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NOTES


• Both British (metric) and American (imperial plus US cups) are included; however, it’s important not to alternate between the two within a recipe.


• All spoon measurements are level unless specified otherwise.


• 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.


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperatures. If using a fan-assisted oven, adjust according to the manufacturer’s instructions.


• 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.
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INTRODUCTION


The object of this book is to share my love for Mexican cooking through a series of recipes adapted so that they can be easily reproduced at home. Embedded in this objective is also the desire to dismantle some of the stereotypes around Mexican food that still pervade today. For example, not all Mexican food is spicy, nor is everything wrapped in a tortilla, and not every mole uses chocolate as an ingredient. Mexico is a country with a complex history and a sophisticated culture, and its cuisine reflects this. Although, on second thoughts, maybe there is some truth in the spicy stereotype...


In 2010, UNESCO declared traditional Mexican cooking an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, the first time a cooking tradition has been included on this list. A true crucible, influences from all over the world can be traced through Mexican food: Spanish, North African, Middle Eastern, French, Italian, American, even English. We have our own ‘Cornish pasties’, called pastes, prepared in the Mexican state of Hidalgo since the early 19th century. At the same time, native Mexican ingredients have influenced many world cuisines (what would the Italian gastronomy be without tomatoes?).


Underneath this lies a truly ancient way of preparing food unique to Mexico, which also involves the growing and gathering of food. Researching, preserving and continuing this ancient way, still alive in parts of Mexico, is one of my main interests; one that has connected me with my own country, my city, its traditions, and my own family.


I was born in Tlatelolco, a historic neighbourhood in the centre of Mexico City. I do not come from privilege; my parents and grandparents were working class people. My maternal grandfather had a large farm in the state of Tlaxcala, near Mexico City, which we used to visit often. His wife, my grandmother, lived in a different place, Azcapotzalco, now part of the city but then a town of its own. In her garage she ran a little restaurant where her huaraches became famous in the neighbourhood. Through this enterprise she was able not only to bring up her seven children and two more she adopted, but she also bought a piece of land and built her own house. Each member of my family (and millions of other hardworking Mexicans) shares a similar story of resilience.


I consider cooking as an art form. Fleeting and ephemeral, like the performance of a play in a theatre; once it is done, it is gone, but the memory can linger. As a child, I was interested in the visual arts, but for reasons too long to explain here, I ended up studying to be a chef (and I am very happy I did). Perhaps this wish to become an artist is what drove me to seek out work with the best chefs that I could find, once I had finished my degree and was a young trainee chef in Mexico City.


From before the Spaniards arrived, Mexico City (my city) was at the centre of a very wide area with many different ecosystems and regions connected. In Tlatelolco, a market city part of the alliance of urban centres around the five lakes in the Valley of Mexico, you could buy fresh fish from the sea and produce from the Yucatán peninsula, many hundred miles away. Like then, Mexico City today is a vibrant and dynamic city where you can taste food from all over the country and even the world, either at small street stalls or in high-end restaurants. The food of Mexico City influences my cooking at my own restaurant in London today.
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I have been very fortunate to learn from some of the best chefs in the world. In Mexico City I worked with the brilliant Eduardo García from Máximo Bistrot, and then internationally renowned Enrique Olvera from Pujol restaurant, now the ninth best restaurant in the world. In 2011, I worked under the legendary Ferran Adrià as Chef de Partie at El Bulli in Spain. I have also cooked with traditional cooks in small villages across Mexico, and with a very talented chef from Norway in New York City.


After many twists and turns, I was given the chance to open my own restaurant in London. Cavita is where I share my passion for Mexican food with diners. What I do in my restaurant is inevitably the result of all these experiences, but this book is about the basics of Mexican food culture, its vibrant flavours, colours and textures. The recipes here show what Mexicans eat daily, in the streets, in their homes, and when they celebrate with family and friends. I feel a responsibility to preserve my own country’s food traditions. I am very grateful to have the opportunity to educate others on Mexican food and its history, while contributing to the history with my own creativity, outside of my own country. I am indebted to all the people who have kept the techniques, ingredients, recipes, utensils and traditions that make up Mexican cuisine; thanks to them, we can all enjoy this multicultural, rich country and its delicious flavours.





