Chicken and Sausage Gumbo

Every southern cook has their own recipe of gumbo they swear by.  Traditional New Orleans gumbo is made with Andouille sausage, but since it can be hard to find in its raw form, I use hot Italian sausage, which I like to crumble instead of slicing for a different texture.  Gumbo’s complex richness comes from the dark roux (a mixture of flour and oil) that thickens the stew.  The darker the roux, the more flavorful it will be.  Serve the gumbo over rice or with a French baguette. 

Serves 10-12 

Ingredients:

3 lbs. chicken thighs, bone-in with skin

2 lbs. bulk hot Italian sausage (no casings)

Cajun spice blend, recipe below

¼ cup canola oil, as needed

1 cup flour

1 red bell pepper, seeds removed and diced

1 green bell pepper, seeds removed and diced

4 stalks celery, diced

1 large onion, diced

3 cloves garlic, minced

2 TBSP tomato paste

2 quarts chicken broth

½ lb. frozen baby okra, brought to room temp and sliced

2 TBSP Worcestershire sauce

2 TBSP chopped parsley

1 TBSP filé powder

½ cup scallions, sliced

Cajun Spice Blend:

2 tsp sweet paprika

2 tsp garlic powder

2 tsp dried thyme

2 tsp dried oregano

2 tsp kosher salt

1 tsp onion powder

1 tsp freshly ground black pepper

Accompaniment: White or brown rice

Brown the Sausage & Chicken: In a large pot or Dutch oven, brown the sausage over medium high heat for about 15 minutes, breaking it up into small pieces with a spoon as it cooks.  While the sausage is cooking, generously season the chicken thighs with the Cajun spice blend.  Remove the sausage with a slotted spoon and set aside.  In the same pot, set the chicken thighs skin side down and cook for about 5 minutes.  Turn the chicken over and cook on the other side another 5 minutes.  Remove the browned chicken and set aside.

Make the Roux: There should be about ½ cup of fat in the pot.  If necessary, add up to ¼ cup canola oil to equal ½ cup.  Add the flour and reduce the heat to medium-low, stirring constantly for the first few minutes, then every couple of minutes thereafter.  Cook the roux until darkened, about 20 minutes.  

Cook the Vegetables: Add the onion, red and green pepper and celery to the roux and mix well.  Cook, stirring often, about 5 minutes.  Add the garlic and tomato paste and cook for another 2 minutes.

Add the Chicken Broth: Slowly add about 1-½ quarts of the chicken broth to the pot, stirring as the roux absorbs the liquid.  Be sure to scrape up any browned bits from the bottom of the pot (this adds extra flavor).  Bring to a boil.  Add the chicken thighs back to the pot, reduce the heat and simmer, covered, until the chicken easily pulls away from the bone, about an hour.  Remove the chicken and place on a cutting board to cool slightly.

Shred the Chicken: Pull the chicken meat from the bones and shred, discarding the skin and bones.  Return the meat to the gumbo along with the sausage, okra and Worcestershire sauce and continue to simmer, uncovered, another hour.  Occasionally skim the fat from the pot.
Finish the Gumbo: Remove the gumbo from the heat and stir in the file powder, chopped parsley and scallions.  Add more broth if a thinner consistency is desired.  Serve over rice or with a French baguette.
Chef Dana’s Tips:

· Filé powder is a Creole spice made from the dried leaves of the sassafras tree.  While its main purpose is to thicken the gumbo, it also adds a delicate earthy flavor.  If you can’t find it, the gumbo tastes just as good if omitted.

· As a variation, add about 20 shrimp in the last few minutes of cooking.

· Gumbo tastes even better the day after it’s made, once all the ingredients have had a chance to meld together.

