighter, faces looked happier, and the sun grew warmer.


It’s hard to describe how one feels when one finds their purpose in life. Over the next few days, my heart would race and my face would flush with excitement thinking about sharing my lasagna with the world. Goals were becoming clear to me. I wanted to bring my beautiful culture into the homes of others, and what better way to do it than by becoming an emissary of Italy and its simple, great food? It is faster to make a homemade sauce with fresh ingredients than to order takeout and food delivery. In fact, all you really need for a great meal are three pillars: love of self, love of others, and love of food. This can be accomplished by anyone. Yes—anyone.


And that is how The Pasta Queen began.





Pasta is my love language, and I’ve been speaking it for as long as I can remember. My love affair with pasta began shortly after I was born in Rome, where I learned to twirl spaghetti before I could even talk, and near Naples where, as a toddler, my nonna taught me the magic of making homemade pasta, gently guiding my tiny hands with the most tender affection and love. As soon as I could reach the stove, I learned to simmer broth for pastina for my brother, Agostino, wrapping his small hand around a spoon and teaching him how to eat every last drop.


I have always been fascinated by the world of pasta, and I cannot remember a time when I wasn’t cooking it. I learned from the best, my Nonna Caterina, who had learned to cook from her grandmother, who had learned from her grandmother, and so on. I inherited this generational knowledge from spending countless hours in the kitchen with the women in my family, absorbing their secrets like pasta water absorbs Pecorino Romano in a perfect bowl of cacio e pepe. Like them, I have always been driven to cook for the people I care for, as I believe that cooking with fresh ingredients is the purest expression of love. And now I want to share my love—my rich culinary history and my family’s recipes, before this known only to the Munno family—with you.


I may have been born in Rome, but my family originally comes from the south of Italy, the land of gorgeous gladiators and pasta gods. The Munnos were dried pasta makers stretching back to the 1800s. I spent the first five years of my life, and then almost every summer after, in a village near Naples called Santa Maria Capua Vetere in the region of Campania, home to the stone amphitheater where Spartacus trained and began his legendary rebellion against the Romans. This ancient town is equally famous among Italians as a place where the locals harvested grain and made dried pasta in small family businesses to support themselves.


My family was dedicated to making pasta and farming the land in the amphitheater’s shadow. We harvested grain from the fertile, nearly black volcanic soil of the area, milling it into a fine white powder and mixing it with mineral-rich water from the local springs to make the world’s best dried pasta. Pasta making wasn’t just our job, it was our life. It was an absolute passion for us, and we celebrated it daily—grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins packed around the table, trading stories and gossip over heaping plates of perfectly al dente pasta. And all along, each generation made its food from the land, growing everything they ate, right down to the grains to make flour for pasta. This precious gold is the tapestry into which my family’s history is woven, and that serves as my daily muse in the kitchen today.
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My family’s roots to the land form some of my most precious memories. When I was young, my grandparents Caterina and Agostino would take me to their fields for the grain harvest in the peak of summer. The tiny, precious wheat berries were collected lovingly and spread on large sheets to dry in the heat. Agostino and I would dive into the warm piles of sunbathing wheat berries and swim through the sea of fragrant grain, loosening the fluffy bran that would billow around us and stick to our skin. Nonno Agostino would ruffle our hair as a playful punishment, sending bran swirling around us once again.


The dried wheat berries were milled into white flour that we sold to the local pasta collective to make dough to create shapes that are some of my favorites to this day—spaghetti, ziti, penne, candele. All this happened on a street in Santa Maria Capua Vetere that locals still call Maccheroni Street, because of the dozens of small, family-run factories that once buzzed with activity and a passion for pasta. When we walk down the street, neighbors still shout “Maccheroni,” the Munno family nickname, to get our attention.


The factory is unfortunately closed, but the memory lives on. So do the lessons shared with my brother and me by my nonna and all the women in my family. The most precious? Whatever care you put into growing and making food, the land repays many times over with harvest and nourishment.


My mission in life is to share this lesson with the world through my family’s amazing recipes, alongside those I have adapted or created myself. A couple of years ago, this seemed like an unlikely dream. Then I discovered TikTok and created an account called The Pasta Queen, pouring my pasta passion onto the screen. Within a few months I’d gained an audience with whom I had an instant, electric connection. Those first months were magical. People were making my recipes and my family’s traditions were traveling the world. I was making good on my nonna’s lessons, spreading the gospel of beautiful, genuine food made from scratch. Many of my followers told me I brought back the joy of cooking to their kitchens, or that I inspired them to skip fast food and takeout to make a nourishing plate of simple pasta instead. Others remarked that they found themselves spending more time savoring and enjoying their food rather than eating quickly and hurrying away from the table. All of this electrified me with pure happiness.