THE ORIGINS OF MEXICAN COOKING


Thousands of years ago, somewhere in the hills and plains of Mesoamerica in the centre of Mexico, someone (most probably a woman) had the brilliant idea of using the upright corn/maize plant as a pole to support the climbing bean plant. The corn plant grew stronger and bigger because the bean plant fixes nitrogen in the soil, so she kept sowing them together year after year (first the corn, then a few weeks later, the beans). Then the same ingenious woman, or perhaps her daughters, started to sow plants that creep across the ground, like courgettes/ zucchini, between the corn/bean combo, preserving the humidity of the soil and inhibiting weeds, once again benefiting the other two crops.


In North America, some tribes used to call this system of growing three crops together, the Three Sisters, who grow strong when they are together. In Mexico, where the system was first developed, it is called the milpa system. Milpa is a Nahuatl word that simply means ‘kitchen garden’ or ‘vegetable patch’. (Nahuatl is one of the main native languages of Central Mexico, and the one the Aztecs spoke; today there are about 1½ million speakers of Nahuatl.) This productive way of cultivating small patches of land spread to northeast North America all the way down to Central America, and today is still used in rural areas from Central Mexico down to Guatemala and Honduras.


Those three crops are also grown alongside with a wide variety of herbs and vegetables, some for medicine, others for food, like potatoes, chilli/ chile peppers, tomatoes and amaranth. Professor H. Garrison Wilkes, a food historian and researcher at the University of Massachusetts in Boston, considers the milpa as ‘one of the most successful human inventions ever created’.


In Mexico there was a second very successful invention: the nixtamalization of corn (see page 26). Again, nixtamal is a composite Nahuatl word. ‘Nix’ means ‘ashes’, and ‘tamalli’ refers to cooked corn dough. The earliest evidence we have of this process dates from 1200–1500 BC. Archaeologists tell us that people used to heat water for cooking by placing hot stones inside the pots, which can explain the presence of lime in the pots used to cook corn.


I like the idea that, perhaps, it was all a kitchen accident: some ashes (containing lime) ended up in the pot where the dry corn kernels were cooking, and then the woman realized that the ash had made the corn softer, easier to crush, and that the dough resulting from it could be moulded into flat circles without crumbling. The dough was malleable yet strong, a bit like clay. When cooked, she found these first tortillas were not only delicious, but also pliable and strong enough to hold other foods.


What she probably didn’t know at that moment is that the lime had also enhanced the nutritional value of the corn, releasing substances like amino acids and proteins, making them available to humans. It is not too much to say that this other ‘successful human invention’ helped the peoples of Mesoamerica to create the great urban civilizations that came later.


Corn was first domesticated in Mexico, but as you probably know already, the list of crops that our ancestors developed across this continent is quite long: tomatoes, cacao, vanilla, some types of beans, squash, sunflowers, papayas, peppers, avocado, pineapple, peanuts, and from South America we have potatoes (a great contribution from the Incas to the world) and quinoa.
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TRADITIONAL COOKING METHODS & TOOLS


NIXTAMAL


Corn/maize is the foundation of all Mexican cooking. It is like bread for Europeans: the one thing you eat every day with almost every meal (unless you are on a low-carb diet). As with bread, nixtamalized corn dough can be transformed into many different shapes, and it can be savoury or sweet.


The most delicious homemade tortillas are the ones made following the same principles used for millennia in Mexico. As the saying goes, ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’. People still make tortillas in this way in small villages, and now this method of making tortillas is coming back to urban centres.


It all starts the day before, boiling the dry corn kernels with a pinch or two of lime, and then leaving them to soak. Variations on the boiling and soaking times give different results, so for example, in Oaxaca, to make those large tortillas called tlayudas (see page 97), women shorten the boiling and soaking times, so the kernels are more al dente, and this results in a dough that can be made into thinner and larger tortillas.


After the boiling and soaking, the kernels need to be milled or ground. The resulting dough can be used right away to make tortillas or tamales, or it can be dried to make flour. This corn/maize flour can now be bought online. By adding water, the flour rehydrates and can be used to make tortillas. But if you ever travel to Mexico and are lucky to taste a fresh tortilla made with last night’s nixtamal, you will understand why Mexicans still make it this way.


