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INTRODUCTION



HOW TO KNOW BEANS


“What shall I learn of beans, or beans of me?”


—Henry David Thoreau, Walden


Thoreau devoted a chapter of Walden to “the common small white bush bean”; he’d devoted a growing season of his two years in the woods to their raising. “I cherish them,” he wrote of his beans. “I hoe them, early and late I have an eye to them; and this is my day’s work.”


[image: image]


Let us, too, have an eye to the bean. Hold one in the palm of the hand. Discrete, self-contained as an egg, spotted or speckled, dark or light, it’s such a small package holding so much. Inspiration for tonight’s dinner, perhaps a soup or stew? Sure, and no more and no less important than all it contains.


Soften, now, to time, as that bean, soaked in water, would soften. You’ll see more life than seems possible in something so tiny. Eye the future and there, if you allow that bean to sprout, you have the stuff of tomorrow’s salad or stir-fry. Look further: Bury that bean in soil, and it sprouts. Emerging from the earth, roots growing down, shoots and leaves growing up, it becomes a bush or a vine climbing a pole, tendrils curled—tenacious, poetic. This is a miracle beans have in common with any other seed. Yet, unique among plant families, beans and their kin generously give back to the soil; they are—it almost defies belief—self-fertilizing.


[image: image]


Look backward, too. The bean resting in your astonished palm is a direct link to the members of our own human family: the bean-growers, -sowers, and -eaters of ten thousand years ago in the Americas and the Middle East, in Africa, India, China, Japan. Had they not labored, no little package of life in its shiny coat would rest there under your scrutiny, ready to tell its secrets to anyone who will listen. Or remain silent, doing its work anyway.


Take your inquiry in another direction and you’ll see, in this small, perfect package a nutritional cornucopia: protein, fiber, carbohydrate, vitamins A, C, and B-complex, omega-3 fats, calcium, potassium, phosphorus, selenium, zinc, copper, magnesium; and some pesky sugars known as oligosaccharides. It is these sugars, indigestible to humans, that give beans their nudge-nudge, grade-school-jokey, scatological reputation. Which is not worthy of them, or us, and which is easily dealt with once you understand a few bean basics (see page 1). Perhaps we should not be surprised that something as powerful as the bean has an explosive quality: When beans arrived in the Old World—first from the Middle East, then from the Americas—their protein and their ability to enrich, as opposed to deplete, the soil in which they are grown literally changed the face of Europe. Lynn White Jr., in Medieval Technology and Social Change, writes:


[image: image]


It was not merely the new quantity of food produced by improved agricultural methods, but the new type of food supply which goes far towards explaining, for northern Europe at least, the startling expansion of population, the growth and multiplication of cities, the rise in industrial production, the outreach of commerce, and the new exuberance of spirits which enlivened that age. In the full sense of the vernacular, the Middle Ages, from the tenth century onward, were full of beans.


Thoreau and I, as you can see, are far from the first to meet in the bean field. “Field,” not only as a cultivated piece of ground, but as an area of inquiry and observation. Humanity and beans have kept company together a long time—for all recorded history.


The contexts of this meeting, both earthy and sublime, include supper (sustenance, succulence, sensual pleasure, nourishment) and soul (poetry, art, spirituality): meals and myth. Look closely at some of humankind’s largest directional shifts and achievements, and you will find behind them. . . beans.


Members of the Leguminosae family (which includes beans, peas, lentils, and such idiosyncratic kin as peanuts and jicama) appear in the Bible often, where, among many mentions, they are pivotal in the Old Testament account of what many take to be the classic tale of sibling rivalry, that of Jacob and Esau. (I take the tale quite differently, see page 58; it describes, handily and beanily, another one of those large directional human shifts.) The Sufi poet and mystic Rumi (1207–73) wrote “Chickpea to Cook,” a dialogue in which a disgruntled chickpea argues with its cook, who turns out to be its spiritual mentor and fellow traveler. Mark Twain wrote about bean soup in A Tramp Abroad; Shakespeare mentions peas in As You Like It, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Henry IV, and Twelfth Night. And let’s not forget two leguminous nursery tales: In one, Jack’s trade of a cow for a handful of beans leads him into gigantic trouble, and in the other, a pea gives a princess a particularly restless night. More contemporaneously, in the 2009 film Cold Souls, the character played by Paul Giamatti has his angsty soul extracted. What does it look like? A chickpea. Beans have penetrated the human psyche at least as much as they’ve nourished countless human bodies.


“Back when I was a sprout. . .”


Beans have also been my day’s work for the last few years. They were my work as well during a much earlier period of my life, back in 1970–72, when I wrote the ancestor of this book, The Bean Book: Cooking, Planting, Growing, Harvesting, Drying, Eating, and Just Thinking About Them (it cost $2.45). I was eighteen then; I’m in my late fifties now. But in a less focused manner, beans and I have been together all those years in between. When I was a young freelance writer of uncertain and unpredictable income, bean soups nourished me, simmering gently and comfortingly as I worked. They cost little and made a tiny bit of meat (which I then ate; I no longer do) go a long, long way. They nourish me, and those I cook for, still.
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Beans have certainly come up, up, in the world since I first began writing about them. Once lacking in social standing, associated with poverty, they’re now chic side dishes, even entrées, at many of the world’s finest restaurants, treated with respect. Once reviled nutritionally as little more than starch, they are now praised, both for what they are (carbohydrate that is low-glycemic, i.e., slower to turn to sugar in the body, judiciously mixed with protein, fiber, and a bountiful collection of vitamins), as well as what they are not (meat, with its saturated fat, cholesterol, excess calories, secondhand antibiotics, and large eco-footprint and expense).


Once limited in canned form to seven or eight varieties, and in dried to about twelve, today about fifteen varieties of canned beans and about twenty dried are to be found in your average supermarket. And if you go online to a specialty store, you’ll find hundreds of varieties, including such captivatingly named beans as Tongues of Fire, Flor de Mayo, Indian Woman, nightfall, Mortgage Lifter, Rattlesnake, Christmas limas, gigandes, and Petite Estoria lentils. One bean in particular, the soybean, has done such an about-face in terms of availability, a trajectory that has taken it from primarily animal feed to nutritional superstar, that I myself find it hard to believe. Yet it’s true: In 1969, in New York City, if you wanted tofu, you got on a subway heading downtown and shopped at a Chinatown grocery. I know; I did it. Today, every Walmart in the country carries tofu, and most supermarkets offer countless soyfoods, ranging from frozen edamame to various meat analogs.


To V or not to V: Leguminous Options


The bean’s slow-but-steady renaissance parallels, in part, the journey I took in my own eating. When I was sixteen and lived in a commune, if the food was vegetarian more than two nights in a row, I’d jones for meat to such an extent that I’d take the subway to the Middle Eastern section of Brooklyn and order lamb. But as I aged, several skeins of interest—environmentalism, nutrition and health, the range of agricultural and animal husbandry practices possible (some respectful and some brutal to earth, as well as to plants and animals), social justice, history, the astonishing number of human beings on this vast green globe who go to bed hungry each night, and yes, my own love of good eating and the practice of cooking—coalesced. Gradually, for me, a plant-based diet became the way of eating that felt best on many levels; and once again, beans were there.


Being a “laissez-fare” vegetarian, I am not here to proselytize or advocate a meatless diet; indeed, I’ve included in this book many of my long-ago with-meat standbys. Though it’s been many years since I’ve eaten these dishes, my meatist friends tell me they’re just as tasty as I remember them. Choosing how and what to eat is such an individual and intimate matter: We all have our reasons and experiences for choosing as we do. While many still insist on conflating a vegetable-centric diet with self-denial and deprivation (and many, on the other side, flaunt an ill-founded and alienating sense of moral superiority about not consuming meat), eating, to me, remains a delight both reliable and ever-varying. As a vegetarian I give as much care and attention, from the sensual pleasure point of view, to what I put in my mouth and the mouths of those I love as I did when I ate lamb and pork, beef and chicken, and fish.


So, I’ve learned to cook beans in countless ways above and beyond the meaty. Whatever your preferences and choices, you’ll find ways with beans that fit them here. Green and dried herbs, fresh and toasted spices, garlic, ginger, onions, and other aromatics, vegetables, stocks, oils, butter, coconut fat, condiments, and pickles—all these befriended me and the beans I cooked, and cook still, and will befriend you in your kitchen. Meat, in most cases, is optional.