It truly feels as though together we are keeping my family’s precious pasta traditions alive and building a bridge between their simple, agricultural past and the food we enjoy today. As you cook, you are beginning your very own journey, connected to mine, but very much your own. So what are you waiting for? Let’s get started!







ABOUT THESE Just Gorgeous RECIPES


Like my birth city of Rome, my collection of recipes wasn’t built in a day. Every experience, relationship, and adventure I have had has shaped the way I cook, eat, and communicate love through food. Trust me when I tell you that it has been quite a journey! I want to take you on a tour through my life to share the recipes that have been important to me and that have defined me at each turn. You’ll enjoy the recipes I learned as a young girl, to the meals that defined me as an adult—and later, a wife and mother—to the dishes that helped me become the Pasta Queen and, eventually, create this book. Along the way, I will teach you how to choose beautiful ingredients, find comfort in challenging times, and encourage you to build on my lessons to start your own journey to pasta mastery. Most of all, I want you to cook with intuition, as my nonna did and as she taught me. Of course I’m going to give you recipes. But I want these to be guides that give you the confidence to cook with your senses and with passion!


In the first chapter, Pasta Basics, I’ll teach you how to make the fresh pasta doughs that I learned beside my nonna in her kitchen. In the next chapter, we will move through the classics, where I’ll share traditional recipes for some of Italy’s signature dishes, as well as the meals that nourished me during my childhood in Rome and Southern Italy. I’ll recount my own love story in Chapter 3, which will help you fall in love with pastas you can make to impress your own lovers, friends, family, or even yourself! In the fourth chapter, Family First, we’ll make the quick and easy recipes that carried me through the glorious transition into motherhood, and that can help anyone balance delicious, homemade food with a tight schedule. We’ll explore my family’s move to America in the fifth chapter and learn how to make soothing meals that give strength and comfort during difficult times. And last, Pasta Renaissance, a collection of creative dishes that represent the culmination of all that I have learned during my journey as a woman, wife, mother, and TikTok’s Pasta Queen. It will celebrate the just gorgeous recipes that went viral—all thanks to you!—when I shared them with you from the heart of my home, that virtual trattoria that is my kitchen. Throughout this journey, I will be holding your hand, guiding you as you cook and sharing all the knowledge I have inherited from my family and my Italian heritage.
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Dried vs Fresh Pasta


The first chapter and some of the recipes that follow feature fresh pasta. But most of the book is a celebration of dried pasta, including many of the very shapes my family dutifully produced in their factory near Naples for generations. The truth is that Italians don’t typically make fresh pasta every day, and that we love dried pasta just as much—and in my case, even more!—than fresh. Traditionally, Italians prepared fresh pasta for special occasions, holidays, and family gatherings. My family eats Tagliatelle al Ragù di Lady Caterina on the weekends and Lasagna al Ragù di Lady Caterina at Christmas, and I encourage you to make fresh pasta whenever your heart desires, though most of the recipes in the book call for dried pasta. Whether you choose fresh or dried, the dishes I share will make you fall in love with pasta and make you appreciate it more than you ever did before.


The Magic of Pasta Water


The book goes beyond recipes to share all my techniques and secret weapons for making flawless pasta dishes every time. Among the most important is harnessing the divine power of the “tears of the gods,” aka starchy pasta water, which is absolutely essential for making the perfect pasta dish. As pasta dances in boiling water, it releases starch to create a cloudy elixir. Simmering the tears of the gods with sauce and cooked pasta concentrates the starches, which help bind the sauce to the pasta shape and creates a silky and smooth marriage of flavor and texture. You’ll see that I rarely tell you to drain the pasta—pasta for cold salads and some baked dishes are the only exceptions—so you always have more than enough starchy magic on hand to finish your gorgeous recipes.


Salt


Another secret is salting. Adding salt to pasta water seasons the pasta, which contributes flavor to the finished product. You should add salt until the water tastes like a seasoned soup (that’s about 4 tablespoons of salt per 6 quarts water, or 10 grams of salt and 1 liter of water for every 100 grams of pasta). Generally, though, I never measure salt and I don’t think you should, either. Just add salt and taste the water as you go to get used to using and trusting your senses as you cook.


Salting while you cook is also the key to tasty food. I salt ingredients as I cook, tasting as I go to ensure that each ingredient is properly seasoned according to my taste. I also taste the pasta from the pan before plating it, adding a bit more salt if needed. I trust you to season the way you see fit, which is why I rarely list salt quantities, preferring you to get to know your ingredients and tastes in order to determine when the seasoning is just perfect.



