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NOTES


• For information on unusual ingredients and substitutions, refer to page 142.


• We hope that you’ll be making lots of your own tortillas, however, we know that you’ll sometimes need to use the store-bought variety. The standard size is about 15 cm/6 inches, so we have assumed that size for the recipes. However, if you are making them yourself you’ll need to adjust the size you make accordingly.


• Whether to use flour or corn tortillas (or even mezcla, which is a combination of both) is really up to you. We generally favour corn (particularly for fish and seafood fillings), but we would certainly opt for flour at breakfast time.


• Both British (Metric) and American (Imperial plus US cups) ingredients measurements are included in these recipes for your convenience, however it is important to work with one set of measurements and not alternate between the two within a recipe.


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise specified.


• All eggs are medium (UK) or large (US), unless specified as large, in which case US extra-large should be used. Uncooked or partially cooked eggs should not be served to the very old, frail, young children, pregnant women or those with compromised immune systems.


• When a recipe calls for the grated zest of citrus fruit, buy unwaxed fruit and wash well before using. If you can only find treated fruit, scrub well in warm soapy water before using.


• We usually leave the seeds in our chillies/chiles but, if you prefer a milder taste, remove the seeds to tone down the heat.
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about Benito’s hat


Felipe and I started Benito’s Hat in 2008 and grew it to critical and public acclaim. We also launched a small street food pop-up, selling our famous tacos, and Felipe opened Dona Nata Mexican Kitchen in Los Cabos, Mexico. Good, simple food is at the core of all of these restaurants, where sharing is encouraged and there is certainly no standing on ceremony.


The taco is one of the pillars of Mexican cuisine and has rightly become one of the most famous dishes associated with it. It is composed of a tortilla (traditionally made from corn, but wheat may also be used), folded or rolled around a filling – and that is about as simple and delicious as it gets.


Once you’ve decided on the principal filling, then it is all about the garnishes and salsas and here you can mix and match the flavours to your heart’s content. There are some well-established classics like pork and pineapple or lamb with avocado, but as you will see, the combinations are endless. We have included recipes for meat, fish and vegetarian tacos, plus the all-important salsas and side dishes. To complete your meal, there are even some dessert taco recipes and drinks too.


Mexican food comes in all shapes and sizes, but we have always believed that the flavours shine through best if you can have as much fun cooking it as eating it. La Familia has been something we talked about at Benito’s Hat since opening, and we hope that, with this book, we can welcome you into ours.


Ben Fordham
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the history of tacos


There are several theories regarding the history of the taco and its origins. Some claim that it predates the Spanish arrival in Mexico in the 1500s, and while it is written that the Spanish Conquistador Hernán Cortés enjoyed a taco meal with his captains in Coyoacán in 1520, there are references to tacos in Mexico well before that. However, another theory associates the origin of the taco to the silver mining industry in the 1900s, where the dynamite used to excavate the ore was called a taco. It was given this name because the gunpowder wrapped in paper resembled the miners’ lunch of meat wrapped in a tortilla.


Whatever its origins, the taco has become an integral part of the food prepared in every household in Mexico. Whichever village, town or city you visit when travelling around, you will find a taco stall, taco truck or taqueria (taco restaurant) – and in every one of those places you will find exciting regional variations. The majority of the tacos in Mexico are still made with corn tortillas, but flour tortillas have really come to dominate in the north of Mexico and the USA.


We’re not going to try to list every taco here, but we thought it would be useful to give you a few broad categories to help you on your journey of taco discovery. Grilled meat tacos are known as tacos al carbon, stewed and slow-cooked meat ones are tacos de guisado or canaste, whilst griddle-cooked meat and vegetable tacos are tacos a la plancha. Furthermore, there are tacos dorados which use lightly fried tortillas, taquitos or flautas which are made by putting the filling in the centre of the tortilla, rolling the tortilla into an elongated cylinder and then deep-frying the whole bundle until it is crispy. And finally, for those taco lovers who like something sweet, there are even chocolate tortillas, but more on that later.


Tacos vary considerably depending on the region of Mexico that you visit. For example, Tacos de camaron (grilled or fried prawns/shrimp) and Tacos de pescado (fish tacos) originated in Baja California. Coahuila in the north of Mexico is where a traditional vegetarian Tacos laguneros came from, while Tacos al pastor are associated with the streets of Mexico City, Tacos de chilorio (pork) with Sinaloa, marinated pork tacos from the Yucatan, and Tacos de canasta in Tlaxcala. In all these regional varieties, what links them is their simplicity. At their most traditional they are a meat, or fish or veg, and a salsa… and no more than that.