Multiplicitous Meals


Beans are equally amiable as entrées (Vegetarian Cassoulet, page 234) and side dishes (Three Sisters Salad with Fresh Corn and Zucchini Ribbons, page 133); for lunch (Mr. Puppevich’s Ho-made Fishcake-style Tofu Cakes, page 257) and dinner (Mjeddrah, page 301); and even for breakfast (Fastest-Gun-in-the-West Huevos Rancheros con Frijoles, page 270, The Best Vegetable Hash, page 256). Beans can start a meal (Classic Hummus Bi Tahini, page 30, Gotcha-Hotcha Sweet-Smoky Cocktail Peanuts, page 28) or finish it (White Chocolate & Peanut Butter Banana Cream Pie, page 332, Rose of Persia Cake, page 334). Beans can be curry (pages 199–207), chili (pages 157–184), ragout (page 282), soup (pages 51–126), or salad (pages 127–156). They can also be bread (Socca, page 277), pancakes (Neo-Classic Crepes, page 280), cookies (Julie’s Peanut Butter-Chocolate Chip Oatmeal, page 322), even ice cream (Red Bean Ice Cream, page 339).


Deep Feast


What have I learned of beans, then? My answer to Thoreau’s question is on every page of this book (as well as on my website and blog—www.dragonwagon.com and www.deepfeast.com—plus Facebook and Twitter [@cdragonwagon], into which my bean obsession has naturally also flowed).


It’s impossible, of course, to answer the part of Thoreau’s query in which he wonders what beans will learn of him. But if I could give voice to beans, I can tell you what I’d hope they’d say of me: “She treated us with respect, imagination, and gratitude. She cooked us with exuberance. She used us as a way to join hands with others all over this spinning green planet on which we ride together, each of us, in turn, eating and being eaten.” I think beans must know, as I do, that life’s contract requires full participation, whether we are legume or human.


Let us participate, then, and celebrate, sprouting, growing, making tendrils; maturing, harvesting, and being harvested; cooking, eating, being eaten; letting the next generation rediscover the poignant joy of the feast. Let us join hands at a table the size of the world. Let’s eat.
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THERE’S ROOM FOR EVERYONE AT THE TABLE: ABOUT THE RECIPE TAGS



Cooking, eating, and feeding others is best done with generosity and a spirit of inquiry. For me, how to provide for what someone does or doesn’t eat is fun—a creative challenge, not a hassle. I am, after all, the creator of the first birthday cake my friend Judith (who does not eat flour or any sweetener except apple juice concentrate) was able to have in twenty years.


But it’s not so fun and creative for those who avoid, say, gluten, because they choose to or must (due to allergies, celiac, and so on). It’s a capital-H Hassle to say, over and over, “Does this have any gluten in it?” Or, to look at recipes, get excited about them, then find that wheat flour has made an appearance.


I hope the recipe tags throughout this book will simplify this:


[image: image] means a recipe is vegan; it has no animal products of any kind in it.


[image: image] means it is vegetarian; it contains dairy products and/or eggs, but no meat, fish, or chicken.


[image: image] means it is gluten-free; it contains no gluten flours, such as wheat.


[image: image] means it’s meatist; it contains meat, fish, or chicken, or something made with them (such as fish sauce or chicken stock).


Now, you may have a moment when you go “Whoa! How can this be vegan and meatist?” Easy, my dear. . . look at the ingredients list and you’ll inevitably find “2 cups vegetable or chicken stock” or “2 slices of bacon (optional).” Please, don’t freak out. You gluten-free folks, same thing: “2 tablespoons flour or 1½ teaspoons cornstarch” or “8 ounces noodles (optional).”


I’m holding your hand as much as I can here, but you still have to use discrimination. For instance, I call for “tamari soy sauce,” not “tamari soy sauce, or, for you gluten-free eaters, wheat-free tamari soy-sauce.” I presume gluten-free eaters know the fine points of tamari and gluten. If a recipe asks for “honey, agave, or sugar,” and is marked both vegan and vegetarian, I presume vegans will know to choose agave or sugar, not honey.


It’s intimate, the choices we make about what to put in our bodies. Beans want us to be happy. They’re amenable: How else could they be both a vegetarian staple in some circles, and, in others, an ingredient that elicits an automatic throw-in-a-ham-hock response?


However you eat, beans and I welcome you, with respect and joy, to the table. Your place is set, and there’s more than enough for seconds.





CHAPTER 1
BEAN BASICS


The A, B(ean), Cs
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Which came first, the bean . . . or the bean? Plant your first garden, open your first package of bean seeds, and you’ll see that a bean seed is a bean! The very same plump little ovoids that you see in bins at your local co-op or in bags at the supermarket—that’s what’s in your seed packets. Could you plant the beans you get at such stores? Sure (assuming they are untreated whole beans, not, say, split peas). Certainly if you plant a dried pinto bean, you will get a plant covered with pods in which, eventually, you’ll find those same pinto beans, each of which is both an edible seed and a potential future pinto bean plant. Each bean or pea, no matter its variety, is the mature seed of itself, freed of the comforting pod in which it grew. Each contains within it the materials needed to re-create itself.


Podded Pleasures


The word legume itself means “true pod.” If you want to know beans, you have to know pods.


A pod is a kind of purse of vegetal flesh, made of two equal-size flaps seamed on the two long sides, culminating in a short tip on each end. One tip, the stem end, attached the pod to the plant. The other was once the site of the now-fallen-off blossom, which heralded the arrival of this same pod; it’s called, naturally, the blossom end, though by the time you buy it, the blossom is no more. And what this sutured pod holds is the seeds for the next generation of bean plant—hence the root word of legume: “to gather.”


Now, when we eat a green bean or an edible-pod pea, these seeds are immature, stillborn; were we to split the pod, we would see tiny, barely formed seeds.


A bean’s pod is what we eat when we eat a green bean. But stay with me here: What we’re actually eating is the seed case of the immature bean, not a bean at all. Hence “green” bean—not only pertaining to color, but meaning youthful, as when Shakespeare’s Cleopatra refers to her youth as her “salad days, when [she] was green in judgment.” And when they are really fresh and carefully prepared, I believe green bean pods to be among the most succulent of vegetables (I dare you to try the Greek-style green beans on page 284 and see if you don’t agree).


PERUSE YOUR PODS
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Examine the pods before you pick or buy; they give many useful clues, such as, in the garden, when to pick and, in the market, whether the green bean is old and tough or will be forgivingly tender when cooked. The tiny, not-much-thicker-than-a-pencil-lead beans called fillet beans or haricots verts are adorable and tender, the baby version of regular-size green beans, but no different in flavor from their slightly more grown-up kin, which have stayed on the bush or vine a few days, maybe a week, longer. Fillet beans usually cost quite a bit more, too. The older beans may be less precious, but they have more interior bean flesh to outer skin; they’re beanier to my taste, though they may not look as cute.


When choosing green beans—which, remember, may be green or yellow or purple, and rounded or flat, depending on variety—select those with consistently smooth, even pod-sides. Avoid those with bumpy indentations; by the time you can see the pod swelling pregnantly with the beans, the pod itself will be tough and leathery, not tender (though the beans within will be succulent).


Check for freshness at the market thus: Pick up a pod and break it in two. A fresh bean will snap, crisply and audibly, into two distinct pieces—hence another slightly old-fashioned but still common, so-very-apt name for green beans: snap beans. If the bean merely bends, it’s been sitting in the produce section too long and is past its prime, making for disappointing eating. (No need to do this test when picking from your garden; you’ll know when your beans are, well, full of beans then.)


Another thing a snap will tell you: whether or not the bean’s pod has “strings”—thin threads of relatively tough fiber that edge the pods along one or both side-seams. These threads, when left attached to the pod, are unpleasant to bite into. A snap reveals them. This doesn’t mean, however, that you should avoid beans with strings. Many delicious beans and edible-pod peas do have ’em. Now, some people will tell you strings have been bred out of green beans: not true. Some varieties are stringless, others still have them, and some with-string varieties are exceptionally well flavored. So don’t let strings dissuade you; just remove them as instructed in Basic Green Bean Cookery, page 10.