Measurements


Almost all the recipes were written using US measurements, but the fresh pasta recipes use metric weights instead of volume, because that is more accurate when it comes to measuring flour. For example, 1 cup of flour may weigh 125 grams or 150 grams, depending on its freshness and humidity. A kitchen scale costs about $10 online, and it’s one of the best investments you can make when it comes to homemade pasta. Use it so your dough recipe is consistent until you master it. Then, like an Italian, you can eyeball your ingredients, mixing and kneading dough according to the way it feels.


Dried Pasta Shapes


If you want to become a pasta master, you have to put in the time to get familiar with the various dried pasta shapes and how they behave. Three brands of spaghetti might have three very different cooking times, depending on how the pasta was made and how long it was dried in the factory. Quality artisanal pasta brands are dried slowly, which makes a pasta that cooks gorgeously. Meanwhile, big industrial brands dry the pasta with a blast of heat, which makes the product more brittle.


I recommend finding a brand you love (my favorites are listed in Resources) and getting to know its shapes intimately—the way the wheat flavor comes through when it cooks, what an al dente (see my definition) piece of pasta feels like, and how a sauce clings to the shape (or doesn’t) depending on the pasta’s geometry and the sauce’s consistency. If unopened, dried pasta has a shelf life of about two years; once opened, it will keep in a well-sealed container for up to one year.


Most of the recipes in this book call for specific pasta shapes, but I also suggest alternate shapes that will pair well with the sauce, so you can choose one based on your preference. (The alternate fresh pastas can be either homemade from my recipes or store-bought.) The recipes are guidelines and not law! I want to provide you with a foundation so that you learn to trust you own instincts, create recipes that you adore, and feel free to cook with any pasta you wish!


As you cook, remember, the most precious ingredient is YOU. Trust yourself to season dishes to taste, select the best ingredients, and cook with confidence and love!


[image: Image]










[image: Image]




[image: Image]











PASTA QUEEN–isms



Cooking is all about emotion and instinct. Sense how your pasta should be seasoned, adopt techniques that will make the dish its most gorgeous, and feel when your pasta has been perfectly cooked. The best way to do this is also the most fun: Taste it frequently as it cooks! Here is my glossary of signature Pasta Queen terms, which I use throughout the book, to help get you there.


A HEAVY PINCH OF SALT: about a teaspoon


A PINCH OF SALT: ½ teaspoon


A LADLEFUL OF PASTA COOKING WATER: ½ cup


A SPLASH OF PASTA COOKING WATER: ¼ cup


A SCRUNCH OF PEPPER: For me, a scrunch of pepper is about ½ teaspoon, but the exact amount is very individual. Black pepper—which is best when it’s ground fresh—can either be very strong and piquant or more subtle and understated, depending on the type of peppercorns you’re using and how fresh they are. Use your senses to determine how much pepper you need to fully season your dish. That personal amount is your scrunch.


AL DENTE: Pasta or rice that is nearly cooked through, and that still has some bite to it when chewed. Al dente pasta also has a small amount of white inside when cut down the middle.


VERY AL DENTE: Pasta or rice that has been cooked for a little more than half the recommended cooking time (this will vary from shape to shape and brand to brand), and that is still hard and a bit crunchy when you bite into it. Very al dente pasta still has quite a bit of white inside when cut down the middle.


MANTECARE: A technique that emulsifies a pasta sauce by binding fat (oil, butter, cream, or a cheese-based sauce) with starchy cooking water (tears of the gods when pasta is involved), which happens when the two elements are mixed together energetically. This occurs at the end of the pasta cooking process when the pasta and sauce are combined and stirred together with passion. It is the stage in risotto making when the al dente rice is mixed enthusiastically with butter, oil, or cheese. Italian lesson alert! Mantecare is the Italian verb for “emulsify,” and mantecatura is the act of emulsifying. Every risotto and almost every pasta sauce in this book is mantecato, meaning “emulsified.”
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THE TEARS OF THE GODS: My nickname for pasta water. One of the most magnificent experiences you can ever have in Rome—and this is saying a lot—is to be in the Pantheon when it rains. The building dedicated to the Roman gods has a hole in its dome, and it’s such a magical and rare occasion to see raindrops falling through it. They are so precious that I’ve named starchy pasta cooking water, which acts like a glue to bind sauce to pasta, after them. When added to a simmering pasta sauce, the liquid evaporates, concentrating the starches in the sauce even more. It helps the mantecatura and makes an irresistible silky final product. Tears of the gods is the secret ingredient for any perfect pasta dish.


