Pasta is the Ultimate Comfort Food

It’s cold outside. The days seem too long because it’s dark by the time I get home from work. Even though I love to cook, there are days when I want to have a great tasting dinner without spending hours in the kitchen.  On those nights, I think you can’t go wrong with pasta.

Of course, I think you can’t go wrong with pasta any time! Today’s recipes are quick, easy, tasty and not loaded with fat and calories.

The first recipe is tomato and spinach toss.  Even though the recipe is made with Italian Sausage, you can substitute any meat that you prefer. Or you can leave the meat out altogether. That will cut even more fat and calories. I like to make this with grilled chicken or slivers of rare beef.

The second recipe is a chicken and pasta dish that uses Italian dressing to add some zip to the food. You can substitute your favorite pasta in this recipe, whether it's fettuccine, fusilli or spaghetti. For a different flavor, use 1 lb of shrimp in place of the chicken.

Recipe number three is a simple fettuccine alfredo. Alfredo sauce can be very difficult to make. It separates, curdles, scorches if not treated just right. That’s what makes this sauce so great. It’s easy and quick. No worry, just good taste.

The last recipe is a favorite of mine. I love pasta and shrimp.  Using cream cheese spread gives this pasta dish a lush, creamy texture. If you want less fat and calories, you can substitute fat-free cream cheese spread. It’s not quite as rich, but is still tasty.

Don’t forget that you can use whole-wheat pasta with any of these dishes. If you don’t care for texture of whole-wheat pasta, use a mix of whole wheat and regular pasta. Adjust cooking time, because whole wheat takes a little longer to cook. 

Tomato & Spinach Pasta Toss
2 Cups Penne Pasta, uncooked 
1/2 Lb. Hot or Mild Italian Sausage, casing removed 
1 Pkg. (6 Oz.) Baby Spinach Leaves (7 Cups) 
1 Can (14-1/2 Oz.) Diced Tomatoes With Basil, Garlic & Oregano, undrained 
1 Cup Shredded Part-Skim Mozzarella Cheese 
2 Tbsp. Grated Parmesan Cheese 
Cook pasta as directed on package. Meanwhile, crumble meat into a large deep skillet. Cook on medium-high heat until cooked through, stirring occasionally; drain. 
Add spinach and tomatoes; cook 2 minutes or until spinach is wilted, stirring occasionally. Remove from heat; cover to keep warm. 
Drain pasta; place in large serving bowl. Add meat mixture and cheeses; mix lightly. 

Zesty Chicken and Pasta
1 Lb. Boneless Skinless Chicken Breasts, cut into 1-inch pieces 
1/2 Cup Italian Reduced Fat Dressing, divided 
2 Cups Broccoli Florets (about 1 small bunch) 
1/2 Cup Thinly Sliced Onions (about 1 small) 
1-1/4 Cups Chopped Red Peppers (about 1 large) 
1 Tbsp. Chopped Fresh Parsley 
1 Pkg. (8 oz.) Pasta, Cooked, drained 
1/4 Cup Grated Parmesan Cheese 
Cook and stir chicken in 1/4 cup of the dressing in large skillet on medium-high heat 4 min. or until no longer pink. 
Add broccoli, onions, peppers and parsley; cook until tender, stirring occasionally. 
Toss with hot pasta and remaining 1/4 cup dressing. Sprinkle with cheese. 
Easy Fettuccine Alfredo

8 Oz. Fettuccine, uncooked 
1-1/4 Cups Chicken Broth 
4 Tsp. Flour 
1/3 Cup Light Cream Cheese Spread 
3 Tbsp. Grated Parmesan Cheese, divided 
1/4 Tsp. Ground Nutmeg 
1/8 Tsp. Pepper 
2 Tbsp. Chopped Fresh Parsley 
Cook pasta as directed on package. 
Meanwhile, combine broth and flour in a medium saucepan. Stir in cream cheese spread, 2 Tbsp. of the Parmesan cheese, the nutmeg and pepper. Cook for 2 minutes, stirring constantly with wire whisk until mixture boils and thickens. 
Drain the pasta. Toss with sauce. Sprinkle with remaining Parmesan cheese and parsley. 
Shrimp ‘n Pasta

4 Oz. Linguine, uncooked 
1 Cup Cleaned Medium Fresh Shrimp 
2 Medium Tomatoes, chopped (about 1 cup) 
1/2 Cup Cream Cheese Spread 
1-1/2 Cups Torn Cleaned Spinach 
Cook linguine as directed on package. 
Meanwhile, heat large skillet on medium-high heat. Add shrimp, tomatoes and cream cheese spread; cook and stir 3-4 minutes or until shrimp are cooked through and mixture is well blended. 
Drain pasta; place in large bowl. Add spinach; toss lightly. Stir in shrimp mixture. 

Did You Know?

Who "invented" pasta? Popular legend has it that Marco Polo introduced pasta to Italy following his exploration of the Far East in the late 13th century; however, we can trace pasta back as far as the fourth century B.C., where an Etruscan tomb showed a group of natives making what appears to be pasta. The Chinese were making a noodle-like food as early as 3000 B.C. And Greek mythology suggests that the Greek God Vulcan invented a device that made strings of dough (the first spaghetti!).
Should I rinse the pasta after I drain it? The only time you should rinse pasta after draining is when you are going to use it in a cold dish, or when you are not going to sauce and serve it immediately. In those cases, rinse the pasta under cold water to stop the cooking process, and drain well.

Is pasta fattening? Pasta is not fattening. If you eat too much of any food, you can gain weight. According to USDA's Handbook 8-20, a 1/2 cup serving of cooked pasta (spaghetti) contains a mere 99 calories, less than half a gram of fat, and less than 5 milligrams of sodium.

How should I store pasta? Uncooked Pasta: Store uncooked, dry pasta in your cupboard for up to one year. Keep in a cool, dry place. Follow the "first-in, first-out" rule: Use up packages you've had the longest before opening new packages.  

Cooked Pasta: Refrigerate cooked pasta in an airtight container for 3 to 5 days. You may add a little oil (1-2 tsp. for each pound of cooked pasta) to help keep it from sticking. Because cooked pasta will continue to absorb flavors and oils from sauces, store cooked pasta separately from sauce. 

Freezing Pasta: The best pasta shapes for freezing are those that are used in baked recipes, such as: lasagna, jumbo shells, ziti and manicotti. You'll have better results if you prepare the recipe and freeze it before baking. To bake, thaw the dish to room temperature and bake as the recipe directs. 