Bean Varieties


As for dried beans, there are hundreds of varieties available. (There are eight major categories of edible bean, botanically speaking, which relate to their geographic origins. See the charts on page 344 for more.) At your local supermarket, you’ll likely find pintos, kidneys, red beans, navy beans, lima beans, black-eyed peas, lentils, and split peas. And depending on where you live, you might also find a host of other varieties (soldier beans in the Northeast, for example, or pigeon peas in areas with a large Caribbean population). Each bean has a slightly different appearance, flavor, texture, cooking time, and culinary idiosyncrasy.


Before you get overwhelmed by this bean fecundity, however, know that beans are more alike than they are different—the same basic cooking methods apply (at least as far as dried beans are concerned)—and a seasoning that tastes good with one bean will almost surely be tasty (though perhaps not traditional) with another. With the exception of the swift-cooking, no-need-to-soak legumes (lentils, split peas, split chickpeas, black-eyes), the two delicate-skinned beans (large limas and black soybeans), and the tough-skinned fava (which must be peeled post-soaking), all dried beans can be used interchangeably. The only thing that varies is the length of time needed to reach tenderness. In other words, you could use lentils instead of black beans in your favorite black bean soup recipe, and it’d still be good (though it would cook much more quickly).


All cooking times listed in the charts on page 346, unless otherwise stated, assume the raw beans have been soaked to full hydration. That means, as you’ll learn on page 16, there’s no pale dry spot in the center of a split-open bean after soaking.


Beans: What’s in Them for You
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What is the makeup of a bean nutritionally? First, and uniquely among edible plants, it has protein. The Leguminosae and their kin, and the products made from them (like tofu and tempeh), are protein-dense: the single most concentrated source of plant-based protein in the world. Between 6 and 11 percent of beans’ cooked weight is protein; ½ cup of cooked beans, depending on the variety, has about 8 grams (an egg, by contrast, has 6). While it is true that in most cases the protein in legumes is “incomplete” (that is, short on a couple of the essential amino acids), the grains we so often and naturally eat with beans are abundant in the amino acids legumes lack. It’s a handy reciprocity. Add a slice of bread, a helping of pasta, a scoop of rice, or a tortilla with your beans, and you have protein perfecto. (The exception to the rule here: the soybean, which does contain complete protein.)


Although “protein complementarity” is stated elsewhere in this book and in many other places (having first been popularized in 1971 in Frances Moore Lappé’s Diet for a Small Planet), its perfection—and the fact that beans and grains together just taste so good and right (black beans and rice! falafel and pita bread! cornbread and chili!)—remains amazing to me. (I am also amazed by the fact that there are still lots of people who don’t yet know about protein complementarity, or who believe it to be more complex than it is, or who still consider plant-based protein inferior to animal-derived—so now that you know better, spread the word.)


But it’s not only that beans, with their few missing nutritional pieces supplied by grains, are full of protein equal in quality to that derived from animal sources. It’s that bean protein is in many ways superior to that derived from animals: It has no cholesterol, it’s low in fat, and it’s high in fiber. And since a bean, even a non-organically raised one, is lower on the food chain than a cow, it lacks the intrinsic concentration of pesticides that rises when we consume higher-ups. Beans are not fed antibiotics or growth hormones, nor do they carry the common freight of general contemporary animal husbandry practices. Beans are not raised in feedlots or stacked in cages, with the environmental degradation inherent in such practices. Growing beans not only hurts no one and nothing, it quietly enriches the soil in which beans are raised. And healthy soil and food systems are perhaps the ultimate nutritional benefit.


Beans are packed with B vitamins (though some vitamins, being water-soluble, are lost during soaking and cooking). They’re high in iron, calcium, and phosphorus, and of course fiber; as a class of foodstuff, beans have more fiber than virtually anything edible except the bran in grains. Beans are rich in complex carbohydrates, too—the starch that gives them their creamy, satisfying heartiness. When you’re fed on beans, you’re well and truly fed.


Hopefully you already know that high-protein, carbohydrates-are-spawn-of-the-devil diets are just plain wrong; that it’s all in the nature and amount of the carbohydrate. And bean carbohydrate is not mere starch. In her Good Food Book, Jane Brody calls bean carbs “nutritional wonders” and points out that they’ve been proven to drastically improve the stability of blood sugar levels in diabetics. She adds that “on diets containing substantial amounts of beans, many adult-onset diabetics have been able to reduce greatly or eliminate entirely their dependence on insulin and other medications to control blood sugar.” Why? Probably, at least in part, because legumes are digested very slowly—one of the very qualities that makes them such a stick-to-the-ribs food.


Still not a bean convert? Consider the “Mexican Paradox,” examined in a study by Northern Arizona University. Like the “French Paradox,” much discussed a few years back, the Mexican Paradox highlights the fact that the Mexican diet is as high as or higher than the American diet in saturated fats, yet the Mexican population has far lower rates of heart disease. In France, the missing piece of this puzzle turned out to be phytochemicals called phenols, which are commonly found in red wine and which help the body break down LDL cholesterol (the “bad” kind) so that it can’t clog arteries. The Mexican diet is rich in a foodstuff containing a similar, related phytochemical: polyphenolics. These appear, also, to aid the human body in assimilating the “bad” cholesterol and rendering it harmless. What are polyphenolics found in? Beans, especially black beans and pintos.
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But let me return to the larger nutritional profile already mentioned: that it’s not only what beans do for us, but what they do for our shared habitat, Earth. Beans are the single cultivated plant family that actually benefits the soil, enriching it rather than depleting it during the growing process. How is this possible? Legume family members have beneficial nodules on their roots that verifiably add nitrogen to the soil, instead of using it up. Some legumes do so much good that they are planted as a “green manure,” to enrich the soil naturally between greedier crops such as corn and wheat.


Could there be a plant more generous than the bean?


Unmaking the Mischief of the Musical Fruit


Raffinose, stachyose, and verbascose—are they hoodlums hanging out at the corner when they should be at school or gainfully employed? No, these “splendidly disreputable-sounding” characters (as the Laurel’s Kitchen folks put it) are complex sugars, collectively called oligosaccharides. They hang out in beans and cause us trouble. Oligosaccharides cannot be broken down by our digestive enzymes; instead, our intestinal bacteria ferment them during digestion. This fermentation causes most of the gas attributed to beans (though beans are also high-fiber foods, and those unaccustomed to eating such foods also tend to suffer flatulence when they first start fibering up). The quantity of gas produced, how uncomfortable it is physically or socially, and whether or not it is odiferous depend on several factors, largely within your control.


• The cooking method. Oligosaccharides are water-soluble and can, with proper soaking and cooking, be washed out to a great degree (see The De-Gassifying Method, page 16).


• What the bean is cooked or eaten with. Historically, certain herbs and spices were supposed to mitigate the gas-making effects of beans. As with most pieces of folk wisdom, there’s something to this; quite a few herbs and spices thus recommended (see page 8) have a carminative effect.


• What the bean is not cooked or eaten with. One of the most popular families of bean amendments, particularly in America, is something sweet—as in the “Boston baked bean” lineage. Indeed, this is a tasty way to go. But while delicious, brown sugar, honey, et al., can spell trouble for those sensitive to beans, because these drop still more carbs into the digestive tract for the bacteria to work on. Pay attention: If sweetened beans don’t work for you, omit them, eat them in small quantities, or try some Beano (see box, page 9).


• The variety of bean used. The least “flatulating” legumes are said to be (in this order) lentils, split peas, adzuki beans, mung beans, black-eyed peas, and anasazi beans (one of the old heritage beans). All are lower in oligosaccharides. In the low to middle range probably (because they’ve not been tested, to my knowledge, for oligosaccharides) are the other non-hybridized heritage beans, such as tepary, calypso, nightfall, and so on. Mid-range are chickpeas, black beans, and white beans. Higher still are limas and navy beans, with whole soybeans being the highest.


• The form in which you eat beans. Soybeans may be difficult to digest in whole-bean form, but as tofu, tempeh, or TVP (see box, page 179), virtually no one has a problem with them because most of the oligosaccharides have been removed in the process of their manufacture.