PASTA RISOTTATA: A pasta dish such as The Assassin’s Spaghetti or The Lemon Temptress that has been cooked in the style of risotto: adding small quantities of warm liquid to the pan as it cooks and until it is al dente.


PASTA MINESTRATA: A pasta dish such as Pastina in Brodo, Pasta e Fagioli, or The Lazy Princess that is cooked entirely in its sauce, often in stock or broth.
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KITCHEN TOOLS


A few kitchens have defined my cooking experience and, therefore, my life. The first was Nonna Caterina’s, a place that was constantly bursting at the seams to accommodate dishes and tableware for the literally dozens of guests she would welcome every Sunday afternoon for lunch. Looking back, she really didn’t have all that many tools—the ones she had were mostly for pasta—and they had been collected over a lifetime. She made the most brilliant meals with the few humble pots and pans that hung on her wall—some inherited, some purchased, but all with signs of loving use.


My first kitchen as an adult was small and bare-bones, with a malfunctioning stovetop and barely enough space for two people to stand comfortably. I don’t really miss it, to be honest, but I am grateful for its lesson that you don’t need much space to make a perfect pasta—only love. I was happy to leave the warped and threadbare pans behind when we moved into an apartment with a proper kitchen, but I know the pasta I prepared in that silly little cucina was some of the most soulful I have ever made.


My kitchen today is something I never could have dreamed of back when I was growing up. It’s basically a mini restaurant in my own home, from which I broadcast my love of cooking to both my personal and Pasta Queen families. The center of it all is a tailor-made, ocean-blue stove from Italy. The room is filled with pots, pans, and pasta tools that I have collected over the course of my life, each with its own magic memory and story to tell. There’s even a little area just for my youngest child, Penelope Dolce, to cook in! It is the absolute heart of my home and it is the sun that my family revolves around. Years before I joined social media and became the Pasta Queen, I knew I wanted a special place for sharing love and recipes, and I built it as a kind of premonition. Now it has become a virtual trattoria of sorts, where I invite people all over the world to share in my passion of cooking every day.


I hope that you have the kitchen of your dreams today or, if not, someday in the future, so you can make gorgeous meals for the ones you care for in a space you love. But know that with just a couple of burners, a few basic tools, and a whole lot of passion, you can make Pasta Queen–level meals no matter where you are. You probably already have most of what you need. Only a few recipes in this cookbook require special equipment, and I offer alternatives when possible. You can find all my favorite tools and kitchen accessories via the QR code in the Resources section. Here are some items that you do need:



Baking Dishes and Baking Sheets


Several of the baked pasta recipes in this book, like Radiatori al Forno and Lasagna Vegetariana, were developed with standard 9 × 13-inch baking dishes. If you don’t have a baking dish exactly that size, use what you have that can comfortably fit the pasta, and adjust the baking time accordingly. If you want to scale up a recipe for a party or to feed a large family, you can double up on the pans or use a larger dish. I personally love collecting large stainless-steel pans from restaurant supply stores for when I make lasagna for twenty. But in general, you don’t need to run out and buy anything special; what you’ve already stocked your cupboards with should suit your needs. As for baking sheets, I use 18 × 13-inch half-sheet pans, which are large enough to accommodate ingredients—for example, when roasting mushrooms or squash for fresh pasta fillings.


Bowls


You will need small, medium, and large bowls for mixing. The material is up to you, but I generally use glass and stainless steel.


Cheese Grater


Many of my recipes call for finely grated Pecorino Romano or Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese. To get the perfect powdery consistency, I use the smallest punched holes of a box grater, which makes the cheese very fine for melting into sauces and for raining into the nooks and crannies of pasta after plating. A Microplane that grates very finely works well, too.


Food Mill


Use a food mill to remove tomato skins for Fresh Tomato Sauce.


Food Processors and Blenders


A food processor will make your pesto smooth, whip a bit of airy lightness into your ravioli fillings, and transform a portion of your soup into a silky contrast to the other ingredients. Blenders and immersion blenders will also give you smoothness that you can’t get from hand mixing.


