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If there’s anything more comforting than boiled pasta in a
sauce, it’s got to be baked pasta in a sauce. The baking adds
a crispy crust that is such a delicious contrast to the tender

goodness of the dish.
The challenge is to how to get the pasta to turn out just

right. Most baked pasta recipes instruct you to boil the noo-
dles until cooked halfway before baking them. This allows the
pasta to finish cooking in the oven as it bathes in the sauce.
But this method has challenges. If you boil the noodles more
than halfway, they’ll be overcooked by the time you pull the
finished dish out of the oven. I find it hard to get the pre-cook-
ing time right.

And precooking the pasta, even halfway, takes work and
dirties a large pot and colander. Then again, if you don’t pre-
cook the pasta and instead add it dry to the sauce for baking,
it will take much longer to become tender in the oven, even as
it absorbs all the liquid in the sauce. Dry pasta needs to
hydrate.

So what’s a home cook to do? Use my simple no-cook
method of precooking the pasta. Just soak the pasta in warm
salted water before adding it to the other ingredients and slid-
ing the mixture into the oven. Presoaking is a way to begin
hydrating the pasta and washing away some of its starch, even
as the salt in the water pre-seasons the pasta.

Yes, you’ll dirty a bowl, but given that that’s the same ves-
sel in which you’ll combine all the dish’s ingredients, it’s the
only bowl you’ll need. The soak requires 45 minutes, but it’s
hands-off time, freeing you up to prep the rest of the ingredi-
ents in the meantime. Then it takes no time at all to assemble
the dish and pop it into the oven. Just 20 or so minutes later

you can collect your reward: deeply-flavored baked pasta,
creamy on the bottom and crispy on top. The perfect wintry
entree. Add a salad and some crusty bread and be happy.

BAKED PENNE WITH PROSCIUTTO AND FONTINA
Ingredients 
Start to finish: 1 hour 15 minutes (20 minutes active)
Servings: 6
1 pound penne pasta
Salt
Butter, for coating the baking pan
2 teaspoons minced garlic
1 cup heavy cream
2 cups low-sodium chicken broth
1 cup crushed tomatoes
1 to 2 teaspoons red pepper flakes, to taste (optional)
1 1/2 ounces finely grated Parmesan cheese
4 ounces coarsely grated fontina cheese
4 ounces thinly sliced prosciutto, chopped

Preparation 
In a large bowl, combine the pasta with enough lukewarm,

well salted water to cover. Let stand for 45 minutes. Heat the
oven to 450 F. Lightly butter a shallow baking dish (12-cup
capacity with 2 to 2 1/2-inch sides). Drain the pasta and set
aside. In the same bowl, combine all remaining ingredients,
stirring well. Add the pasta, toss to combine, then season with
a pinch of salt. Transfer the mixture to the prepared baking
dish, pressing it down evenly. Bake on the oven’s middle shelf
until bubbly and browned, 20 to 22 minutes.

The secret to a better baked pasta?
Don’t cook it 


