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GREEN BEANS 

 

Last Sunday, the Magazine section of the New York Times had one of those articles that suggested that in the past only overcooked soggy vegetables were served.  Not true.  The article was about two asparagus recipes and the cooking in both suggested cooking until just done, so it was not clear why the green beans were even mentioned.  If you grew up in a family where the cook did not care enough to cook with care, I feel sorry for you.  But I suspect most people my age ate our vegetables well prepared and not overdone.  True, come winter, the availability of fresh vegetables was limited and many people canned vegetables for later use.  Canning changes the texture of vegetables and often not to the best.  Try comparing a fresh pea, preferably from your own garden, a frozen pea and a canned pea and you have three different flavors and textures.  The canned is so far removed from the original I have often considered it unique.  Carrots also do not take well to freezing and canning.  I never understood why anyone would buy that truly awful canned asparagus.  But many vegetables can successfully, tomatoes for one.  These are often a better choice than fresh.  

 

But this is about green beans.  Julia Child did a program where she brought a very large kettle of water to a full rolling boil, while on another burner she heated a fireplace poker to red hot.  She threw the beans into the boiling water and immediately thrust in the poker to keep the water boiling.  She was pointing out the difference between the haricots verts in France, with the garden variety found here.  It was better television than cooking.  In some areas Kentucky Wonders were the bean of choice, a flat broad large bean that requires lengthy cooking and is never tender-crisp.  (Note: I prefer the phrase tender-crisp as opposed to crisp-tender because I was trained to cook vegetables a pointe which is to say neither over or under cooked.)  That also means that I cannot tell you to cook the asparagus for 8 minutes because it depends on the size and age of the spears.  You must learn to taste them. (Also 8 minutes is probably twice as long as needed.)

 

Admittedly I love fresh locally grown green beans and waxed beans.  Cooked until just done they are a treat.  However I am also fond of other preparations, some of which raise eyebrows among people who are limited in their thinking.    When I was editing the Boston University Cookbook, Cooking by Degrees, we received a recipe from Mrs. Silber, the University President’s wife, after repeated requests.  The office was in an uproar.  We could not publish this; it was disgusting who would consider such a recipe?  That evening on my way home I bought the ingredients.  In a saucepan I simmered 2 cans of cut string beans with their liquid, 1 garlic clove and a tablespoon of bacon fat and for an hour.  I discarded the garlic and the next day handed out samples to the staff.  They found them delicious.  The recipe was published.

 

Proof that all vegetables need not be almost raw instead of cooked is in a bean dish that is found in every country around the Mediterranean.  It gets tweaked by using different herbs depending on the country.  Substitute marjoram, Thyme, coriander (cilantro) for the oregano, if desired.  Do not be tempted to use all of them.  The recipe is below.

FAGIOLINI AL POMODORO

GREEN BEANS WITH TOMATOES 

1 pound green beans

1 pound can whole tomatoes or 3 large ripe fresh tomatoes, peeled

½ cup olive oil

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

½ teaspoon oregano

salt 

½ teaspoon sugar, optional

 

Tip the beans and cut into bite sized pieces.

Place in a skillet with the tomatoes, crushed or chopped into large pieces with the beans, olive oil, parsley, and oregano.  Season the mixture lightly with salt.

Simmer, covered until beans are tender and slightly shriveled and tomatoes have become a sauce.  Correct the seasoning with salt, pepper and sugar, if desired.

Yields 4 to 6 servings

 

 

 