Fresh Pasta Tools


If you want to make fresh pasta, there are a few handy tools you can add to your arsenal such as a wooden pasta board and 2- to 3-foot-long rolling pins for rolling large disks of Sfoglia all’Uovo. I think wood, due to its warmth, is such a nice surface for pasta making. Pasta boards are designed to fit on your work surface, with a lip that overhangs the edge to prevent it from slipping. Another useful tool is a pasta machine that you can use to roll long rectangular pasta sheets. Most of the time I make pasta dough with a rolling pin and a board, just like my nonna. I like the physical act of it—it’s kind of a workout—and it doesn’t take that much longer than using a machine. Though it does take a bit more practice to get it right, it’s totally worth the extra effort. To make tonnarelli—long squared-sided strands and Rome’s signature fresh pasta shape—you’ll need a tool called a chitarra, which is sold for around $40 online. Make ridges on potato gnocchi with a dedicated tool called a gnocchi board, or use the tines of a fork to do the same job. Finally, a ruler will help you measure the thickness of your pasta strands, whether they are long, thin tagliatelle, small square pieces for tortellini, or rectangular sheets for cannelloni.
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Ladle


Many dishes in this book use a ladleful of pasta cooking water, which is added to the sauce to thicken it and help it bind to the pasta. A ladleful is equivalent to ½ cup. If you don’t have a ladle, you can use a ½-cup measuring cup or a mug with similar volume instead to transfer pasta cooking water to the pan. My ladle, a pewter antique from Italy, is so essential to my cooking that he even has a name: Bruno. I also use him along with a large serving fork I call Antoinetta to swirl pasta into neat nests when I plate it. Don’t rule out giving an Italian name to your own ladle and twirling fork!


Olive Oil Cruet


I recommend a cruet for pouring extra-virgin olive oil, both because it can be a gorgeous design piece for your kitchen but also because it helps you pour olive oil without drips or spills.
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Pepper Mill


Use a pepper mill for freshly grinding black peppercorns. If you buy pepper pre-ground, the aromas and deep essence will have already been lost, as pepper loses its flavor and goes stale quite quickly once it has been ground. Grinding it fresh releases the aroma and flavor exactly when you need it.


Potato Ricer


You will need to rice potatoes to get the right consistency for Homemade Potato Gnocchi. A potato ricer pushes the potatoes through small holes with a force that makes them smooth enough for the gnocchi. You won’t get the same results with a box grater, food mill, or food processor, so if you plan to make potato gnocchi, a ricer is a must.


Pots and Pans


If you can, invest in very good pots and pans. I love cooking with copper, which lasts a lifetime and, in my opinion, is unbeatable for performance. It distributes heat evenly and produces amazing results. Copper, of course, is an investment. You can cook in just about anything, including warped pans rife with hot spots—as I used to in my very first kitchen—as long as your dish is seasoned with love and passion. But investing in good cookware will make cooking pasta, and everything else, even more gorgeous.


POTS: I use 8- to 12-quart pots to boil water for cooking pasta. Unless otherwise noted, you should fill the pot nearly to the top, leaving 2 inches unfilled. If you have a lid, too, that’s great. Although it’s not necessary, the water will boil faster if it’s covered.


PANS: The recipes in this book were developed with a high-sided stainless-steel sauté pan (12-inch diameter and about 4 inches deep), a well-seasoned 12-inch cast-iron skillet, and a 14-inch copper skillet, all made from heavy-duty materials, which produce a more stable temperature while cooking. Still, you can use any pans you have, as long as they are large and deep enough to accommodate the sauces and the pasta comfortably. After you’ve cooked the pasta most of the way in boiling water, you will usually finish it in the pan with the sauce and some pasta water, and it will cook more evenly if you use a larger pan so the pasta has space to mingle. Deep pans also make tossing and swirling the pasta with the sauce easier—and less messy!


Sieves


I almost never drain pasta—shells for stuffing and pasta for cold salads are among the few exceptions. I need the tears of the gods, the precious cooking water and its starchy luxury, to complete most recipes. Usually I use a spider strainer or tongs to transfer the pasta to the awaiting sauce. While cooking, you can also use a colander that nests in your pot so when you pull it out, it leaves most of the cooking water behind. If you must drain your pasta, be sure to keep plenty of pasta cooking water set aside, especially if the recipe calls for very al dente (see my definition) pasta, since you will be cooking it for several minutes in the sauce and will need lots of extra liquid in the form of pasta cooking water to do that without drying everything out.
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Wooden Spoons


I like massaging the pasta into its sauce for the ultimate mantecatura (see Mantecare) with a set of wooden spoons. I think a sauce tastes better when it’s mixed with wood instead of metal, which I feel reacts differently with the pasta.










