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Introduction Pasta Is Perfect

I grew up in Wisconsin in a family that was not Italian, but pasta was my favorite meal. My German grandmother was the cook, and the mealtime ritual was always the same: We’d start by passing around a big bowl of spaghetti (a bit watery from not being drained well) followed by the sauce, made from freshly milled tomatoes from the garden, and then the cheese, which was in a tall green cylinder labeled Kraft Parmesan. We always had a salad made from a ton of garden vegetables dressed in bottled Italian dressing, and the table was set with plenty of bread and butter.

To ten-year-old me, the meal was outrageously delicious, and the scene—everyone joyfully helping themselves to a simple meal centered around noodles—transformed me from the kid who loved his grandma’s spaghetti to the kid who loved food and cooking so much that he ended up working in professional kitchens with a desire to learn everything possible about the actual Italian table, including pasta, of course.

I still love pasta, and I can’t think of another food that has as many positive attributes. Some of them are easily describable: The noodle itself is made from just two or three ingredients and is not expensive, and dried noodles (the focus of this book) last for ages in your cupboard. And a vast array of noodle shapes can be found in an ordinary grocery store, so you always have something new to explore, a new noodle adventure.

And oh, the things that pair with pasta: olive oil; aromatics like garlic, chiles, and fresh herbs; umami-rich Parmigiano-Reggiano and tender mozzarella cheeses; meats, seafood, and poultry; and, of course, the ingredients most dear to this cook’s heart—seasonal vegetables. Your pasta dish can be a showcase for the best of the season, from delicate fava beans in spring to meaty tomatoes in late summer to deeply roasted butternut squash in winter, and so much in between.


What You’ll Find in This Book

Most people think cooking pasta is simple: Boil some noodles, make a sauce, sprinkle on some cheese. But cooking pasta is simple in the way writing haiku is simple. Sure, a haiku has only three lines and seventeen syllables, but for the poem to resonate, each element must be just so, in the right position, able to carry nuance and meaning. Same with pasta.

My goal in this book is to identify all the steps involved in making a poetic plate of pasta, going deep into each one to examine the ways to best control it. None of the steps are difficult, but all ask the cook to pay attention, have patience, and make many nuanced decisions during the cooking and serving processes.

The main method I teach in this book is what I call “building in the skillet.” This is how we make pasta in restaurants, and the techniques involved are what make a pasta dish served at a good Italian restaurant so sublime. I’ll also teach you to make ragus, those big pots of rich sauce that make your kitchen smell wonderful. When it comes time to pair a ragu with noodles, you’ll still use the skillet method, based on one simple but magical ingredient—pasta water.

In this chapter (and in the recipes themselves), I’ll walk you through making a pasta dish in detailed fashion, beginning with how to boil water. Literally. I’ll take you from boiling the water to adding the noodles to making the sauce and—most critically—managing the marriage of noodles and sauce.

And because one of the principles of my cooking is to “dial in” the final flavors and textures of a dish, I’ll walk you through options for finishing touches: fresh herbs, butter, olive oil, dollops of creamy ricotta, showers of crisp breadcrumbs, and, of course, Parmigiano, always and forever.

Some of my explanations may seem simplistic—you know how to boil water!—but one thing that I’ve learned in my years of cooking is that simple is never simple. Every time you cook pasta, little variables are different and unexpected situations arise, and the better you’ve absorbed the details, the better you can adapt to the moment.

All this explaining takes a lot of words, so some of the recipes look long. But long doesn’t equal complicated or time-consuming, and in fact, I sincerely hope that the more details I share in the recipes, the fewer questions you’ll have and the quicker you’ll get a bowl of pasta on the table.

Once you grasp the overall structure of my pasta dishes, the process will become second nature. You won’t need to measure out the water for the pasta—you’ll just know how far up 1 gallon (4 L) of water fills your favorite pasta pot. You’ll learn that one brand of pasta cooks a bit faster than the package says it will, and that pancetta makes a dish saltier so you don’t need to use so much already-salted pasta water in the finish. You’ll develop an instinct for how loose the sauce should be in the skillet in order for it to thicken to a perfect cloaking consistency by the time it reaches the table. Focusing—even obsessing—on the details at the beginning of your pasta journey will lead to freedom for the rest of your cooking life.

