New Hampshire “Cassoulet” 

By Charlie Burke

www.theheartofnewengland.com
Recently, a Lakes Region group committed to buying local food and sustaining local farms asked me to attend their meeting and discuss the New Hampshire Farm to Restaurant Connection’s New Hampshire Virtual Farmers Market
which went live this February. The evening was a pot luck dinner, so it was appropriate to bring a dish made from local ingredients. I decided on a “cassoulet” made from dried beans from the Weeks Farm in Belmont, sausage and bacon from Fox Country Smokehouse in Canterbury, and dried herbs and garlic we had grown in our gardens.

Cassoulet originated in Languedoc in southern France, and in that region, where is remains a popular and iconic dish, it always includes dried beans, confit (goose meat preserved in goose fat) and traditional herbs and flavoring. Elsewhere, the term is loosely applied to dried bean casseroles with ingredients varying by locale and usually containing meat or sausage. In central New Hampshire, then, high quality smoked bacon and sausage from the local smokehouse, Earl Week’s great dried navy beans and our own garlic and dried sage made a natural combination. 

Serves 10 – 12:

2 pounds dried beans, rinsed (soaked overnight if not from the most recent harvest)

3 pounds pork sausage (or a mix of sausage, pork butt or ham), cut into ½” cubes

6 large garlic cloves, peeled

¼ lb smoked bacon, chopped

1 medium onion

2 carrots, finely chopped

1 celery stalk, chopped

2 bay leaves

2 teaspoons dried sage or 1 ½ tablespoons chopped fresh

½ cup dry red or white wine

Extra virgin olive oil – ¼ cup, plus extra for sautéing and for final assembly

2 cups chicken stock or chicken bouillon

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

½ cup fresh bread crumbs 

Drain the beans and put them into a heavy pot. Add the garlic cloves, bay leaves, sage and ¼ cup olive oil. Add water to just cover, bring to a boil over medium high heat, and then adjust the heat so that the water is at a simmer. Add water as needed to keep beans barely covered. Cook until the beans are just soft enough to mash under a knife; do not over-cook. Remove the beans from the heat.

While the beans are cooking, in a sauté pan, cook the sausage or mix of meats until it is well browned. Remove the sausage and rendered fat to a plate and add the bacon to the sauté pan over medium heat. When the bacon begins to color, add the chopped onion, carrot and celery and cook, stirring until the vegetables are soft. Add the wine and cook until the wine has nearly evaporated. Mix the sautéed bacon and vegetables into the beans, adding salt and pepper to taste.

Place the bean mixture into an oiled shallow terracotta casserole or other shallow baking dish and sufficient stock to bring the level of liquid to just below the surface. Press the sausage or meat mixture down into the beans and pour the rendered fat over the top of the beans. The surface should glisten from the fat; if not, add additional olive oil so that the beans on the surface are moistened (The dish can be prepared to this point and refrigerated for up to 48 hours. Bring to room temperature before proceeding).
