Spaghetti Aglio-Olio

Serves 6 to 8 as a first course or 4 to 6 as a main course

There is no more elemental or delicious sauce for spaghetti than aglio-olio — garlic and olive oil heated together and tossed with pasta. With an additional ingredient or two, a basic aglio-olio can spawn an infinite variety of pasta sauces.

George learned to make aglio-olio in his mom's kitchen. The most important lesson in making aglio-olio, however, came from a very talented chef, Frank Gaudiano, who worked with George at the University Club in Providence. The trick is to add some water, broth, or wine just as the garlic takes on a light golden color as it sizzles in the olive oil. The liquid prevents the garlic from browning and softens and mellows the taste of the garlic, resulting in a sauce that clings nicely to the spaghetti with bits of almost delicate, nutty-tasting garlic.

The simplicity of this sauce puts the spotlight on its ingredients. This is the moment to trot out an excellent olive oil and impeccably fresh, plump cloves of garlic.

1/2 cup extra virgin olive oil 

2 tablespoons minced fresh garlic 

1/2 teaspoon or more fine sea salt 

1 pound imported spaghetti or spaghettini 

1. Bring a large pot of water to a boil for the pasta.

2. Heat the olive oil, garlic, and salt in a large straight-sided skillet over moderate heat, stirring often. Keep a close watch here and adjust the heat as necessary because you want the garlic to slowly turn from opaque white to a slightly translucent golden without a hint of browning. As soon as the garlic is golden, immediately add 2 cups water. Be careful not to burn yourself as the oil has a tendency to spatter. Raise the heat and boil vigorously until the garlic is soft and the liquid has reduced by half. Taste and add additional salt if necessary.

3. Add a generous amount of salt to the boiling pasta water. As soon as the water comes back to a rolling boil, drop in the spaghetti. Stir often until the spaghetti is al dente.

4. Drain and transfer the pasta to the skillet. Over moderately high heat toss the spaghetti in the aglio-olio until it is nicely coated. Serve right away in heated bowls.