METATE & MOLCAJETE


The grinding of the nixtamal corn is hard work. Before mechanical mills, people used a beautiful tool called a metate. Normally a stone, the tool is softly curved to accommodate the corn kernels to be ground with another soft, cylindrical stone. Some metates are big, others small; most of them have little legs to elevate the work surface. When you visit Mexico, you will see them in ethnographic museums, and if you travel to villages and small communities, you may see them in action.
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They say the dough made with a metate will have a better texture and flavour. Perhaps the volcanic stones used to make metates passes on some of its minerals to the dough. Who knows? The fact is that metates are still used in many places in Mexico. They don’t require electricity, and they connect people with their ancestors.


The other ubiquitous tool in Mexican cooking is the molcajete, which is a mortar, but generally bigger and made with volcanic basalt. If metates are almost exclusively used to grind corn, in a molcajete you can grind anything: tomatoes, chillies/chiles, seeds, herbs and spices. It does the job of an electric blender, sauces made in a molcajete will have a slightly different texture and perhaps flavour than those made with an electric blender. You can now buy molcajetes outside of Mexico and try your hand at it with the salsas in the ‘Basics’ chapter.


COMAL


Another very useful tool in the Mexican kitchen is the comal (the name is also derived from the Nahuatl word comalli). They are big, round, flat pans with no sides, traditionally made from clay, but nowadays you can buy metallic ones in any market. The clay comal must be ‘cured’ with water and lime before being used for the first time, then it can be placed directly over an open flame, either from a wood fire or a gas stove.


Mexicans use comales to cook tortillas, as well as the quesadillas and itacates found in the ‘Street Food’ chapter. You don’t need a comal to make tortillas, you can use any good frying pan/skillet or, better yet, a crêpe pan as I mention in the tortilla recipe (see page 26).
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We also use it a lot to toast ingredients used in sauces like tomatoes, chillies/chiles, seeds, onions and garlic. Although the dictionary will tell you asar means ‘to roast’ or ‘to grill’, I would say that in Mexico this term means ‘to toast’, like when you toast pumpkin seeds before tossing them into a salad, to release their oils and flavours.


A comal is a very simple, beautiful thing, that can be used to make quite complex dishes. With a large enough one, women can cook almost anything. The surface of the comal will be at different temperatures at the same time, so you can use this to your advantage. You can cook simultaneously something very fast and keep other ingredients on the lower heat, and keep yet other elements warm. You can even dry chillies when the fire is out, making the most of the fire’s energy.





MEXICAN INGREDIENTS


Charles de Gaulle complained about how difficult it was to govern a nation with more than 300 types of cheese. The same can be said of Mexico and its chiles. The only common trait of this diversity is this: when you ask a Mexican if something is spicy, he or she will say “no”. JUAN VILLORO, from his essay ‘Dramáticos Placeres: el chile mexicano’, in Safari Accidental (2005)


You may have noticed just how many words come from Nahuatl, like comal and nixtamal. But perhaps you will be surprised to hear that chocolate and tomate also come from it. The word ‘Mexico’ in Nahuatl means ‘the bellybutton of the moon’.


It could be said that Mexico really is a kind of bellybutton, situated in the centre of a continent, and in between Europe and Asia. Its position on the planet has afforded Mexico a great variety of ingredients and ways to prepare them, making the Mexican kitchen literally a melting pot of cultures. Not too long after the first Europeans arrived in Mexico and Central America, they found their way to India from the Pacific coast. The trade routes with Asia were established, and the interchange of food made Mexico one of the richest places on earth gastronomically speaking.


Europeans brought their animals with them and, of course, their crops, but they also protected others. (It was prohibited to grow grapes for wine in the Americas, although some people did it; the history of wine in our continent is fascinating.)


Mango and tamarind trees arrived in Mexico from Asia, and all the different spices, like black pepper and cinnamon, became staple ingredients n Mexican cooking. In return, we sent the chillies to Asia, where they quickly became part of the diet, especially in the southern regions like India, Thailand and Indonesia. Everywhere in the world Mexican and American plants adapted and grew into many different varieties.


Super healthy avocados, full of good fat, are a staple of Mexican diet. As mentioned above, they are a native tree, with a funny anecdote about their name: the word aguacate in Nahuatl means ‘the testicle of a tree’. The leaves of the avocado tree can be used in the kitchen too; I use them a lot. They have a subtle flavour, a bit like laurel (both trees are related). In the UK, you can buy them dried, or even dried and made into a powder. Avocado leaves also make a medicinal tea used in Mexico for many different ailments. Alternatively, you can plant an avocado stone and grow your own tree. Even if the little thing never gives you avocados, you can still use the leaves!


