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Eating Like an Italian: Pasta is Serious Business

Italian old-Time
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info@italianoldtime.com
Despite the worldwide passion for pasta, you might be hard-pressed to find something other than spaghetti  in your local supermarket.   In Italy, though, even the smallest neighborhood store has an aisle overflowing with a myraid of lyrically named pasta like pappardelle, caramelle, tagliatelle, or chifferi .  One glance tells you, “Pasta is serious business here.”   Italy annually produces most of the world’s pasta (3 million plus tons), eats more of it (26 kg per capita), and has a[image: image1.jpg]Fusill Lunghi Bucati
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t least 120 different types.

To eat like an Italian, you need to know, then, that pasta means more than spaghetti.   Italians divide pasta into long, short or filled. The ‘spaghetti’  we know and love is a long pasta.  Its name aptly comes from the Italian word spago which means string.  Thinner capellini  and hollow ziti, maccaroni, and bucatini are in the same group.  There are also flat, tape-like, long pastas such as mafalde, fettucini, linguine, and tagliatelle.  Italians eat all these with lighter simplier sauces built around two main ingredients like bolognese, the best known tomato and meat standard,  puttenesca with olive oil and tomato, or carbonara made of cream and egg.  

Short pasta comes in a gamut of whimsical bite-size shapes like penne (pen tips), conchigli (shells),  anelli (rings), orecchiette (ears), cannelloni (tubes), and cavatappi (corkscrews).  Short pastas may have ridges (rigati) that capture more sauce.  Italians eat them with thicker sauces like four cheese or quatro formaggi sauce.  Filled pasta like ravioli, gnocchi, tortellini, and cannelloni have meat, potatoes, cheese or vegetables stuffed inside. You can buy many pastas in a dry or soft form in Italy.  Dry pasta keeps longer but you have to cook it more.   You find both mass produced and hand or artisianal made dry and soft pasta.  
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Once you know your pasta, eating like an Italian still means knowing how to cook it. First,  you need to think firm and flexible not soggy and soft.   Italians eat their pasta al dente which means cooking it only to the point where you still need to bite a bit to chew it.  In fact, you should undercook the pasta since, as we will see below, you will cook it somemore with the sauce before serving.  Italians believe firm pasta does not “stick to your stomach”, is easier to digest, and lets you taste the pasta as well as sauce.    They pitch their pasta into a large pot of water with an abundant amount of salt (10 grams to every liter of water). They use large chunky sea salt and add it just as the water boils.  You’d never strain your pasta completely but, leave a bit of the cooking water in so the pasta does not dry out or stick together.  How do pasta and sauce meet?  Forget about your standard plate of spaghetti with sauce and a few meatballs plonked on top.  Italians add the cooked pasta to the sauce and gently mix and cook them together for a few minutes before serving. They do this to ‘coat’ or mantecare the pasta well with sauce.  

How do Italian eat it? Very hot and as soon as possible after cooking. It you put cheese on top, have fresh Pecorino or Parmeggiano grated and ready to go.  Don’t eat your bread at the same time. Use it to mop up the sauce on your plate, or fare la scarpetta, after. Finally, 

know that this is only the beginning.  Pasta is a first course, or primo piatto,  in Italy and is traditionally followed by a second course, i segundi,  such as meat or fish.  Pasta portions are always moderate, leaving room for what comes next.        

Expand your pasta vocabulary

in the UK at

http://www.nifeislife.com/speciality-pasta-c-111_288.html.

 http://www.numerounoitaliano.co.uk/speciality-pasta/cat_9.html
in the US at

 http://www.fineproductsinternational.com/

http://www.gourmetfoodexpress.com/

in Italy at

http://www.gioieditalia.com/it/pasta.html