• How well-cooked the beans are. Since the oligosaccharides are water-soluble, it is logical to suppose that an all-the-way-cooked-through-to-softness bean, which has been totally rehydrated, would have less of them, while a bean still somewhat firm would have more. This is the case. Fortunately, “fully done” is the precise degree at which beans taste their best. When is a bean done? It should be soft enough that you can mash it against the roof of your mouth with your tongue, without resistance. On the other hand, it should not be disintegrating.
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• The age of the beans. Beans keep indefinitely on your kitchen shelf and can be cooked years after being harvested. But that doesn’t mean they should be. I once made an elaborate soup that required just a half cup or so of lentils. I discovered, midway through cooking, that the only lentils I had were ancient, sitting in a jar in a dusty, hard-to-reach corner of my pantry. I used them, and, Reader, they like to never soften! Lentils can cook in as little as fifteen or twenty minutes; these cooked in the soup for hours, never got there, and finally disintegrated into tough little shards. They never got creamy. And those shards were “flatulating,” as well as unpleasant to eat.


“New-crop” beans—those from the most recent harvest—cook more quickly than old, sometimes even more quickly than a recipe says. Moreover, they cook to smooth creaminess, a major standard by which haute beanery is measured, and the indicator that the oligosaccharides are in decline. I wouldn’t go so far as to say to throw out last fall’s beans when this fall rolls around—besides, you have no way of knowing for sure when your store-bought beans were harvested—but know that age is a factor in the end results.


• How often you eat beans. If all this is beginning to seem more trouble than it’s worth, take heart in a University of California–Berkeley study in which bean-eating subjects “reported greater tolerance and less discomfort by the end of a three-week period of bean eating.”


• In what quantity you eat beans. Eat a lot of beans once in a while, and you’ll almost certainly have problems (unless you use Beano, see the box on page 9). But eat small amounts of beans on a daily basis, with occasional large portions, and you should be fine. This supports the study above; the body adjusts. Good old body.


• Individual bean tolerance. Individual responses to oligosaccharides vary. You and your spouse/partner/pal might react differently; some beans might be a problem and some not. Experiment, take note, and give your body time to adapt.
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HELPFUL HERBS AND SOOTHING SPICES



I mentioned that many traditional cultures use various herbs and spices to deflate the effect of beans. A closer look:


• In Germany and other parts of Central Europe, summer savory is called “the bean herb.” Beans were almost invariably cooked with a few sprigs added (and perhaps a little more, fresh, sprinkled over the top of each bowl). Bay leaf is often cooked with beans for this reason, as well as its very compatible flavor.


• In India, carminative cumin, ginger, and cilantro are frequently cooked with beans. A strong hot tea of cumin seeds, jeera vellam, is commonly poured in home kitchens as a standard digestive after the midday meal—the largest (usually beaniest) meal of the day.


• Used throughout Mexico and Central America, one of the most famous herbs of bean side-effect alleviation is epazote (Chenopodium ambrosiodes), which has a lovely herbal-floral flavor when cooked with beans and/or rice dishes. I’ve used it both fresh and dried. You can find it at Mexican or South American specialty groceries, where it may be called pazote, worm weed, wormseed, or Mexican tea. In recent years, it’s become widely available as a garden herb; you can probably find it at any local nursery with a good herb section. Diana Kennedy, the doyenne of Mexican cooking, in her book The Cuisines of Mexico, says that it’s an acquired taste, but that once one has it, cooking black beans without epazote is “unthinkable.”


• Many Asian cultures, as well as those who follow macrobiotics, swear by cooking dried beans with a piece of kombu (a thick seaweed that looks a little like a dark green piece of lasagna noodle) for its de-gassifying effects.


If using dried herbs, try about 2 teaspoons per pound of dried beans, added after the beans have been soaked and drained but before they are cooked. For the Indian-style spices, which are often sautéed before being added, or for fresh herbs, just follow the specific recipes.
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BEAN NO? BEAN YES!


If you have real problems despite your attention to these factors, but want the benefits of beans in your life, try Beano. Made by the company AkPharma and available at natural foods markets and some drugstores, it comes in a teeny plastic squeeze bottle. All you do is drip a few drops on your first bite of beans. Made of a benign food-grade mold, Beano contains a digestive enzyme that neutralizes the oligosaccharides before they get inside you. Problem solved. No, you can’t cook with it (heat breaks it down), nor can you stir it into a whole pot—it must be on that first spoonful of beans in order to work its magic. Oh: How, you ask, does Beano taste? Wholly unobjectionable—like soy sauce. Really, truly. No problem.


And in case the notion of Beano seems too weird to you, know that Rancho la Puerta, one of the most luxurious spa-resorts in North America, keeps bottles of the stuff sitting out on the condiment tray in the dining room.






A BEGINNER’S BEANERY


Here are the absolute ABCs: all you need to know in order to change fresh green beans or dried beans into succulent ingredients. From these basics onward to dinner, in countless ways.


Basic Green Bean Cookery: A Many-Hued Palette


The same rules as to cooking and done-ness apply to both the familiar green beans and the non-green green beans that are part of the abundant midsummer yields at farmer’s markets and in home gardens. Proceed happily toward these figuratively “green” (as in fresh, young, still-tender) beans, which may be:


• pale yellow (mild green bean flavor, sometimes called “wax” beans; varieties include Eureka, Gold Mine, and Mellow Yellow)


• deep violet-purple (classic green bean taste, these sadly revert to green when cooked, with the cooking water turning, unbelievably, turquoise! Varieties include Purple Queen and Violetto)


• mottled (slightly fleshier versions of green beans, often grown for dried beans but glorious as young edible-pod beans too; I love the red and white Italian Rose and the pale green and reddish purple Dragon’s Tongue)


• slightly gray-green, with wide, flattened rather than pencil-shaped pods (Italian pole beans, Romanos, and Romas; their robust flavor is hearty, their texture meaty)








GREEN BEAN YIELDS & EQUIVALENTS



1 pound fresh green beans = 3½ to 4 cups sliced beans. Serves 4 to 6 as a side dish or salad.


1 pound fresh green beans, steamed and pureed (see box, page 11) = 2½ cups thick puree (for pâtés), 3 cups slightly thinner puree (for soups).





And those green beans may not even be beans as such at all, but rather edible-pod peas, also known as sugar snaps, mange-touts, or, when slightly flattened in shape, snow peas.


Here’s how to prepare green beans—of any variety or color—for cooking:


1. Give them a good rinse. Drain.


2. Snip, pinch, or cut off the tough stem end of the bean pods, as well as any spoiled spots and any brown blossom remnants clinging to the tail end. You need not remove the tail itself, though some people do, feeling that leaving it on is sloppy and that it could catch in your throat. (If your grandmother “tipped and tailed” her green beans, you’ll probably do so, too, or it won’t seem right.) I leave them on and have never run into an identifiable or unpleasant tail after the dish is cooked.


3. Break or snap a bean in half. If you see a string, break each pod close to the stem end and pull down firmly; the strings (if there are any, they run down both sides) will curl back from the bean and zip off. Sometimes you can get both strings from the stem end; if you only get one, pinch off the blossom end, too, and pull the other string from the opposite side. That’s it!


Beans are one vegetable that, to me, are not usually at their best cooked tender-crisp. They should be tender, yes, though never, ever boiled to the gray falling-apart stage too many of us may remember from summer camp or school cafeterias. (The few exceptions to this are noted.) They must retain shape, and some texture, but I have really come to think they are much tastier when not chewy or crisp at all, unless maybe you’re using them in a salad or a stir-fry, or if they are exceptionally slender and young. If you eat your green beans tender-crisp and only tender-crisp, you are missing remarkable depth of flavor and silken texture. Trust me, you are. It took me years of living in the South to fully get this. But once I did (and once you do), there was no going back.








BASIC GREEN BEAN PUREE



Want to make an ordinary vegetable soup full of soul, or an almost-instant cream soup that is beyond wonderful? Want to fill your freezer with harvested beans in season from your garden or farmer’s market, but find you’re running out of space? Want to make a luscious, silky vegetarian pâté, such as Ellen Levine’s Vegetarian “Chopped Liver” à la Dragon on page 45? Puree your green beans.


1. Steam or blanch trimmed green beans to tenderness, just past tender-crisp (see pages 12–13). Drain, reserving the cooking water, and rinse with cold water. Let them cool to room temperature.


2. Transfer up to 1 pound cooked green beans at a time to a food processor, allowing ½ to ⅔ cup bean cooking water per batch (if using the puree for pâtés, use a tablespoon or two of water at the most—as little as you can get by with). Buzz smooth.


