Pasta – The perfect food

To dress up a meal, almost any meal, the solution may be pasta. There are so many variations that it could take quite a long time just to try them all.

Pasta can be the appetizer, the salad, the soup, the main entrée or the dessert. Although I don’t recommend using pasta in each course of a meal, it could be done and would probably be decadently delicious. However, if we did that too often, we would no longer be able to see our shoes.

Pasta is surprisingly easy to make from scratch. Until you get the hang of it, it’s a little messy; it’s easier done with a pasta machine. But, with an ironing board and a good rolling pin, pasta can be from scratch without spending the $20-30 bucks to buy a pasta roller. Give it a try some Saturday afternoon. What do you have to lose?

Keep in mind that pasta, like many other foods, can be adapted to most applications. If making homemade pasta, the color can be changed to red by adding a small amount of tomato paste and this will also give a mild tomato flavor. Add minced spinach for green, spinach pasta. Garlic and herbs can also be added for a green-flecked pasta. Experiment until you find a taste and texture that you like.

Here are some varieties of pasta and their uses. There are many more. I listed the ones that are easily purchased locally or can be made at home without much difficulty. For the round pastas, a pasta machine is required. However, with patience and a rolling pin, flat pasta can be made without any other equipment. Just remember that it must be very thin.  It swells a lot with cooking. 

Easy Pasta With Meat Sauce

This is not a spaghetti sauce recipe. It can be adapted to use spaghetti sauce if desired.

1 Lb Fettuccine or Linguine, cooked by package directions in salty water

1 to 1-1/2 Lbs Ground Beef, browned & drained

1 Large Onion, diced

2 Cloves Garlic, minced (may use minced garlic from jar)

1 Large Red or Green Bell Pepper

1 Large Can Mushrooms, drained

1 Container of Feta Cheese (Basil & tomato)

1 Large Can Italian Diced Tomatoes (with spices already added)

Dried Basil

Salt & Pepper to taste

Sauté mushrooms in small amount of extra virgin olive oil until heated through. Add bell pepper, sauté until tender, add onion continue sautéing until tender but not soft. Add garlic; reduce heat to infuse with garlic flavor. 

Add above mixture to ground beef, add tomatoes and salt and pepper to taste. Cook on low heat while pasta is cooked in separate pot.

Drain pasta and toss with extra virgin olive oil and dried basil, sprinkle with basil. Serve by placing pasta on large platter, spoon meat sauce onto top of pasta and sprinkle liberally with feta cheese. Serve with salad and garlic bread.

Three Easy Pasta Sauces

Parsley Pesto
2 cups Italian flat-leaf parsley 
1 (3-ounce) jar or 1/4 cup pignoli nuts or pine nuts
1 clove garlic, cracked away from skin 
1/2 cup extra-virgin olive oil, divided 
1 teaspoon coarse black pepper 
1 Cup Parmigiano-Reggiano, grated

Tomato-Basil Sauce
2 Tablespoons Extra-Virgin Olive Oil 
2 Cloves Garlic, chopped 
1 Medium Onion, chopped 
1 (28-Ounce) Can Crushed Tomatoes, 
1 (14-Ounce) Can Diced Tomatoes, drained 
Salt & Pepper 
20 Leaves Fresh Basil, Torn Or Shredded 

Gorgonzola Cheese Sauce
2 Tbsp Butter 
2 Tbsp All-Purpose Flour 
1/2 Cup White Wine 
1 Cup Chicken Stock 
1/2 Cup Cream 
2 Tablespoons Chopped Sage Leaves 
3/4 Pound Gorgonzola Cheese, Cut Into Pieces 
Salt & Freshly Ground Black Pepper 

Each of these recipes can be used with Penne Rigate or a flat pasta such as fettuccine or linguine. 

In food processor, combine parsley, pignoli, and garlic. Process and stream in about 1/4 cup olive oil. Remove parsley paste to a large serving bowl. Stir in pepper and grated cheese. Add remaining olive oil, stir to combine. 

Heat a medium pot on stovetop over medium low to medium heat. Add extra-virgin olive oil, 2 turns of the pan, garlic and onion for the tomato basil sauce. Let onions cook with garlic slowly over 15 minutes, be careful not to brown onions -- just keep an eye on the hat and stir the onions frequently. After 15 minutes, stir in tomatoes and raise heat to warm tomatoes. Season with salt and pepper. Stir in basil and wilt it into the sauce. Remove sauce from heat. When ready to serve, place sauce in the bottom of a large serving bowl to toss with hot pasta. 

In a second medium pot over medium heat, melt butter. Add flour and cook 1 minute. Whisk in wine, reduce 15 to 20 seconds. Whisk in stock, then cream. Add sage, then pieces of cheese. Stir until cheese melts into sauce. Simmer over low heat until ready to serve. Season with salt and pepper, to taste. 

Did You Know?

Types of Pasta

Cannelloni - Meat-filled tubes of pasta cooked in oven.

Conchiglie - Shells, called "conchiglie" in Italian, there are many sizes of these seashell-shaped pastas.

Farfalle -  "Butterflies" in Italian; medium-sized pasta with a crimped center and pinked edges to form the shape of a bow tie. Bow Ties made in the Italian style are egg-free, while some versions contain egg.

Fettuccine -  "Little ribbons" in Italian, this shape originated in Rome. These flat wide pasta strands are made in egg and egg-free versions. Fettuccine is classically paired with Alfredo Sauce, a rich cream sauce with Parmesan cheese.

Fusilli - Hollow corkscrew or spiral shaped pasta about 8-inches long.

Gnocchi - Small dumplings made from potato and flour or from semolina.

Lasagna - America’s favorite baking shape, some culinary authorities think the name comes from Vulgur Latin "lasania", meaning, “cooking pot". Lasagne is ripple-edged strips about 2-1/4-inches wide and 10-inches long.  The dish, lasagna is layers of pasta, meat sauce and béchamel sauce.

Linguine -  "Little tongues" in Italian, this narrow, flat pasta is a specialty of southern Italy. It is frequently paired with white or red clam sauce.

Mostaccioli - Italians describe mostaccioli as "little mustaches". They are diagonally cut tubular shapes similar to penne, but larger. Mostaccioli has a smooth surface; Mostaccioli Rigati has a ridged surface.

Penne Rigate - From the Latin for "feathers" (reminiscent of old-fashioned quill pens) they are diagonally cut tubular shapes with ridged surfaces.

Rotelle - Corkscrew or spiral shaped pasta, about 1-1/2-inches long.

Ravioli - Pasta cushions filled with meat or spinach - spinaci

Rigatoni - Large ribbed tubes about 1-1/2-inches long.

Rotini - Corkscrew or spiral shaped pasta, about 1-1/2-inches long.

Spaghetti - From the Italian word for "strings"; these round thin strands are our most beloved pasta shape.

Tagliatelle - Thin strips of ribbon pasta.

Tortellini - Little pasta 'hats' with meat filling.

Vermicelli - From the Latin "verme" for "worms", vermicelli is round thin pasta strands that are thinner than spaghetti.

Ziti Rigati - Medium-sized tubular pasta about 2-inches long and slightly curved. This classic Southern Italian pasta means "bridegrooms"; it is often served at Sicilian weddings. Ziti Rigati has a ridged surface, while regular ziti is smooth.

These definitions are courtesy of: http://www.brooklyn-pizza-works.com/pasta.htm. 

