POROTOS CON RIENDAS
1 
white or yellow onion
1 
red bell pepper
2 
ribs of celery
2–3 
carrots, cut into small cubes.
2 
cloves of garlic, minced. 
2 
cups of large cubes squash


olive oil
2–3 
chorizo, sliced

salt 

pepper
1 
1tablespoon of fresh thyme 
1 
tsp smoked paprika 
1
teaspoon of ground cumin 
1
dried oregano
1-2 
cups vegetable stock
2 
cups cannellini, butter beans, pinto or navy beans

Handful of handful of spaghetti, broken in half
The only thing better than a good recipe? When something's so easy to make that you don't even need one. Welcome to It's That Simple, a column where we talk you through the process of making the dishes and drinks we can make with our eyes closed.

Growing up in Chile but not having Chilean parents meant a few things. For starters, I didn’t know a thing about slang when I started school, there were no extended family get-togethers, there wasn’t enough Chilean music and, perhaps most significantly for someone who loves food, there was no typical Chilean food in my house. 

Now, in my opinion, Chilean food isn’t exactly bold and bright. And, as a vegetarian in a country with abundant meat, I can’t eat many of the most beloved dishes. But the older I get, the more I appreciate the beauty in this cuisine, which is made up almost exclusively of comfort food: big bowls of stew, over 300 varieties of potatoes cooked simply in one of three ways (fried, boiled, or mashed), gooey, cheese-filled empanadas, dulce de leche and crumbled cookies made into balls.

Perhaps my favorite of all comfort foods is porotos con riendas, the stew to top all stews. Made with beans, squash, chorizo, and spaghetti, this dish’s name comes from an old campesino (farmer) metaphor. Originally, this meal was made with strips of pig skin (referred to as riendas or reins) rather than spaghetti. Some of my friends’ mothers still make it in this way, but as the dish became a staple of Chilean households outside of the countryside, noodles often replaced this traditional ingredient.

It can be hard to find a straight-up recipe for porotos con riendas, as it’s passed around verbally by the people who make it. When written versions exist, they usually call only for generic “beans” and “pumpkin,” with little specificity to be had. I typically use cannellini or butter beans, though pinto or even navy beans are good, too. As far as pumpkin goes, any winter squash, such as acorn or butternut work perfectly.

You might be tempted to use canned beans, but you need dried ones for this. Making the beans from scratch ensures that you have the best liquid for the soup. Soak about 2 cups of them overnight, and then bring them to a boil in abundant water with a couple bay leaves and a crushed garlic clove. Cook them on a low, gentle simmer until totally cooked through, which can take anywhere from 45 minutes to several hours, depending on the type of bean and their freshness. In the meantime, chop 1 white or yellow onion, 1 red bell pepper, a couple ribs of celery, and 2–3 carrots into small cubes. Also finely chop 2 cloves of garlic. Peel and chop your squash—aim for 2 cups of large cubes. Heat a good glug of olive oil in a deep pot, add onion and garlic and sauté for 5 minutes at medium heat, until translucent, before adding the rest of the vegetables and, if you’re not a vegetarian like I am, 2–3 chorizo, sliced. Continue cooking, stirring to prevent sticking until vegetables begin to soften, around 7 minutes.

A word on spices: While green and hot red chile peppers are used in pebre (a tomato and onion sauce) or to make merken (smoked chile powder), you won’t find too many spices in Chilean cuisine. Though most people who make this dish don’t include anything except salt, pepper, and cumin, I find that adding a tablespoon of fresh thyme and some smoked paprika is perfect. A teaspoon of ground cumin and dried oregano can also be a nice addition. 

To your pot, add the cooked beans along with any extra cooking water, squash or pumpkin, and enough vegetable stock to finish covering the mix (around 1–2 cups). Cover and cook until the squash or pumpkin is nearly soft, around 10 minutes. Bring to a boil, add a handful of spaghetti, broken in half, and cook until noodles are cooked through, another 10 minutes. Season with salt and pepper to taste and serve in big bowls with slices of crusty bread.

Miska Lewis is a Chilean coffee-shop owner turned New York City college student getting a lot of use from her dorm kitchen.
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