3. Refrigerate, freeze for up to 6 months, or use in a recipe ASAP. Feel very lucky.
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So, unless they are itty-bitty skinny haricots verts (fillet beans), tender-ish even before cooking, it is usually advisable to precook green beans before using them in the recipe. Here’s how:


1. Bring a pot—the size depends on the amount you’re precooking—of water to a full boil, allowing sufficient water to cover the green beans to a depth of 1 inch. Ideally, you want a pot of water so big, and at such a vigorous boil, that the water won’t stop boiling with the addition of the beans. (If you use spring or filtered water rather than ordinary tap water, which usually is chlorinated and fluoridated, your beans will taste incrementally better; see the box, below.)


2. Drop in the washed, trimmed green beans.


3. If you want them barely blanched, keep them in just until the color brightens a bit, maybe 30 seconds to 1 minute. This might be good for beans that you’re going to use in a salad (where you may want residual crispness) or beans that you’ll be cooking again. But in most cases, I leave the beans in a little longer, 3 to 4, even 5 minutes. At this point, they lose their slight characteristic fuzz and are a bit more tender.


4. Drain the cooked beans in a colander, saving the cooking water for soup stock, if you like. Immediately run cold water over the beans to stop the cooking process and prevent sogginess.


Note: If preferred, steam the green beans, about the same range of time as above, on a collapsible steamer basket set over boiling water. This keeps more of the water-soluble nutrients in the beans.








THE SECRET INGREDIENT



There’s a universal, un-exotic secret ingredient in most recipes. It’s water. Just as the same wine-grape varieties, and the wines made from them, taste different when grown in different soils, so do soups, beverages, and beans taste different depending on the water with which they are cooked. Some waters are better than others. If you’re extremely lucky (and live in the country), the water that comes out of your tap is good, clean, uncontaminated well water. If you live in a more populated area, you’re on city water. What comes out of your tap is almost certainly surface, not well, water: This is the water you see when you drive by a city’s reservoir. Unlike well water (and many spring waters), it’s relatively low in minerals. It’s also subject to easy pollution: runoff from pesticides and herbicides, animal wastes, floods, storms, lawn fertilizers, construction dust, and so on. To make it potable, municipalities process it with filtration systems and additives (like chlorine and fluoride). Because urban sources of water, and water levels in lakes and reservoirs, vary greatly from season to season, cities adjust their processing accordingly. Water tastes noticeably different not only city to city, but season to season and home to home; its character is further affected by the pipes it passes through.


Because of the variability of city-sourced water, I highly recommend spring or well water for drinking and cooking. Now, I know that many people follow this advice as far as drinking goes, but don’t for the water they use in tea, coffee, and soup, or to cook pasta or beans; it would be absurd and prohibitively expensive. For them, a water filtration system is the way to go. These come in all price ranges, from by-the-pitcher types to those that are installed at the faucet. You want a filter that leaves the trace minerals but removes the particulate municipal additives and any other contaminants. Incrementally, everything you eat or cook tastes better when made with good, clean water. Most people notice it immediately in coffee and tea; but consider the beans, their dryness plumped by nothing but water. Better water equals better beans.





Basic Semi-Mature Bean Cookery


The next stage of bean edibility is what’s usually called a shell bean or shellie, seldom seen these days unless you live out in the country or shop where there are large metropolitan farmer’s markets. A shell bean is a bean that has matured past the edible-pod stage but is itself edible once cooked. The pod, now fully pregnant with beans, is swollen and bumpy and must be shucked off (or hulled, or, yes, shelled—it all results in the same thing: removed) to free the starchy beans themselves. They may be white or buff, pink, blue-black, mottled, or dotted with an eye of brown or black—depends on the variety. At this stage the beans are fully formed, in pods that are by now large and leathery but still colored and not yet dry. With that pod removed, these shell beans can be cooked and eaten as they are—for somewhat longer than you’d cook fresh in-pod green beans, but much more briefly than you’d cook dried beans.


Many beans, such as black-eyed peas and kidney beans, are edible and prized in all three stages: as young (green) bean, shell bean, and dried bean—more bean generosity. All beans, of any variety, if allowed to reach the semi-mature phase, are shell beans, but a few varieties are grown especially for shellies: in the South, lady peas, crowder peas, and black-eyes. In the North, occasionally you’ll see large, beautifully streaky red and white or purple and white pods that contain shell beans that are also streaked; the reds are similarly Tongues of Fire beans, the purple, Dragon’s Tongue. But you don’t find them in markets that often, because they don’t keep well.


Almost anything made with dried beans can be made with shell beans, but much more quickly. A dried black-eyed pea, for instance, takes about an hour to an hour and a half to become tender. A fresh black-eyed shell bean is there, so there, in fifteen to twenty minutes. But because shell beans are such a seasonal delicacy, I hardly ever just substitute them for cooked dried beans in an elaborate recipe. Nor do I puree them. I cook them, by the method I’m about to give, and enjoy them ultra-simply: a pat of butter, some cornbread on the side (maybe a scallion, too, and a sliced garden tomato. . . you try this for supper and see if I’m not right).


For the exception to the rule, fava beans, see page 44.
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BASIC SHELL BEANS



1. Snap off the stem ends of the pods to open them. Run your thumb down the inside of each pod to remove the beans. Discard the pods.


2. Place the shelled beans in a pot, and add water to barely cover. Bring to a boil, turn down to a simmer, and let cook for anywhere from 7 to 20 minutes (it depends on the size and variety of the bean; see chart, page 344).


3. Taste for doneness: The bean or pea will be tender and creamy, with no hint of raw starch.








SHELL BEAN YIELDS & EQUIVALENTS



1 pound shell beans in the pod = 2½ to 3 cups shelled beans without the pods. Serves 4 to 6 as a side dish or salad, 2 to 3 as a main dish (with cornbread).





BASIC HALF-AND-HALF SHELL BEANS



Shell beans are often a delicacy known to gardeners only, and the beans mature over a period of time on the plant; so if you grow your own, you’re likely to have both green beans and shellies at once. (And you could probably fake it if your local farmer’s market has both green and shell beans at the same time.) They can be cooked together. If you feel so inclined, add a slice or two of bacon, cut up, to the beans as they cook. It’s been more than forty years since I’ve eaten them thus, but I remember finding them simple but addictive—and to my West Texan then-husband, they were heaven on earth. Here is how to combine shell and green beans in one glorious pot:


1. Gather, from garden or market, shell beans and green beans in a ratio of 2 to 1.


2. Snap stem ends off the shell bean pods to open them. Remove the beans. Discard the pods.


3. Place the shelled beans in a pot, and add water to barely cover. Bring to a boil, turn down to a simmer, and let cook for 5 minutes.


4. Meanwhile, trim the stems from the green beans, and cut them into about 1-inch lengths. After the shell beans have cooked for 5 minutes, drop in the green beans. Let them cook until the shell beans are tender, anywhere from 7 to 20 minutes more (it depends on the size and variety of the shell bean; the green beans may be a little more done than you’re used to, but they are delicious this way).



Basic Dried Bean Cookery


To convert a dry, hard bean to creaminess requires soaking (usually) and cooking (always). Why don’t I use any one method in every single dried-bean recipe in this book? Because there is no single method that’s best for every recipe and for every moment you want beans. Since your bean-soaking and -cooking options are several, and in many cases interchangeable (in quite a few cases, you can even use canned beans instead of soaked and cooked dried beans), I’ve laid them all out. Though there are soaking and cooking combinations I use more than others, there aren’t any that I haven’t used at some time. I’ve offered the pros and cons of each method (some have speed on their side, for example, or yield a more nutritious result), so you can decide which one works best for you on any given day.


SOAKING IT IN
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Before you get cooking you will likely need to get soaking. Almost all slow-to-cook dried beans (that is, everything except lentils, split peas, black-eyed peas, and adzuki and mung beans) do better when they’ve been soaked. Why? Soaked beans cook in about a third of the time of unsoaked, and their texture is uniformly creamy. Also, soaking beans—if you then discard the soaking water—gets rid of many of the oligosaccharides that cause flatulence (see page 6). Now, you do lose some B-vitamins—though not protein—in the water-discarding process, but if you avoid eating beans because of the discomfort, social or physical, they cause you, well, you’re not getting those nutrients anyway.