INGREDIENTS (hair flip)



Friends always ask me how I can cook something so delicious with just a few simple ingredients. The answer is in the question itself: the ingredients. I cook with fresh, seasonal produce, the highest-quality extra-virgin olive oil I can find, and expertly made pasta for just gorgeous results. I always have. I grew up cooking with my grandmother near Naples, often with ingredients harvested just a few steps from the house, their ripened aromas permeating the kitchen. At home in Rome, we shopped at the market daily for fresh produce, meat, and fish. Whether harvesting them myself or selecting them from a market stall, I know that local fruits, vegetables, and herbs in season just taste better. For proof, tear a basil leaf that has been plucked directly from a thriving plant in season and compare it to picked basil from the supermarket. The aromas of the fresh basil will overwhelm you with their beauty.


When I moved to the US, I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to match the quality of the ingredients I used in Italy. And honestly, there are some major differences. But there is also an incredible network of small farms across America that are just as dedicated to the land as Nonno Agostino was. In the beginning, I spent a lot of time vetting farms and sourcing produce because I wanted to know where my food came from, who grew it, and how it was grown. In the process, I discovered some incredible local farms like Full Circle Farm in Live Oak, Florida. Some participate in farmers’ markets or offer CSA boxes, while others fly under the radar because, well, they are busy farming.


With a little curiosity, patience, and effort, I know you can find just gorgeous ingredients near you, too, whether by finding a farm yourself or frequenting your local farmers’ market on a regular basis. I promise you that one of the most beautiful things in life is building relationships with the people who make and grow your ingredients. Your food will be so much better for it, and you’ll be supporting local agriculture and helping it to thrive in the process.


For recipes listed by season, like summer’s Ziti alla Norma and fall’s Fusillata Casareccia ai Funghi, visit the pasta index. Other recipes feature pantry items that are available year-round. The list in Resources includes my favorite online vendors for canned tomatoes, salted anchovies, and other Italian pantry staples. Building an Italian pantry doesn’t happen overnight, but the process of filling your cupboards with beautiful ingredients is a gorgeous labor of love.
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Anchovies


I use salt-packed anchovies, which have a much more mellow flavor than the oil-packed variety, which honestly are so often rancid they have turned generations of pasta lovers against anchovies in general. I love salted anchovies from Cetara on the Amalfi Coast or from Sciacca in southwestern Sicily and buy them from Italian specialty stores and online. If you prefer oil-packed anchovies, be sure to get them from a reputable source that protects the fish and their oil from temperature fluctuations during transit, which contributes to rancidity.


Black Pepper


Once an exotic spice that few could afford, black pepper is now one of the most common kitchen staples. I always use freshly ground black pepper from my pepper mill, which cracks each peppercorn coarsely, awakening its piquant aromas. I buy fresh peppercorns from a spice shop, which are often more potent than what you find at the grocery store.


Cheese


Italy is home to thousands of cheeses. Some are made by just a single farm, while others reach a global market. In my cooking, I use Pecorino Romano and Parmigiano-Reggiano most frequently, both of which are only made in Italy. You can, however, use domestic mozzarella with great results—in fact imported mozzarella has often lost its signature milky flavor by the time it lands in the US. Whatever your source, for maximum flavor use only freshly grated cheese and grate it to the fineness described in the recipe. This advice is so nice I’m telling my gorgeous friends twice: Never use pre-grated cheese. It is too dry, it is rarely fresh, and it is often packed with additives. Now buckle up for a crash course in my favorite cheeses to cook with and how to use them!


PECORINO ROMANO: This salted, aged sheep’s milk cheese is a cornerstone of Roman cooking and it is added to recipes like Rigatoni alla Gricia and emulsified to form a creamy sauce. In other cases, it is grated and dusted over plated pasta. The flavor is deep and salt-forward, and its intense, savory notes make it a protagonist in many dishes, rather than a supporting character.


If a sauce calls for Pecorino Romano, I base the fineness of the grate on how I intend to use it. For melting the cheese into a sauce, I love a very fine grate from the smallest punched holes of a box grater, while a Microplane grate offers a nice flurry of cheese that can fall into nooks and crannies when grated directly over a dish. For my recipes, a younger pecorino, aged around nine months, will melt more consistently than a more aged one, which by nature is drier.


As its name implies, Pecorino Romano has Roman origins: During the empire, soldiers would eat aged pecorino that was similar to the modern version to give them energy. Over the centuries, the tradition of sheep’s milk cheese remained strong in Rome, where there was a great appetite for it. Eventually, the demand for the cheese spread all over the world, but Pecorino Romano, by law, is made in just three Italian regions: Lazio, Tuscany, and Sardinia. There are no true domestic substitutes for Pecorino Romano.


