ITALIAN LASAGNA
 

This is our family favorite for special occasions!  It is well worth all of the time and effort that goes into making this superb lasagna, with 7 different types of cheese!  Serve with a green salad and some Cheesy Garlic Bread, and now you’re eating Italian!   
INGREDIENTS:
1 box (16 oz.) lasagna noodles* 

MEAT SAUCE:

1 lb. lean ground beef

12 oz. Italian sausage (optional)
2 Tablespoon extra virgin olive oil
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 cup yellow onion, finely chopped
2 cloves garlic, finely minced

2 (29 oz) cans tomato puree

1 (12 oz) can tomato paste

2 Tablespoons granulated sugar

1 Tablespoon basil
1 Tablespoon oregano
2 teaspoons fennel seeds, crushed (place seeds in ziplock bag and gently crush with flat side of meat tenderizer or small heavy pan)
1/2 teaspoon thyme

1/2 teaspoon marjoram

RICOTTA CHEESE LAYER:
15 oz part-skim Ricotta cheese (NOT low-fat)
2 large eggs
2 cups finely shredded Italian Cheese (mozzarella, provolone, romano, asiago & parmesan)
2 tablespoons fresh parsley (chopped) or 2 teaspoons dried parsley

CHEESE:

4 cups (16 oz.) whole milk mozzarella, shredded

1/2 cup fresh Parmesan cheese, finely shredded 

½ cup Romano cheese, finely shredded

1 cup (4 oz.) grated Parmesan cheese (RESERVE FOR TOP)

Fresh parsley (chopped fine, for garnish)
HOW I MAKE THIS:
1. Heat 1 tablespoon olive oil in a large pot over medium-high heat. Once oil is hot, crumble beef and sausage into pot, season lightly with salt and pepper and cook, stirring occasionally until browned and cooked through. Smash meat while it is cooking so that it is crumbled into really small pieces. Remove from heat and drain well; set meat aside.   
2. Return pan to medium heat, add in remaining olive oil. Add onion and saute until golden, about 2 - 3 minutes.  Add garlic and continue cooking for an additional minute.  Add tomato paste, and stir entire mixture constantly over medium heat for an additional 2 to 3 minutes, or until the tomato paste begins to darken (this will bring out the full flavor of the tomato paste).

3. Remove from heat and add tomato puree, 1 cup of water, sugar, basil, crushed fennel seeds, oregano, thyme, marjoram, then season with 1 teaspoon salt and 1/2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper. Return to heat and bring mixture to a simmer, then reduce heat to low and simmer uncovered 45 minutes - 1 hour, stirring occasionally, until sauce has reduced and thickened slightly.
4. Prepare Ricotta Cheese Layer:  In a medium bowl using a whisk, blend together the Ricotta cheese and egg; stir in shredded Italian cheese and parsley.  Set aside.

5. Shred cheeses and combine all except for the optional Colby Jack cheese; set aside.
6. Cook pasta to al dente according to directions listed on package. Drain pasta (do not rinse) and once cool enough to handle, align noodles in a single layer on clean kitchen towels.  

7. Preheat oven to 350 degrees.  Spray lasagna pan or casserole dish with non-stick cooking spray.

8. To assemble lasagna, evenly spread 1 cup Meat Sauce into the bottom of prepared pan.  Align 5 noodles over sauce*.  Spread 2 cups of Meat Sauce over noodles.  Sprinkle with 1/3 of the shredded Cheese.  

9. For the second layer, cut five lasagna noodles so that they will fit sideways in the pan (you will be criss-crossing the lasagna noodle layers so that they don’t slide apart as easily).  Using the pieces that you trimmed off as well, lay the noodles evenly across the pan.  Top with 2 cups of Meat Sauce.  Sprinkle with 1/3 of the shredded Cheese.
10. For the third layer, align 5 noodles lengthwise in the pan.  Top with 2 cups of Meat Sauce and spread evenly.  Dollop Ricotta Cheese mixture evenly over top of Meat Sauce; use a spatula or knife to try and spread it gently and evenly over the top.  

11. For the fourth layer, again cut five lasagna noodles so that they will fit sideways in the pan.  Lay all remaining noodles and pieces evenly sideways in the pan.  Top with remaining Meat Sauce, spread evenly and tuck corners of lasagna noodles down into the pan so that they aren’t sticking up.  Top with remaining cheese, sprinkle with grated parmesan cheese. 

12. Cover entire casserole with a “tent” of non-stick foil, so that it is not touching the cheese on top.  

13. Bake in preheated oven for 50 minutes, then remove foil and bake uncovered for an additional 15 to 20 minutes, or until the middle of the lasagna is hot and cheese is fully melted.

14. Remove from oven, and allow to sit for 10 to 15 minutes before serving.  Sprinkle with additional chopped parsley as garnish.

NOTE:  *Count your lasagna noodles before you assemble.  There are typically about 20 noodles in a box, but if you have less, you will need to make adjustments so that each layer has the same number of noodles.
YIELD:   12 servings
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