During the twentieth century, many Mexicans emigrated to the USA, bringing their traditional dishes and culinary heritage with them. The growing popularity of Mexican food brought about the invention of the hard shell taco in 1947, as the corn tortilla did not stay fresh for very long. The growth of the Mexican community in the USA resulted in a spread of the love of Mexican food, and particularly the taco (in 1962, Glen Bell opened his first Taco Bell restaurant in Downey, California) and the love of Mexican food has now spread across the world.


[image: images]




how to make corn tortillas


Here is your basic tool – the humble corn tortilla. There is nothing complicated about this recipe but if this is your first time making tortillas, you will probably get it wrong a few times before you get it right. Stick with it though, as it is just a knack that comes with practice and experience and the results will transform any taco!


Masa harina is a flour made from grinding dried field corn or maize. It is available from online suppliers if you cannot find it in your supermarket.


200 g/2 cups masa harina (fine yellow cornflour/maize)


300 ml/1¼ cups warm water


¼ teaspoon sea salt


clean plastic bag


tortilla press (optional), or a large saucepan


Makes 10 tortillas, 8 cm/3¼ inches in diameter


Put the masa harina, water and salt in a mixing bowl and mix well for 3–5 minutes until you have a smooth, pliable dough. Divide the mixture into ten equal pieces and roll into balls.


Open up a plastic bag by cutting down each side so that you have one, flat piece. Place one ball of dough in the middle of the plastic bag and place this in the middle of the open tortilla press, if using one. Fold the bag in half over the dough, close the tortilla press and push the handle down firmly to compress the dough as much as possible.


Open the tortilla press and check that the tortilla is nice and thin. Compress again if necessary. Very carefully peel back the plastic from the top of the dough, making sure the dough does not tear, then flip it over in your hand so that it is dough-side-down in your hand and gently peel back the plastic.


If you don’t have a tortilla press, place a large saucepan on top of the plastic-covered dough, repeatedly pressing down firmly and evenly. Now set the pan aside and pat firmly a few times with the palm of your hand to flatten the dough even further. Gently peel off the plastic as above.


Repeat this process until you have made ten tortillas.


To cook, heat a non-stick frying pan/skillet over a medium heat (don’t add any oil), then cook each tortilla for 1 minute on each side until cooked through. To keep the tortillas warm, place them on a clean kitchen towel and fold the cloth over to cover them.


A good tortilla is not too thick and not too thin. If it is too thin, it will break when trying to peel the plastic off and if it is too thick, it won’t cook evenly. The best tortilla should fluff up when cooked.
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shrimp ceviche with mango


CEVICHE DE CAMARÓN CON MANGO


The original ceviche has a citrus flavour as it is made with limes. I have recently moved to Baja California, where mangoes are in abundance during the months ofJune, July and August so we have used those here. The combination of mango and lemon adds a delicious sweet and sour touch to the ceviche.


500 g/1 lb raw, shell-on prawns/shrimp


1 cucumber


a small bunch of fresh mint leaves


freshly squeezed juice of 3 lemons


pulp of ½ mango


1 red Thai chilli/chile


¼ teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


¼ red onion, thinly sliced


ServES 4–6


Peel and clean the prawns/shrimp, removing the head, shell and black strip from each. Cut them lengthwise (but not all the way through) to make a butterfly cut.


Bring 500 ml/2 cups water to the boil in a saucepan, add the prawns/shrimp and cook for 2–3 minutes or until opaque and cooked through, then drain and place in ice to cool.


Peel and cut the cucumber in half lengthwise, remove the seeds and cut three-quarters of it into half-moons. Reserve the remaining quarter, along with the seeds, for the sauce.


Set aside 4–5 mint leaves for a garnish, then make the sauce by blending the remaining mint with the lemon juice, mango pulp, Thai chilli/chile, the remaining cucumber and the seeds, and salt and pepper.


Place the prawns/shrimp on a platter, then drizzle over the sauce and add the slices of onion and half-moons of cucumber. Put it in the refrigerator until you are ready to serve.


TO SERVE Garnish with the reserved mint leaves and serve on the platter or spoon on top of slices of toasted bread.
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king oyster mushroom ceviche


ceviche de hongo ostra
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