In addition to my thoughts on noodles, sauce, and how the two should get married and live happily ever after, please read my recommendations for equipment, products to have in your cupboard and fridge, types and shapes of dried pasta, and nifty components—whipped ricottas, flavored butters, a variety of crunchy toppings—to make and deploy either as enhancements to your sauce or as the sauce itself, instantly elevating your pasta game.



So, Which Season Is Pasta Season?

Pasta is the perfect showcase for seasonal bounty. Tender noodles welcome seasonal vegetables and can take on whatever character the weather requires, from the delicate flavors of a springtime Artichokes, Peas, Favas, and Asparagus (here) to the woodsy, autumnal flavors of Mushrooms with Onion, Pancetta, and Cream (here). So why is the book organized into six seasons instead of four? As you may have read in my first book, Six Seasons: A New Way with Vegetables, I believe a more accurate way of dividing the year is by six seasons—spring, early summer, midsummer, late summer, fall, and winter—because the bounty of the summer months seems to come in three different waves; the crisp carrots and celery of early summer have a different character than the fleshier, more intense tomatoes and peppers of late summer, for example.

Of course, many of the vegetables I use in the recipes in this book are available across a few seasons, depending on your location, or even year-round. You can make whatever you want, whenever you want. But a good way to trigger inspiration is to first look through the recipes in the present season.

The book also has a section called Any Season, which includes classic pasta dishes that don’t use seasonal vegetables per se, and should be made year-round, often, such as Cacio e Pepe (here), Carbonara (here), and “Penne” alla Vodka (here). These Any Season recipes also offer important technique lessons that you’ll use when making other recipes throughout the book—cooking garlic, blending in cheese, toasting tomato paste for the richest flavor, and so on. I’m calling these “Pasta Knowledge.”


And, of course, always read through any recipe you plan to make before you start cooking, ideally before you start shopping (which is really the first step in the cooking process). Gather all your ingredients and prep them as instructed in the ingredients list (this is called doing your mise en place) so that once you turn on the heat under your pots and pans, you are ready to go and won’t need to interrupt the action in order to frantically toast nuts or grate cheese.



An Important Note on Serving Sizes

Most of the recipes in the book call for 8 ounces (225 g) of dried pasta, which I find to be the ideal amount to manage easily, in terms of a few things.

For the build-in-the-skillet recipes, the ingredients fit nicely into the type of pan I like to use, which is a 10-inch (25 cm) stainless-steel pan (mine is from All-Clad), either a straight-sided sauté pan or a slope-sided skillet type. This size gives me plenty of room to stir and toss the ingredients, even after adding the noodles. If my recipe seems to use a lot of ingredients, I’ll sometimes opt for a 12-inch skillet. And note that some short shapes, like rigatoni, grow a lot in volume after they’re cooked, so a larger pan could be in order. This is critical—do not use a pan that’s too small!

So how many people will 8 ounces (225 g) of dried noodles serve? Two. Or three. Or wait, maybe four? So much depends on the people, the richness of the recipe, and when the dish is served in the meal. Aglio e Olio (here), for example, is about as minimal a pasta as you can get, and 8 ounces (225 g) of dried noodles prepared this way will produce a good amount for dinner for two not-starving adults, perhaps with a Caesar salad (here) on the side.

The recipes beyond just noodles and a simple sauce will yield more generous portions. One recipe of Cacio e Pepe (here) will produce smaller portions than one recipe of Mushrooms with Sausage, Spicy Chiles, and Burrata (here). Both are delicious; one is more filling and could serve more than two diners.

In each recipe, I’ll indicate how filling I think the recipe is by listing a range of main-course servings (e.g., Serves 2 or 3), but you should also use your judgment, knowing the appetites of you and your diners.

To cook more than 8 ounces (225 g) of dried pasta, just scale up the recipe, use a larger pan, and for sure allow a bit more time for the sauce ingredients, such as pasta water, wine, tomatoes, or cream, to reduce in the skillet.

A good move when serving a larger group is to make a baked pasta (see How to Invent Your Own Baked Pasta, here), which will happily serve six. And with the ragu recipes (beginning on here), which make quantities of sauce from 3 cups to 2 quarts (750 g to 1 kg), you could serve a greater number of people as long as you have capacious pots and pans and you respect the noodle-to-sauce ratio (see here).
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