PARMIGIANO-REGGIANO: Like Pecorino Romano, Parmigiano-Reggiano is a legally defined style of cheese making. In order to bear its prestigious name, the cheese must be made with cow’s milk in a limited area in northern Italy near Parma. The cheese is aged for a minimum of 12 months, and the longer it ages, the more complex and concentrated the flavors and aromas become. I save a 36-month aged Parmigiano-Reggiano for eating on its own, and cook with a younger 12- to 18-month Parmigiano-Reggiano. I never throw away a Parmigiano rind of any age. I keep them to add to broths like brodo di cappone and pasta minestrata recipes like The Lazy Princess to enrich their flavor.


Parmigiano-Reggiano definitely has a nuttier, milder, and more nuanced flavor profile than Pecorino Romano, which makes it a wonderful supporting character to enhance a dish’s ingredients without overwhelming them. It is a staple in dishes with creamy pasta sauces such as Tortellini alla Panna and baked pastas like Radiatori al Forno.


Although it is originally from the north of Italy, Parmigiano-Reggiano has been fully adopted across the country’s twenty regions. It is used in thousands of dishes, although it is rarely, if ever, combined with seafood.


MOZZARELLA: Mozzarella is deeply rooted in the Italian south, especially Campania, and you must make it a priority to taste it there at least once in your life (it may ruin all future mozzarella for you, but it’s totally worth it). I grew up eating fresh mozzarella that was less than 24 hours old and had been stretched by hand over massive steaming vats—I literally snacked on that instead of cookies—and I still believe that’s the best way to consume it. There’s nothing like slicing into a mozzarella ball that “cries” milky tears of freshness and devouring it on the spot.


I recommend finding a local source that produces fresh mozzarella rather than using an imported variety. By the time it arrives from Italy, the mozzarella is many days past its prime. With every hour that passes from its production, the mozzarella’s flavor and structure change, eventually taking on a tangy acidity and dry texture that are sacrilege.


Artisanal mozzarella making starts with cow’s milk, which is pasteurized and combined with whey from the previous day’s cheesemaking. The mixture is heated and fermented, and then the curds are stretched and pulled into balls, braids, or knots. An expert mozzarella maker knows not only how to shape the cheese but also how to squeeze out the right amount of liquid to make it springy and juicy while not overly wet. Look for the freshest mozzarella you can find and always drain it before cooking—otherwise, the liquid it releases can make your dish very soggy.
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PROVOLONE: This cow’s milk cheese is quite similar to mozzarella. Its curds are also stretched and formed after fermentation, but more moisture is squeezed out of them to create a more solid, compact, and dry texture than fresh mozzarella. Provolone melts beautifully, and I love draping slices over my Cannelloni, coarsely shredding it into Pasta con le Patate, or draping over Finger Food Pasta Bake to add a gooey depth. Provolone comes in several forms. I love the piquant Provolone del Monaco, imported from the Amalfi Coast. If you can’t find it, look for a different strongly flavored provolone instead.


RICOTTA: Ricotta is made from the whey left behind after cow, sheep, goat, or buffalo cheese is made. Ricotta isn’t actually cheese, but rather a dairy by-product. The whey is combined with an acid component and reheated (ricotta means “cooked again” in Italian), and the soft curds that emerge from this mixture are drained and packaged for sale. Fresh ricotta, if you’re lucky enough to find it, has the sweet flavor of fresh milk. Its texture differs from brand to brand, and I always taste my ricotta before cooking with it. If it is watery, I line a colander with cheesecloth, pour the ricotta into it, and drain until it loses some of its moisture. If the ricotta is very granular, I will buzz it in a food processor until it is smooth. Homemade ricotta is easy to make; see my instructions.


I personally love sheep’s milk ricotta, and it’s the most common in Rome, produced after Pecorino Romano or another sheep’s milk cheese is made. Use it if you can find it, to enjoy the extra richness it has compared to other types. If cow’s milk ricotta is all you can find, be sure to season it with salt, as it is typically very delicate or even bland on its own. Mix any quality ricotta into dishes like Lemon Ricotta Delight for gorgeous flavor and to enhance the creaminess of a sauce.


RICOTTA SALATA: Ricotta salata means “salted ricotta,” and it is just that. Ricotta is massaged with salt and its flavor intensifies and moisture reduces, making it compact and grateable. It’s a common ingredient in Sicily and appears in a flurry on top of Ziti alla Norma. No need to season ricotta salata.