Unless otherwise specified by your chosen cooking method or recipe, you can soak beans overnight (lengthy but simple), use the quick-soak method (faster, still simple), or use the pressure-cooked quick-soak method (quickest but slightly more complex). The main difference is the amount of haste you’re in. (The De-Gassifying Method on page 16 is a special case: It requires an overnight soak, with a huge quantity of water.)


In all cases, your first step is the same: sort and pick through the beans, sifting them with your fingers into a colander to remove any tiny rocks, pebbles, or pieces of straw, as well as the odd moldy bean (unlikely) and (often) little bits of dried mud. Then rinse them well under room-temperature running water.


After the beans are rinsed, soak them using one of the methods that follow. You’ll know your beans are soaked adequately when they are much inflated in appearance; plus when you split one in half, you’ll be able to see that it’s fully hydrated: It will be the same color all the way through. If it’s not fully hydrated, you’ll see a paler dry spot at the center of the split-open bean, showing clearly how far the water has penetrated. This tells you that the beans need to soak longer.


Overnight Soaking
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This is the way I usually soak beans, but then I am a plan-ahead kind of gal. This yields a nominally better product texturally, evenly creamy all the way through.


1. In a large bowl or pot, soak picked-over, rinsed beans in enough water to cover them to a depth of at least 1 inch. (The more water you use for soaking and then drain off, the more oligosaccharides you discard. I use a lot of water.) Soak them at room temperature, covered or not, for 6 to 8 hours or overnight. (If it is very warm, however, refrigerate them.)


2. When the beans are hydrated (split one open—it should be the same color all the way through), pour off any remaining soaking water, turn the beans into a colander, and rinse them under cold water (preferably filtered) several times. Proceed to cook.








THE DE-GASSIFYING METHOD



If you have major difficulty with bloating post-beans, this method of bean soakery and cookery will solve or greatly diminish the problem. Devised by the USDA’s Northern Regional Research Center, it gets rid of most of the flatulence-causing oligosaccharides.


Now, I must point out that although the method is effective, I wonder if it’s worth the trouble. Why not just try to get your body used to eating beans? While the technique itself is not exactly difficult, it can be a hassle; it takes a while and requires a few water changes. And you need rather large cooking vessels, because you need to use large amounts of water. Also, you throw out every scrap of cooking liquid, making this method inappropriate when the recipe calls for cooking in stock, or when you otherwise want a nice, thick, flavorful cooking liquid, as in a soup or stew. It’s better for a bean that will be cooked tender but then used dry, without a sauce—in a salad, say, or pureed for a burger or spread. But if you’re eager to de-gassify, here’s how:


1. In a very large pot or bowl, using 9 cups of water to 1 cup of beans, soak picked-over and rinsed beans, covered or not, for 4 to 5 hours or overnight.


2. Drain and rinse the soaked beans thoroughly under running water, place them in a large, heavy pot, and cover them again with water in the same 9-to-1 ratio. Bring to a hard boil, turn the heat down to medium-low, and simmer, covered, for 30 minutes. Drain the beans, discarding the cooking water.


3. Assuming the beans are not yet done, return them to the pot, and cover them with water yet again—third time now!—in the same 9-to-1 ratio. Bring to a hard boil, turn down to a simmer, and cook, covered, stirring every half hour or so and adding more liquid as needed, until the beans are tender. Discard the cooking water and use the beans as you like.





Quick Soaking


I do this pretty often, too, if I get in a beany mood and forgot to get ’em soaking the night before.


1. Place picked-over, rinsed beans in a medium-large pot. Add enough water to cover them to a depth of at least 1 inch.


2. Quickly bring the water to a hard boil, and cook the beans for 5 minutes. Turn off the heat and let the beans stand, covered, for 1 hour. (You can repeat this if you like, both for oligosaccharide removal and for faster actual cooking.)


3. Pour off any remaining soaking water, turn the beans out into a colander, and rinse them under cold water (preferably filtered) several times. Proceed to cook.
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Pressure-cooked Quick Soaking


Even faster, and amazingly good results.


1. Place the picked-over, rinsed beans in the pot of a large pressure cooker. Add 3 cups of water for the first cup of dried beans and 2 cups for each cup thereafter. Lock the lid in place, and bring to high pressure according to the manufacturer’s instructions.


2. For smaller beans (such as adzuki, navy, tepary), once the cooker has reached high pressure, count to 10, turn off the heat, and let the pressure release naturally for 10 minutes before unlocking the lid. Let medium beans (black beans, kidneys) cook for 1 to 2 minutes at high pressure; let the pressure release naturally for 15 minutes before unlocking the lid. Allow 3 minutes at high pressure for large beans (like large limas) or hard beans (chickpeas); let the pressure release naturally for 20 minutes before unlocking the lid.


3. After the lid is removed, turn the beans into a colander, drain off any remaining water, and rinse them thoroughly, several times, with running water. Proceed to cook.


SOAKING/COOKING OPTIONS: VARIATIONS ON A THEME



The same basic elements: a big pot, water (or another liquid), soaked beans, stove or slow-cooker. The main difference: which method was used to soak the beans. There are pros and cons to each.



Stovetop Cooking, Overnight Soak



This is my favorite method, but then, I work at home.


Pros: To my mind, best finished product. Very easy, basically unattended cooking time. High soothe factor, especially in cold weather: It’s just pleasing to have a pot simmering, good bean-cooking aromas scenting the air and steaming up the windows. Overnight soaking gives you that satisfying I-got-a-jump-on-things feeling.


Cons: You must plan in advance; the cooking time is long and slow. While you don’t have to stay in the immediate vicinity, as with a pressure cooker, you do have to kind of be around.


How to: Place the overnight-soaked beans in a large, heavy pot (I usually give it a spritz of oil beforehand). Cover with water (or whatever liquid is called for in the recipe) to a depth of 1 inch (unless your recipe instructs you to do otherwise). Bring to a hard boil, turn down to low, and simmer, covered, stirring every 30 to 45 minutes, until the beans are tender (see chart, page 344, for specific cooking times). Add more liquid as needed.


Stovetop Cooking, Quick Soak


Almost as good as the previous. I often do this if I’ve failed to plan ahead.


Pros: Good results, and you don’t have to plan too far ahead.


Cons: A nominally less perfect texture than from the overnight soak. Nominally more work on cooking day than soaking overnight.


How to: Place the quick-soaked beans (see page 17) in a large, heavy pot; if you’re not using a well-seasoned cast-iron or nonstick pot, spray it with oil first. Cover with water or whatever liquid is called for in the recipe to a depth of 1 to 2 inches (if your recipe says otherwise, listen to it). Bring to a hard boil, turn down to low, and simmer, covered, stirring every half hour or so, until the beans are tender. Add more liquid as needed.


Slow Cooking, Soaking Method of Your Choice


[image: image]


This is my second-favorite method of cooking beans—and you don’t have to work at home to use it. I also like to cook beans for doneness on the stovetop, then transfer them to the slow-cooker with seasonings for their final transformation.


My friends who work outside the home tell me it makes for a mighty nice welcome when you walk in the door dead tired after a long and interactive day to find a comforting bean-cooking aroma that does all but bring you your pipe and slippers.


Pros: Pretty darn hassle-free. You don’t have to be there to watch the bean pot; it can cook all day while you’re at work, or all night while you’re asleep. It’s ready when you are (and how often can you say that about anyone or anything in the world?).


Con: You must own a slow-cooker.


How to: Place the soaked, rinsed beans in a slow-cooker set to high, add water to cover, and cook, covered, for 1 hour. Turn down to low and let cook slowly till the beans are tender, 6 to 8 hours. Check on the beans every so often, adding liquid if needed.


Pressure Cooking, Without Presoak


As much as I love my pressure cooker, I prefer cooking presoaked beans in it unless I’m in a flat-out hurry; beans with some kind of presoak have a superior creaminess of texture.


Pros: Speediest bean cooking method there is. Especially good for bean soups. Also good in an emergency—drop-in guests, little in the pantry or fridge, say.


Cons: You have to stick around for it. You have to own a pressure cooker and be comfortable using it. Because beans tend to foam during cooking, it’s a good idea to add a little oil, especially with older pressure cookers. The oil partially prevents foaming, but adds a higher fat content. It’s tough to check for doneness; you have to open the pot, taste a bean, and then, if it’s not done, pressure up again or cook longer conventionally. Minimal oligosaccharide removal occurs because the size of the pressure cooker limits the amount of water you can use.


