SPLIT PEA SOUP WITH SMOKY HAM

Split peas cook to tenderness faster than larger dried peas or beans. If the amount of liquid needs adjusting before serving, either simmer uncovered to reduce and thicken or add broth or water to thin.

Servings: 4 to 5 main-course meals

· 1 pound dried split peas, rinsed

· 1 large meaty ham bone or 2 large smoked ham hocks

· 4 cups reduced-sodium chicken broth

· 1 bay leaf

· 1 large onion, chopped

· 2 large or 3 small carrots, chopped

· 1 large rib celery, chopped

· 2 garlic cloves, chopped

· 1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme or 1 teaspoon dried thyme

· 2 tablespoons chopped parsley, plus 2 tablespoons

· 1/4 cup dry sherry

· 1/2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper or to taste

· Salt to taste

Combine split peas in a large soup pot with ham bone, broth, bay leaf and 5 cups of water. Bring to a boil over high heat. Cover and cook over low heat until the peas are almost tender, about 1 hour.

Add onion, carrots, celery, garlic, thyme and parsley. Cook uncovered over medium heat until split peas and vegetables are tender, about 30 minutes.

Remove ham bone, strip off the meat, and discard the bone. Chop ham and return to the soup. Discard bay leaf. You can serve the soup at this point, but I prefer to puree it as follows:

Process soup in a food processor in batches, pulsing to make a textured, not-completely-smooth puree. Stir in sherry, remaining 2 tablespoons of parsley and pepper. Season with salt to taste, and adjust the liquid if necessary. (Can be made up to 3 days ahead and refrigerated or frozen.)

Ladle into bowls to serve.

SENATE NAVY BEAN SOUP

Massachusetts Sen. Henry Cabot Lodge urged a hearty navy bean soup on his fellow legislators after World War I, and it quickly became the deservedly famous Senate Bean Soup.

The Capitol Hill dining rooms still can't quite agree on an "official" recipe (and why are we not surprised?) In fact, I've turned up about a dozen different variations, from an absolutely bare-bones version calling for nothing more than beans and water to very complex concoctions.

This, my favorite recipe for the soup, uses small white beans, smoky ham and a bit of potato for extra body and thickening – perfect for lunch on a chilly winter day, to which many generations of legislators will testify.

Servings: 4 to 6 main-course

1 pound dried navy beans or other white beans such as Great Northern, rinsed and picked over (see note)

1 meaty ham bone or 2 large ham hocks

1 large bay leaf

8 cups water

1 large onion, chopped

1 medium-sized all-purpose potato, peeled and chopped

2 carrots, chopped

2 celery ribs, chopped

2 garlic cloves, chopped

1 cup canned tomato sauce

1 teaspoon salt, or more to taste

1/2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

If you like, soak beans in water to cover for 4 hours or overnight. Drain into a colander. In a large soup pot, bring water to a boil. Add soaked or unsoaked beans, ham bone and bay leaf. Bring to a boil, reduce heat to low, and cook covered until the beans are almost tender, 1 1/2 to 2 hours. Strip meat off ham bone or hocks, cut into small pieces, and return to soup. Discard bones.

Add onions, potato, carrots, celery and garlic. Cook at a gentle simmer uncovered for 25 minutes. Add tomato sauce and simmer until beans and vegetables are very tender, about 20 minutes more. Season with salt and pepper. Discard bay leaf.

In a food processor, process about half the soup until fairly smooth. Stir puree back into the unprocessed soup. (Can be made 3 days ahead and refrigerated or frozen.)

Simmer over medium heat until heated through, adjusting the liquid and seasonings if necessary. Ladle into soup bowls to serve.

Note: Soaking beans before cooking shortens the cooking time but is not at all necessary, especially when you want them cooked to falling-apart tenderness in a soup.

