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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 underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





introduction



This book offers a new and flexible approach to meal-planning for busy cooks and lets you choose the recipe option that best fits the time you have available. Inside you will find 200 dishes that will inspire you and motivate you to get cooking every day of the year.



All the recipes take a maximum of 30 minutes to cook. Some take as little as 20 minutes and, amazingly, many take only 10 minutes.



On every page you’ll find a main recipe plus a variation, which is either quicker or a bit fancier if you have more time to spare. Whatever you choose, you’ll find a huge range of super-quick recipes.



how to cook pasta

To start with, you’ll need a large enough saucepan. Pasta needs a lot of water in which to cook – at least 3 litres (5½ pts) for 400 g (13 oz) pasta. Otherwise it not only won’t cook evenly, but it tends to turn gummy. You will also need plenty of salt – the water should taste a little of the sea. This means adding about 1 tablespoon of salt to the pan. This will seem like a lot, but remember most of it will be drained away, leaving the pasta delicately flavoured. People often add some olive oil to the pan, but if cooked properly, this isn’t really necessary.



Make sure that your water is brought to a very vigorous rolling boil over the highest heat setting before adding the pasta. Add the pasta all in one go to ensure that it cooks through uniformly. Stir with a long spoon to help prevent it from sticking, then let the water and pasta return to the boil. Leave to cook, stirring occasionally, and lowering the heat just a little if it threatens to boil over. Start timing your cooking time from the moment the pan returns to the boil. The cooking time will depend on the type of pasta and the brand. Fresh pasta cooks in a matter of minutes, while some pastas made from high-quality hard wheat take 15 minutes to cook.
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how do you know it’s done?

It’s best to check the pasta about 2 minutes before the packet instructions suggest it will be ready. It should be al dente, which means ‘to the tooth’, soft and tender but with a little bite. You don’t want overcooked mushy pasta that has lost all its chewy qualities. If it’s underdone it will still have a chalky core and the slight taste of raw flour.

draining

Have a colander at hand when you check the pasta and when it is ready, scoop out half a mugful of water and set aside (you might need this later on when adding the sauce). Then drain the pasta straight away. Do not drain too thoroughly, though – the hot pasta keeps cooking, which makes the water evaporate and dries it out. It should remain slippery so that it can be mixed with the sauce.
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the final mixing together

Some people serve pasta and sauce separately, but to fully appreciate the flavours you need to toss them together. Tip the pasta back into the cooking pan and pour over the sauce. You want enough sauce to moisten but not drown or overwhelm the pasta. You will probably also need to add a couple of tablespoons of cooking water to the pan. Have some warmed bowls to hand and then serve straight away – remember pasta is best eaten immediately.

choosing the right pasta

People often spend more money on fresh pasta, but finding truly fresh pasta is a challenge, and making it is time-consuming, so it can be better to choose a really good-quality dry option. Italian ones are generally the best because Italian pasta manufacturers adhere to a strict set of guidelines. Choose pasta made from one-hundred percent durum wheat, this is a very hard wheat which means the pasta will maintain its shape, texture and flavour. It’s this type of flour that makes pasta different from other noodles as it’s so malleable and can be twisted, stretched and pressed to make hundreds of different shapes. You can also find golden egg pasta. This is silkier and smoother than plain pasta and works best with the rich butter and cream-based sauces that come from the north of Italy, while plain pasta is better with the oil-based sauces from the south.



If you are lucky enough to live near a specialist Italian shop that makes its own pasta in-house, you can buy freshly rolled sheets of pasta from them. Unlike the fresh lasagna sold pre-packaged in supermarkets, these will keep only for a day or two and are soft and malleable enough for you to make your own ravioli and tortelloni. They are also a treat, cut into small strips, used in a lasagna.

For those people who are particularly health conscious there is now a wide variety of pasta shapes made from whole wheat. This darker pasta is made from wholegrain flour, which is healthier than white, refined flour but be aware that it will often take longer to cook.



In health food shops and the specialist aisles of some supermarkets you’ll also see many popular pasta shapes in gluten-free form. These pastas are normally made from rice and maize flours and can be used instead of the wheat varieties, so they can be eaten by those with wheat allergies or intolerances. You can also seek out pasta coloured with vegetables and dyes – green spinach pasta is perhaps most common, but there are good varieties made from beetroot – which is purple, squash – orange and squid ink – deep black.
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types of pasta

As a rule you can divide pasta into three types: filled pastas such as tortelloni, and their smaller cousins tortellini, ravioli and cannelloni tubes; long strands of pasta such as the ubiquitous spaghetti; and short tubes and shapes. What you choose depends largely on your preference (and what pasta you have in the house), but for the best results you should try to match the sauce to the pasta you are using. As a general rule, short tubes of pasta and pasta shapes are better at trapping the flavours of chunky sauces, while long strands are better paired with thinner delicate sauces.



Aside from spaghetti, which is the best-known of the strands, thicker linguine and thicker-still flat tagliatelle are also popular, as are the very thin strands called angel hair or capellini. If you want to try something different, look out for bucatini, which are thick hollow strands, or pappardelle, which are very broad ribbons of pasta.



Penne is an ever-popular pasta tube, along with the fatter rigatoni and the perennial kids’ favourite, macaroni. You can also use shell-shaped pasta such as conchiglie or very large tubes such as tubetti. Other dependable shapes include farfalle, the pretty butterfly style and twists of fusilli. Artisan pastas, like uneven thick trofie and the flat discs of orcchiette, are increasingly popular, too.
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how much pasta

There are no firm rules on how much pasta to cook. In Italy, pasta is normally served as part of a larger meal, while in other countries it’s more often the main event. But a good rule of thumb is to allow about 100 g (3½ oz) of dried pasta per person for a main meal. The recipes in this book are easy to scale up or down for different numbers, and it’s simple to add another handful to the pan if your diners look a little hungry. Also, if you wish to use a fresh pasta where dried is suggested, you will need to scale up the quantities: to make up the same finished amount, you need roughly a third more fresh pasta than you would need in dried pasta.
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