How to: Place the rinsed, unsoaked beans in the pressure cooker, adding 1 teaspoon to 1 tablespoon oil, depending on the size of the cooker, per cup of beans (this is optional in contemporary “second-generation” pressure cookers but is required in old-fashioned jiggle-tops). Add water (or the liquid called for in the recipe) to cover the beans to a depth of about 1½ inches (don’t fill the pot more than halfway—these puppies expand). Lock the lid in place and cook under high pressure anywhere from 2 to 3 minutes (for small beans such as adzukis, baby limas) to 10 to 18 minutes (for larger/harder beans like favas and chickpeas). Allow the pressure to release naturally. Check for doneness; simmer them conventionally if they are not quite tender, or, if they are very underdone, bring them back to high pressure for another minute or two.








AN IMPORTANT NOTE ON BEAN COOKERY, REGARDLESS OF METHOD



Never—except in the case of black soybeans and large limas—should you add salt to beans until they are tender. The same goes for any acidic ingredient (vinegar, lemon juice, even tomatoes). Why? These ingredients toughen the outer coats, or skins, of beans, which in most cases are already the toughest part of the bean for the water to hydrate.


Large limas and black soybeans are exceptions to this rule; they have unusually tender skins that tend to slip off, leaving you with a mushy-textured puree. Therefore, salt them before cooking, even the soaking water.






Speed Beans: Two Alternatives


Okay, you got home late, bean-hungry. Will you go to hell if you use a shortcut? No.


CANNED BEANS



For healthy, quick beans, you can always. . . open a can. Canned beans are one of the few shortcut foods that really are equally wholesome as the from-scratch variety (though perhaps excessively salty) and taste almost as good. In many recipes, they are, in fact, perfect.


A few provisos in using canned beans:


• They are not environmentally sound; their packaging, and the manufacturing of that packaging, wastes resources. Try to limit use of canned goods when possible, especially when it comes to foodstuffs that have easy, environmentally sound alternatives, as beans do.


• Herbs, spices, and flavorings cannot be cooked in, as the beans are already cooked. (However, there are plenty of savory recipes in which the seasonings can be added later to great effect.)


• Read labels, especially if you are a vegetarian. Some canned bean varieties have animal products added to them, or may be excessively salty or sweet. Canned beans are generally quite salty. If you’re limiting your sodium intake, or just find them too salty for your taste, cook beans from scratch whenever possible, and rinse the canned beans before cooking with or eating them.


• You can’t use The De-Gassifying Method (page 16) since the beans are precooked. If you have problems with digestion when eating canned beans, try the dried bean method; you may be happily deflated.


Even with these potential drawbacks, you can’t beat canned beans to jump-start any number of quick, satisfying suppers, and you’ll find many recipes here that do so. Canned beans are a quick down-and-dirty way to turn leftovers into a full, or at least fuller, meal. That leftover sauté of vegetables from last night? Reheat it with a can of beans and maybe a minced jalapeño, and serve it with rice: voilà. That last bit of potato salad? Toss it with a can of drained chickpeas, scoop the whole thing onto a bed of romaine with some good tomatoes, a scattering of fresh herbs, a shower of crumbled feta or Gorgonzola, maybe a lashing of olive oil and a squeeze of lemon—and you have dinner for a hot summer night. Ad infinitum.


DEHYDRATED BEANS



These are a miracle product that should be on everyone’s cupboard shelf. Run, don’t walk, to your natural foods store and see if they have them. You want the kind that lists two ingredients, and only two: flaked dehydrated beans and salt. Watch out if the ingredient list is any longer! You want plain, not preseasoned, dehydrated beans. (The seasoned, sadly, are much easier to find but are an inferior product. Avoid them. Why, oh, why do they muck ’em up? Don’t get me started.)


Plain dehydrated beans are easily reconstituted with boiling water: You pour the water over them, let them sit for 10 minutes, and voilà, a thick, delicious, smooth, satisfying puree, like refried beans, only without the fat. You want a quick way to do burritos, enchiladas, side dishes, or dips like 7-Layer Tex-Mex Mountain (page 41)? This is it. You can also add a few tablespoons of dehydrated bean flakes to any thinnish simmering vegetable soup; they’ll thicken it deliciously, adding body, flavor, and protein.


Taste Adventure makes two types of unseasoned bean flakes: black bean and pinto. In some parts of the country they’re widely available; in others, not. If you want to order them by mail—and serious bean-eaters or vegans will want to—go to www.tasteadventure.com. You do have to order a case, but trust me, once you’ve experienced how good these beans are, you’ll go through it in no time.


P.S. Dehydrated beans are not only almost ready to eat, they’re also light and easily transportable—terrific backpacking food if you like to camp out.


P.P.S. Remember, when the flakes are rehydrated they make a smooth product. Thinned with water, they make a perfect almost-instant soup; made with less water, they yield a dish the consistency of mashed potatoes. Follow the package directions, then play around.


However, if you want whole-bean texture, not puree, either cook your beans from scratch or open a can.


Chill Out: Bean Freezing


[image: image]


My general cooking practice, for beans and anything else, is this: Cook once for several meals. For beans especially, always cook more than you need. Freeze some for future dishes, and use some now, incorporating them into several different meals in different ways. (They are so versatile they do not feel in the least like leftovers. For example, a black bean soup is nothing like a five-bean salad in which some of those same black beans are a featured player.)


Beans freeze perfectly, both plain and in most iterations; I almost always make a double batch of Dahl (page 81) and freeze the extras; ditto most bean soups (unless they contain potatoes, which do not freeze well). Chili seems to get even better when prepared, frozen, thawed, and reheated. Freeze any cooked beans in airtight freezer containers, filling the containers no more than three-quarters full. Beans stay happily frozen for up to six months. Thaw them overnight in the fridge before reheating them.



A FINAL BASIC



[image: image]


Let me send you off into the world of leguminous cooking, then, with this: Culinarily speaking, a bean, though nutritionally powerful, is innocent and unassertive. In its life as an ingredient, it is humble, an object of potential, not actuality. Nothing wrong with that.


Not all are born great; some, as Shakespeare said, achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them. It is up to the cook to thrust greatness upon the bean as generations of our kind around the world have done. The bean is waiting for you to tease from it its goodness, to make a bowl or plate stalwart, satisfying, and succulent.


Beans and humans have partnered for a long time. May this book, a pound of beans, and you renew and celebrate that partnership together.





CHAPTER 2 
HUMMUS, WHERE THE HEART IS:


Leguminous Starters


[image: image]


In the beginning was the bean, in terms of human agriculture. But also, in the beginning is the bean, or can be; beans can start almost any contemporary meal off brilliantly. That brilliance especially shines in hand-to-mouth eating.


Not hand-to-mouth as in living in straitened circumstances, paycheck to paycheck—though it’s true that beans, being so inexpensive, can help make leaner times much more filling and pleasurable. Instead, add to those inherent virtues legumes’ ability to become dishes that are transported by hand to mouth: “finger food.” But for the down-to-earth, gutsy, lusty bean, isn’t such a phrase overly delicate? Bean beginnings deserve more carnal semantics. Popping open an emerald-green edamame pod, a few crystals of coarse salt sparkling on it, with a fingernail; then quickly traveling the interior length of the pod with a thumb, severing the row of sweet, neat oval green soybeans into your mouth in a gesture as automatic and unthinkingly physical as, say, a monkey peeling a banana—would it not be twee to call this “finger food”? Hand to mouth: slightly primitive, direct, without the intermediary utensil or cocktail napkin.


Tortilla chips invite a dive into an artfully constructed mountainous Tex-Mex pile (see page 41): avocado, sour cream or Greek yogurt, olives built around a base of superb slow-cooked chile-enriched frijoles. Accept that invitation, and. . . hand to mouth. A similar dive, with vastly different flavors, calls from the Middle East: garlicky lemon-spiked hummus (page 32) with a hooked arc of really crisp, really red pepper: hand to mouth. Or visit Ashkenazi Europe with traditional green bean–based “chopped liver,” such as Ellen Levine’s on page 45, smoothed onto a grainy cracker. And no crudité, cracker, or chip is required at all for the addictive, mess-with-your-head Gotcha-Hotcha Sweet-Smoky Cocktail Peanuts: hand to mouth.