There is another super healthy food in the basic Mexican diet: the young, tender leaves of the prickly pear cactus, called nopal in Mexico. These you can grill, fry or boil, and they are usually served chopped with tomatoes, onion, fresh chillies/chiles, and coriander/cilantro. You can even eat them raw, blended in your morning smoothie, but they are an acquired taste. Mexicans eat a lot of mushrooms. When you travel to small villages in the mountains, you will find people selling wild mushrooms in the markets. In fact, in Mexico people still regularly forage for food in forests, like the tecojotes used in the Hot Fruit Punch on page 163; they pick up medicinal herbs and tree barks, berries, mushrooms, flowers, insects and worms as well as wild vegetables.


I could go on and on; the list is endless… But the good news is that you can buy the basics from specialist retailers online and increasingly in your local supermarket. In the recipes that follow, I have given substitutes for ingredients that are trickier to source. Once you start making these recipes, you will find they are very easy to adapt and experiment with. I hope this book helps you to incorporate some of my country’s ways of cooking, flavours and textures into your own kitchen.
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BASIC RECIPES


PREPARACIONES BASICAS
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BASIC RAW SALSAS


SALSA CRUDA BASICAS


The following raw salsa recipes are the most common basic recipes to make at home. They are very good accompaniments for tacos, tostadas, main dishes or they can be used as dips.


TOMATILLO SALSA


SALSA DE TOMATILLO


A very common salsa in Mexico and perfect for adding freshness to a dish when you’re in a hurry.


10 tomatillos, husks removed, skins peeled (see Note below), washed and halved


¼ small onion, cut in half


2 small garlic cloves


1 or 2 fresh jalapeños, stems removed, cut into 3 pieces


4 tablespoons olive oil


1 tablespoon salt


20 g/½ cup roughly chopped fresh coriander/cilantro


MAKES ABOUT 700 G/3 CUPS


Put all the ingredients in a blender and blend until mixed and roughly chopped. Blend for longer if you prefer a smoother salsa. Taste and add more salt if needed. Transfer to a bowl and serve the same day preferably, or store in an airtight container in the fridge and use within 3 days.


Note To peel the tomatillos, soak them in a bowl of just boiled water for 5 minutes, cut a shallow cross in the top of each one, then carefully peel the skins away.


HABENERO SALSA


SALSA DE HABANERO


This salsa is common in the Yucatán peninsula. It is very lightly spiced, but you can leave in the chilli seeds if preferred.


12 tomatoes, asados (see Note below), skins peeled


¼ small onion, asada


1 garlic clove, asado


1 or 2 fresh habanero or 1 Scotch bonnet chilli/chile, asado, seeds removed (or seeds left in if you like more of a kick)


½ tablespoon dried Mexican oregano


½ tablespoon salt


MAKES ABOUT 1 LITRE/4 CUPS


Put all the ingredients in a blender with 120 ml/½ cup water and blend until smooth. Alternatively, pulse together for a rougher ‘molcajete-style’ sauce (see page 188). Taste and adjust the seasoning if needed. Store in an airtight container in the fridge and use within 3 days.


Note Asado or asada means that a vegetable has been cooked over hot coals or in a hot pan before use. See page 188 for a full explanation.


MEXICAN SALSA


SALSA MEXICANA


A common salsa used all over Mexico enjoyed as a snack with tostadas (see page 29) or totopos (crunchy fried tortillas).


4 tomatoes, seeds removed and flesh finely diced


½ small onion, finely diced


1 or 2 fresh jalapeños, 2 green Thai chillies/chiles, or any fresh green chilli/chile you can find, finely diced


20 g/½ cup roughly chopped fresh coriander/cilantro


1 tablespoon salt


juice of 1½ limes


2 tablespoons olive oil


MAKES ABOUT 500 G/2 CUPS


Put all the ingredients in a bowl and stir to combine. Taste and add more salt if needed. Store in an airtight container in the fridge and use within 3 days.


Note This makes a very good dip and can also be used as the base for guacamole – just add the smashed flesh of 2 avocados and some more lime juice and salt to taste.
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