Chili Peppers


Most Italians avoid spicy peppers, but in the south of Italy, especially in Campania and Calabria, we love a bit of heat. I use fresh cayenne and Calabrian chilies that I grow in my garden, or Calabrian chili paste that I buy online. You can use whatever kind of spicy chili pepper you prefer. Generally, the recipes call for fresh chili peppers, but you can also use dried; several also list dried chili flakes. When it comes to chili flakes, it’s key that they’re fresh so they pack a punch; if kept in a well-sealed container they will stay fresh for up to 6 months. To determine whether they are fresh or stale, just taste them. If you really want to channel your inner Southern Italian, serve pasta beside whole chilies with a knife or scissors, so you and your guests can add the exact amount of heat you want.


Cured Meats


For thousands of years, Italians have been curing meat, especially pork, to extend its shelf life. The methods used today are similar to those from Roman times: whole muscles like haunch (prosciutto), jowl (guanciale), and belly (pancetta) are massaged with salt and spices, then allowed to age in cool, ventilated places until they reach the ideal flavor and texture. In Italy, each alimentari (small grocery or deli) and supermarket stocks a range of guanciale and pancetta, and the butcher will slice them into slabs, strips, or cubes based on what you are cooking and your preferences. Although guanciale is still a cornerstone of Rome’s pasta classics, like Carbonara, Amatriciana, and Gricia, some Romans prefer pancetta. While quite similar in their application, guanciale is much fattier than pancetta and has a more savory flavor.


PROSCIUTTO: Prosciutto, the back haunches of a pig, can be crudo (“raw” is the literal translation, but in practice it means cured) or cotto (“cooked”; similar to American deli ham). All across Italy, prosciutto crudo is sliced into beautiful pink ribbons and arranged on charcuterie boards. It can be sliced or torn into small pieces and added to recipes like Rigatoni alla Papalina to deliver its savory flavor and tender texture. In my recipes, I refer to the cured version as prosciutto. When I use cotto in recipes, such as in Tortellini alla Panna, I refer to it as ham.


GUANCIALE: Cured pork jowl is a fundamental Roman ingredient and appears in the city’s most famous dishes, like Carbonara, Amatriciana, and Gricia. It is cut into slabs like bacon, then cut crosswise to make tiles for cooking. Its flavor is strong and a bit gamey, and it produces quite a bit of fat when rendered. It can be a little hard to find in the US and doesn’t have the same freshness or fat content as it does in Italy. If I can find a really good source, I’ll use it. Otherwise I will substitute with good pancetta, which is easier to find here.


[image: Image]


PANCETTA: Pancetta is cured pork belly that has been salted and aged. It may also be smoked, but I prefer the unsmoked variety. It is the cousin to bacon, which is salted and smoked pork belly. When you slice pancetta open, you will recognize the layers of white fat and the pink meat of bacon. In spite of their similarities, Italians reach for pancetta over bacon. It is cut into strips and heated in a pan to render its fat, which gives flavor to sauces. Its flavor is sweeter and milder than that of guanciale, and it has about 30 percent less fat.


Dried Pasta


Dried pasta is produced all over Italy, but my favorite brands are from my ancestral homeland of Campania. Always use high-quality dried pasta made from a durum wheat dough that has been extruded through a textured bronze die (never smooth plastic or a non-stick coated material) and dried very slowly to preserve its integrity. You can tell the difference by touching the pasta’s surface: Bronze-extruded pasta will have a rough texture, while nonstick-extruded pasta will feel smooth to the touch. Italian brands will also feature the phrase trafilata al bronzo (“bronze-extruded”) on their packaging if they use bronze dies. Any of the pasta recipes in the book can be made with gluten-free pasta. You can find my favorite brands, including gluten-free ones, in Resources.


Eggs


My recipes use large eggs. Use the most natural and organic ones you can find. I get eggs from a local farm and if you can, I suggest you do, too.


Extra-Virgin Olive Oil


Olive oil is one of the most essential ingredients in my cooking. I use extra-virgin cold-pressed oil, which is made with underripe olives grown and harvested by hand in Italy. You should be able to sense how fresh your oil is by smelling and tasting it. Fresh oil tastes like the juices of pressed olives, and it should burn the back of your throat thanks to the antioxidants it contains. Unlike wine, olive oil is best consumed fresh—be suspicious of any place that tries to peddle oil that is more than a year and a half old. Unfortunately a lot of olive oil found on supermarket shelves and even in home kitchens is far from fresh and is in fact rancid—it tastes bad and smells of wet cardboard.


Be sure to keep your oil in a dark, well-sealed container to protect it from light and oxidation. Keep it away from heat, which includes your stovetop. And, if possible, invest in a good olive oil that comes from a trackable source. Many olive oils are made with fruit from anonymous sources or fruit that has been harvested past its prime or damaged. Quality olive oil is always worth the investment. It will take your dish to the next level.
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