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The Tradition of Homemade Pasta 

      Marco Manzo 

She stopped talking, took a deep breath, and then sighed.  

“If I close my eyes I can still smell the aroma. Can’t you?” she said.  

“I can do it, if you just teach me how it works,” I replied, and then she invited me to close my 

eyes and to listen to her voice. 

When she was a child, my mother never loved eating too much, and that is quite strange for an 

Italian person living in the countryside. She just preferred to take a walk through the grain hill 

instead of sitting at the table for two hours. While her older sister could not wait a second to take 

the bus for the city, she liked spending time feeding the cows, pigs and chickens. Instead of a 

bunch of dolls, she had her own little piece of land to cultivate as she liked. She was shy, thin 

and quiet, but she was tremendously curious about the world around her. She spent her entire 

youth in the countryside and she perfectly knows when a plant is going to bloom and when a 

flower will show its petals and spread its smell. Just as there is nothing like the smell of Mother 

Nature, the smell of your mother’s kitchen has that same irresistible call you will never forget. 

More than once a week my mother used to skip lunch just because when she came back to school 

she preferred to read books while lying on the grass or walking through her father’s land. There 

was just one thing that caught her attention and it happened when her mother made her own 

pasta by hand. At that time, my mother left everything behind her and she started to run.  “You 

see,” she said, “there is nothing in this world like the tagliatelline of your grandmother.”  When 

my grandmother was cooking, nobody was allowed to be in the kitchen. She wanted it all for 

herself, so my mom, curious as no one else in this world, was forced to stand in the corner of the 

kitchen, hiding herself as she watched her mother’s hands at work. 

My grandmother took wheat from her grain, water, and then ordered my mother to go “borrow” 

some eggs from the chicken they used to have. At first, she mixed flour and water together and a 

white ball of wheat started to take its own shape; after that, she added entire eggs to amalgamate 

the water and the flour in a better way, coloring it in a yellow tone given by the egg yolk. My 

grandmother kneaded the ball of pasta with her hands “until it took the consistency that it had to 

take,” as she always said. We can definitely translate this expression as a good balance between 

solidity and elasticity of pasta. “To gain that grade,” carried on my mom “it is not enough to add 

as much water and wheat as you can. It is not a question of ingredients; it is a question of 

feeling.” According to my mother’s memories, most of the time my grandmother was singing, 

talking, and sometimes swearing against her own creation, especially when her hands went 

deeper and deeper as she kneaded. She made it jump and crash into the table. She took it again, 

she rolled it in a different way, and then she spread some flour on the top to obtain the right 

consistency. She repeated these movements as steps of an intimate dance until she was satisfied 

with her own dough. “And now once again, my baby,” she shouted. Then, her fingers went 

inside the dough and when they were absorbed by it, she pulled them out. She suddenly pulled 

the dough up, she threw it down onto the table, and then caressed the dough with her hands. It 

was all about the “up and down” game.  

Once the pasta obtained the proper consistency, she took her rolling pin to stretch out the pasta 

and transformed the solid yellow sphere into a huge, thin, flat circle ready to be rolled up by two 
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different sides connecting in the middle. “Nadia” said my grandmother, “look at that, I taught 

Giotto how to draw a circle, look at that pasta honey!” As she screamed, laughing at herself and 

her statement, she brandished a huge knife that in few seconds would transform those two rolls 

of pasta into thousands of tagliatelline. With one hand, she stepped her fingers onto the two rolls 

and after taking the right measure, with the other hand started to plunge the knife cut by cut into 

the entire pasta she had made. She was able to chop the pasta into rows of ten pieces, cutting a 

set of ten in each roll. She pulled the pieces off the cutting board. The tiny yellow wires of pasta 

fell one by one from my grandmother’s hands.  

My mother always knew when my grandmother was going to cook tagliatelle because the night 

before her cooking session, she always put a basket full of beans in the middle of the table as a 

sign to announce it.  My grandmother is still protective of her pasta recipe and her own way to do 

it, but there comes a time in every Italian family when mothers have to teach their own daughters 

how to “dance” when they are cooking in kitchen.  This moment for my mother was 

unforgettable. One day she saw the bean basket on the table and the day after when she ran into 

the kitchen, my grandmother was not preparing anything. Before my mother started to ask any 

questions, my grandmother broke the ice: “When you learn how to make homemade pasta, you 

don’t learn how to feed your family or your friends; you learned a farmland tradition handed 

down generation by generation from mother to daughter. It is our history and you belong to it; 

now wash your hands and stay close to me. I will probably need your help.” 

That was the first day my grandmother allowed another person to observe and help her in the 

kitchen. Even though she taught my mother the recipe, her tagliatelline are divine; no one can 

beat her.   

After that talk with my mother, I realized how deep food culture is, not only in my country, but 

especially in my own family, in my mother and last but not least in my blood. Now I perfectly 

know why my body has certain reactions when I smell a perfume that comes from a kitchen or 

when I taste a homemade food that I have never tasted before. Sometimes I start to smile and 

laugh, sometimes I shiver when I remember how deep my relationship to food is. When I come 

back home after a year abroad, I cry like a baby for the first week I am home, not because I miss 

my house or my cat, but because of food. As I cry, I realize that not only your brain has memory, 

but your body too. When you miss so much a thing or a person, the first time you see it or you 

hug him/her again, you start to cry tears of happiness. That is what happens to me when my 

mother cooks in her own way. From mother to daughter, food culture must be transmitted to be 

kept alive. We are made of food. We are made of tradition.     
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