As free of utensils as they are of fuss, such bean beginnings start meals and parties, serve as snacks or lunches, or are offered as cocktail nibbles. Conveniently, many are best enjoyed at room temperature, and most give themselves to advance preparation, wholly or in part.


When beans are part of the hand-to-mouth journey—so basic that it’s almost atavistically satisfying—the journey is gratifyingly good.


THE BEAN, THE WHOLE BEAN, AND (ALMOST) NOTHING BUT THE BEAN


A perfect, and perfectly simple, starting point: the bean itself. Two kinds of bean lend themselves to ultra-straight-up treatment: soybeans and peanuts. Both can be served in their pods or already shelled. In-pod, in my view, is best for snacking.


Edamame, particularly, are fun to snack on while sitting around a coffee table in the living room before dinner, just talking and snapping pods. These bright green legumes, pronounced ed-uh-MAH-may, are simply fresh (as opposed to dried) soybeans. They go by a lot of names—green soybeans, sweet beans, beer beans, immature soybeans—and are a staple starter at American Japanese restaurants, where they’re served hot and freshly boiled, sprinkled with a bit of coarse sea salt, just as they’ve been in parts of Asia for more than two thousand years.


It’d be hard to find an easier, healthier, more conversation-friendly food than a bowl of edamame. But if there is one, it might be roasted-in-the-shell peanuts, one of edamame’s many cousins. The way we eat and shell peanuts is almost identical to what we do with edamame, though the peanut, being an American native (South America; from Peru and Brazil, to be precise), is more “ours” geographically than the Asian soybean. We even, in the American South, boil fresh peanuts: a regional, seasonal roadside delicacy, which at first bite you kind of go “ennhh,” but which has you scrabbling for more by the end of your first bag. But we don’t stop there. We make a spread out of them (peanut butter) and a candy (peanut brittle). While these are not in the purview of this chapter, something else we do—glaze peanuts with sugar, hot spices, and salt, to make a great cocktail nibble—is. See page 28, and munch on, baby.



EDAMAME IN THE POD


If you have a vegetable garden and can grow beans, you can grow soybeans too, and experience fresh not-ever-in-their-lives frozen, edamame. If you don’t garden but do frequent farmer’s markets, you may also likely have this experience. But frozen edamame in the pod are pretty darned good, too—a great quick snack while you’re making dinner and the ravening hordes are growing restless and cranky.


Gardeners: Purchase seed for edible soybeans at www.wannamakerseeds.com or www.evergreenseeds.com. Edible soybeans reach peak sweetness and are harvest-ready a month after blossoming. At this point, the seeds themselves are full-size, starting to bulge against the bright-green, not-yet-yellowed pods. Buyers: Select fresh soybeans with pods at this same point.


If you’ve purchased edamame fresh and still on the stem, bundled together, you’ll have a bunch of perhaps a dozen bushy branches, rubber-banded at one end. Pick the pods off the branches, discard everything but the pods, and follow the directions below. [image: image] [image: image]


About 1 tablespoon salt


About 1 pound fresh or 1 bag (14 ounces) frozen edamame pods


Coarse sea salt, for serving


[image: image] Place the 1 tablespoon of salt, or more to taste, in a large pot of water and bring to a rolling boil over high heat.


[image: image] Drop in the edamame and cook until the pods begin to rise to the top, 3 to 4 minutes for frozen edamame and 6 to 8 minutes for fresh. Try a bean straight from the pod; you want it to be slightly crunchy, tender-crisp, and bright green (when you open the pod, the beans should not be dull gray-green). If you’d like the beans a bit softer, boil 2 to 3 minutes longer.


[image: image] Drain the edamame pods into a colander, and transfer them to a serving bowl. Sprinkle coarse sea salt over the pods. Serve hot, with an extra bowl in which to toss the rapidly emptied-out pods. To eat them, simply split open the pod with your thumb, and pop the beans from their casing and into your soon-to-be-very-happy mouth.


Serves 2 to 4 as an appetizer or snack









GOOBER PEAS



[image: image]


When you were a kid, did you ever sing the cheerful folk song “Goober Peas,” perhaps in elementary school or at summer camp? Or maybe you heard a recorded version, by Burl Ives, or the Kingston Trio, or Tennessee Ernie Ford? Or perhaps a nonrecorded version—because although he frequently covers it in live shows, he’s never put it on an album—by Elton John (of all people, one is tempted to add)?


Well, “Goober Peas” is not what it seems.


During the last years of the Civil War, Confederate soldiers and civilians were cut off from the rail lines and their own farms. There was often little to eat aside from peanuts, aka “goober peas.” Parse the song’s lyrics in this context and you’ll hear sarcasm, bravado, and a litany of wartime conditions in that particular time and place—horse-thievery, poverty, small miseries (fleas), large miseries (monotony, hunger, knowing you were defeated), humor, and longing:


Sitting by the roadside on a
summer’s day,


Chatting with my
messmates, passing time
away,


Lying in the shadows
underneath the trees,


Goodness, how delicious,
eating goober peas.


Peas, peas, peas, peas
Eating goober peas
Goodness, how delicious,
Eating goober peas.


When a horse-man passes, the
soldiers have a rule,


To cry out their loudest,
“Mister, here’s your mule!”


But another custom,
enchanting-er than these,


Is wearing out your grinders,
eating goober peas.


Just before the battle, the
General hears a row,


He says “The Yanks are
coming, I hear their rifles
now.”


He turns around in wonder,
and what d’ya think he sees?


The Georgia Militia. . .
eating goober peas!


I think my song has lasted
almost long enough,


The subject’s pretty
int’resting, but rhymes are
mighty rough.


I wish the war was over, so
free from rags and fleas,


We’d kiss our wives and
sweethearts, and gobble
goober peas.


A true folk song, it has no author as such. But the sheet music was first published in New Orleans in 1866, by one A. E. Blackmar.






Gotcha-Hotcha Sweet-Smoky
COCKTAIL PEANUTS


Sweet and heat, smoke and crunch, salt, sesame seeds. . . these peanuts are addictive and easy to make, too. A bowl on the table is an invitation to casual conviviality; a Mason jar of ’em with a ribbon around it is a great bread-and-butter gift or holiday token. Imagine peanut brittle without the brittle (just that glaze of crunchy sweetness) and an aftertaste of “Yowza!” and you’ll have the idea. [image: image] [image: image]


Vegetable oil cooking spray (optional)


1 cup white or turbinado (raw) sugar


2 teaspoons red chile powder (see Note)


1 to 2 teaspoons cayenne


½ to 1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


2 tablespoons smoked sweet Hungarian paprika (regular paprika is okay in a pinch, but smoked really adds intensity!)


2 tablespoons sesame seeds


1 pound dry-roasted, unsalted peanuts (about 2½ cups)


Fine sea salt, to taste


[image: image] Preheat the oven to 325°F.


[image: image] Spray a large, heavy nonreactive sauté pan with oil. (If you have a heavy nonstick pan, skip the oil.)


[image: image] Add 1 cup water and the sugar to the pan, and bring to a boil over high heat. Continue to boil, giving it a whisk or two, until the sugar has dissolved, making a clear, hot syrup, about 1 minute. Stir in all the remaining ingredients except the salt.


[image: image] Reduce the heat to medium-high and cook, stirring nearly constantly, until the syrup is much thickened (there should be very little liquid left), 8 to 10 minutes. Toward the end, pay extra-close attention: You want to prevent the peanut mixture from sticking or burning (you may need to turn the heat down slightly).


[image: image] Line a rimmed baking sheet with a silicone baking mat (see box, page 29). If you don’t have one, you can very generously spray the baking sheet with oil or line it with parchment paper, but the silicone baking mats, bless their hearts, make cleanup a snap.


[image: image] Transfer the peanut mixture to the baking sheet, spreading it out evenly. Bake, stirring every 5 minutes or so, until the peanuts have deepened in color and there’s no sign of liquid, 15 to 20 minutes. Test the peanuts by blowing on one: If the syrup turns into a crisp, caramelized coat, they’re there. Let the nuts cool slightly on the baking sheet; then break up any clumps, and salt the nuts. Let them cool completely before packing them into an airtight container. They keep at room temperature for a week to 10 days.
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