ANYTHING BUT BASIC DRIED BEANS
 1 
pound (16 ounces) dried beans

 3 
tablespoons bacon fat (or 2 slices bacon, finely chopped) or olive oil

 1 
small onion, chopped

 1 
rib fresh fennel or 2 small sprigs fresh epazote, optional

 
Salt

Rinse dried beans well. Put into a large saucepan or small Dutch oven. Add 12 cups water, the chopped onion, bacon fat and fennel.
Heat to a boil over high heat, then reduce heat to very low. Partly cover the pan with the lid askew. Simmer, stirring often, for 2 ½ to 3 hours. Add more hot water as needed to keep beans covered by a depth of about 2 inches. When beans are tender (taste one), season with 1 teaspoon salt; simmer 20 minutes more.
Cool and refrigerate beans in their liquid up to one week.
Servings: 4 
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Note: I love to use Rancho Gordo's Royal Corona beans in this recipe. Three cans (15 to 16 ounces each) of butter beans can be substituted; save the canning liquid for a later step.

