Iﬂ!. DEAL: Traditional
paghetti all'amatriciana is
with pecorino; tomato
sauce and guanciale.

In search
of an
Italian
classic

BY J.C. REID

The Via Salaria — the
Salt Road — was one of
the earliest roads built by
ancient Romie to lash to-
gether its far-flung empire.
The actual path predated
the Romans — the Sabine
people of central Italy
would trek down from
their mountain redoubts
to the mouth of the Tiber
river to collect sea salt, a
prized commodity.

Today the road — the
Strada Statale 4, or 554 —
is an otherwise muudaue
two-lane bl that
overlays thetrack of the
original Roman road, ex-
eeptional only in the path
of history.
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We were driving north on the 554
from Rome to the small town of Am-
atrice, the birthplace of the classic
pasta dish spaghetti all'amatriciana.
I'd eaten it for years when visiting
Rome, but like many dishes in this
part of Italy, its provenance, recipe
and ingredients were all in dispute. |
decided to visit the supposed birth-
place of the dish and find out what
an authentic version of amatriciana
really tastes like.

First, a bit of history. The basis
for the recipe begins in the 15th or
16th century when nearby migrant
shepherds used readily available
ingredients to make the classic dish
pasta alla gricia. The ingredients
were pecoring (a readily available
sheep's milk cheese), guanciale (salt-
cured pork cheek), black pepper and
known as amatriciana bianca or the
“white amatriciana,” referring to
the color of the sauce made from the
pecorino cheese.

Sometime in the 17th century, the

3 tomato was introduced to Italy from

the New World. It was only then that
the [talian love affair with tomatoes
began. Tomato sauces became a
staple of Italian cooking, and eventu-
ally came to define Italian cuisine as
it traveled with waves of Italian im-
migrants all over the world. The clas-
sic amatriciana bianca recipe was no
match for the pomodoran invasion,
and a generous portion of tomato
sauce was layered on top of the origi-
nal concoction. Somewhere along the
way, red pepper flakes were added.
Amatriciana bianca had transformed

. into amatriciana rosso, and a canoni-

cal recipe was established.

We went to Amatrice td dine at
Albergo-Ristorante La Conca. The
restaurant was empty — it was the
off-season — but the staff was eager
to take care of us. The etti
all’amatriciana here to the tra-
ditional recipe: pecorino, guanciale,
tomato sauce, black pepper, red pep-
per flakes and dried spaghetti pasta.
It was the best I"ve ever had.

But it only vaguely resembled the
dish I'd eaten in Rome for so many
years. What accounted for the dis-

crepancy? The ancient Romans, of
the culture and traditions of its con-
quered peoples. Similarly, and per-
haps even more controversially, con-
temporary Romans have assimilated
amatriciana as a classic dish of cucina
romana — the cuisine of Rome.

Apparently when the dish migrat-
ed from the countryside to the city, it
got its own slightly different version
of the name: pasta alla matriciana.
Ingredients were added in various
combinations: onions, garlic, white
wine, basil, sage. The pasta is usu-
ally bucatini, a thicker, hollow ver-
sion of spaghetti. Indeed the dish I'd
been eating in Rome all those years
was bucatini alla matriciana. A deli-
cious dish no doubt, but lacking in
thefocusedﬁhnpﬁc&ynfthechm
spaghetti all'amatriciana I sampled in
Amatrice,

Back in Houston, I searched for a
restaurant that serves amatriciana.
Could I find a faithful representation
of this dish in a city known for many

ing Italian restaurants, and only
a few good ones? Scouring restaurant
website menus yielded one solid
result: the “penne amatriciana” at Ni-
no's on West Dallas. A weekday lunch
visit revealed a generous portion
of the dish that was both delicious
and well- made.il"nntwhnllyﬁnh

exactly

Amatrice due to the obvious lack of
access to the local Italian ingredients.
Certainly, using the original recipe
and good quality ingredients, a deli-
cious approximation of the dish is
possible outside of Italy. But I've
resigned myself to the fact that a
taste of the real amatriciana is only
attainable by a flight to Rome and

a drive north on the Via Salaria to
Amatrice — the “citta degli spaghetti

all'amatriciana.”
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TRADITIONAL SPAGHETTI
ALLAMATRICIANA

= 1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

= Y pound guanciale, sliced into
Ve-inch slivers

= 28 ounces canned San Marzano
peeled tomatoes

® Heat oil in a skillet over medium
heat.

® Add the guanciale and sauté until
just beginning to brown, usually 5-8
minutes.

® Pour tomatoes into a food processor
and pulse a couple of times until
sauce takes on a slightly chunky
consistency.

® Add tomatoes to a large skillet

and simmer on medium heat until
some liquid evaporates and sauce
concentrates, about 10 minutes.

® Add guanciale and about half of the
rendered fat to the tomato sauce.

® Add 1/4 cup of the cheese and the
pepperoncino flakes.

® 5tir until everything is well
combined.

= Allow to simmer and concentrate
further, about 10 minutes, stirring
occasionally. Salt and pepper to taste.
Lower heat.

® Bring a large poi of salted water to
beil and cook spaghetti until al dente,
usually 9-10 minutes.

# Drain and add spaghetti to sauce.
Fold spaghetti into sauce, so the pasta
is thoroughly coated. Add another
1/4 cup of the cheese and continue
combining, over low heat, for 2-5
minutes.

B After plating, sprinkle remaining
cheese on top of the dish.

Makes 4 servings.

Note: Guanciale is usually available
at Central Market or Hubbell &
Hudson.

Follow J.C. Reid on Twitter @
houston_foodie. ‘




