BAKED ZITI WITH SAUSAGE MEATBALLS AND SPINACH
1 
pound sweet Italian sausage (pork, turkey or chicken), casing removed

2 
tablespoons olive oil

1 
medium onion, finely chopped

3 
garlic cloves, finely chopped

1 
tablespoon fresh oregano leaves, roughly chopped

1 
teaspoon red-pepper flakes (optional)

2 
(28-ounce) cans whole San Marzano tomatoes with their juices

5 
ounces baby spinach

 
Kosher salt and black pepper

1 
pound ziti, penne or other short, tubular pasta

1 
(15-ounce) container ricotta

7 
ounces crème fraîche (about 1 scant cup)

1 
cup grated pecorino

¾ 
pound fresh mozzarella, cut or torn into ½ inch pieces

 

Using your hands, shape the sausage into about 35 (1-inch) meatballs.

In a deep 12-inch skillet or a Dutch oven, heat the oil over medium. Working in two batches, fry the meatballs until golden all over, about 2 minutes per side, then transfer to a paper towel-lined sheet pan or platter. Cook the onion until softened, scraping up any browned bits from the bottom of the pan, 3 to 4 minutes. Add the garlic, oregano and red-pepper flakes, if using, and cook until the garlic is fragrant, about 2 minutes.

Add the tomatoes and their juices to the skillet, gently crushing them. Stir in the meatballs, bring to a simmer and cook, 20 minutes. Gently fold in the spinach, tossing until it wilts. Season with salt and pepper.

Meanwhile, heat the oven to 400 degrees. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil, add pasta and cook until 2 to 3 minutes short of al dente (it will finish cooking in the oven). Drain pasta.

In a large bowl, combine the ricotta, crème fraîche and half the pecorino. Season with salt and pepper. Stir half the meatball sauce into the ricotta mixture. Add pasta and toss together to coat. Pour into a 9-by-13-inch baking dish that’s at least 2½ inches deep. Top with the remaining meatball sauce, the mozzarella and the remaining pecorino. Place uncovered baking dish on a sheet tray and bake until the cheese is melty and bubbly, 20 to 25 minutes.

Turn heat to broil and cook until the cheese and pasta brown in spots, 1 to 2 minutes. (Don’t walk away; the cheese can burn very quickly!) Remove from oven and let rest for 5 to 10 minutes before serving.

TIME: 1¾ hours

Baked ziti is meant to feed a crowd, and this one surely does. “Cheater” meatballs made with uncased Italian sausage are strewn throughout the sauce for heft, and baby spinach lends a pop of color. Because ricotta has a tendency to dry out when baked, crème fraîche is added to ensure a more velvety texture, but sour cream thinned out with a little heavy cream works just as well. The whole dish can be assembled and baked ahead the day before. Bring it to room temperature before warming, then broil right before serving for crisp edges.

Serves: 8-10
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