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				Being born in Mexico and raised in United States was a complicated situation while I was growing up. I spent many years trying to fit into a new country and a new lifestyle. Once I got older, I realized how much I missed my culture, traditions, and food. 

				Becoming a chef was the first step to building a bridge to a country I was starting to forget. As a DACA recipient, I was not permitted to leave the country, so I brought Mexico to me. The response was amazing and eventually I dedicated all my time to cooking Mexican food. In order to create this book, I had to go back to my roots. The vibrancy from my culture translated into colorful dishes made with fresh ingredients. 

				This book is for the average home cook so I decided to reconnect with my favorite dishes from my childhood that my grandma would make for me. Picadillo was one of them. The book is also a consolidation of memories and recipes that I created for my restaurant.

				In this book you will find recipes inspired by authentic Mexican cuisine but modified for busy people cooking for themselves and family. Some ingredients may be difficult to find locally for you, but they can be replaced with more accessible ingredients; suggestions are given throughout. 

				Tacos have essential components: tortilla, protein, salsa, and garnish. They are all important and help create the perfect taco. If you focus too much on the protein and don’t use good tortillas, or make a bland salsa, the taco will not be as enjoyable.

				Here you will find everything to make your taco experience fun and exciting. In the first chapter there is a range of salsas, from creamy, to citrusy, to spicy! The second chapter shows you how to make your own tortillas as well as some side dishes. After that you will find taco recipes for all occasions and palates, from vegan to seafood, and there’s even a final chapter for taco parties, because sharing food is so important to the Mexican community. 

				Cooking Mexican food is an act of love, passion, and fun. Don’t take it too seriously and feel free to adjust recipes to your liking. Not all tacos need to be authentic. You can have fun with ingredients and create fusions. I truly believe that food brings people together; food is also unconsciously part of your deepest memories. Sort of like when you taste something similar to what you used to eat as a child and you start to remember random things about your childhood. My wish is that you enjoy this book as much I enjoyed writing it. 
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				“I love cooking with vibrant ingredients that represent how colorful Mexican culture is. As a DACA recipient, not being able to go back to my country inspired me to bring Mexico to me and to those around me.”
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				While avocado, corn, beans, and rice form the bedrock of Mexican cuisine, a lot of the flavor of local dishes comes from chiles, spices, and herbs. Without them, Mexican food wouldn’t be as amazing as it is. 

				Fresh Chiles

				Native to Central America, chiles have been cultivated and used in cooking throughout Mexico since before the Aztecs. There are more than 60 different types of chiles produced in Mexico. Some are smoky, others sweet and floral. 

				HabAnEro: Named after the  Cuban city of La Habana (Havana in English), the largest producer is the Yucatán. A lantern-shaped dimpled chile, it is very hot and found most commonly in red, green, or orange, but there are also purple and black versions. It is most similar to a Scotch bonnet. Be very careful when handling.

				Jalapeño: The  name jalapeño is Spanish for “from Xalapa,” the capital city of Veracruz, where the pepper was traditionally cultivated. A small, green, mild-to-medium-hot chile used in salsas and sliced as a topping on tacos and burritos, the jalapeño is incredibly versatile and available fresh or pickled. 

				Poblano: Dark green, this is the fresh version of the dried chile ancho. It is very mild in heat but hotter when ripe and turning red. Because of its large size, it is often stuffed with cheese and fried.

				Serrano: A small, narrow, medium-hot chile, usually green in color. If you can’t locate serrano chiles, you can usually substitute jalapeños, though serranos are spicier. Like jalapeños, they are great roasted or used in salsas and relishes.

				Dried Chiles

				Thanks to the dehydration process, we are able to enjoy a wide variety of peppers that, once dried, turn into a completely different color, texture, smell, flavor, and even into a new name. Chipotles, for example, are actually dry jalapeños. Dried chiles are mainly used to turn into a paste to then be added to soups and stews. They can be rehydrated before using by soaking them in hot water, but toasting them before incorporating them into your recipe will highlight their flavor and notes. 
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				Ancho: Dried poblano, this is one of the most used peppers in Mexican cuisine. It is rich and robust with a mild to hot spice level. 

				Chile de árbol: Four times hotter than the jalapeño and almost one-quarter of its size, this small and nutty bright red pepper is commonly used to bring spice to salsas, stews, or any other dish that needs an extra kick. 

				Chipotle: A small smoke-dried jalapeño with a smoky, sweet, and spicy flavor. Perfect for making adobo sauce and marinates. It is used in both Mexican and Tex-Mex cuisine. 

				Guajillo: Large and bright red, this mild chile has sweet and smoky flavors. Choose those that are smooth and shiny. 

				MoritA: Like chipotles, these are also smoke-dried red jalapeños. Morita chiles are technically a variation of the chipotle pepper. 

				Pasilla: A dark, wrinkly dried chile with a fruity flavor, this has medium hotness and is often used in stews and sauces. Pasilla means “little raisin” as it has a similar texture to the fruit.

				Herbs and Spices

				The key herbs and spices you will need are discussed below, but it’s worth mentioning hierbas de olor, a mix of thyme, marjoram, bay, and oregano, often sold in bundles in markets. 

				Chile powder: Look out for specific chile powders, such as those labeled ancho, pasilla, habanero, guajillo, or de árbol, each with their own specific flavor profile.

				Cilantro (coriander): A key ingredient in Mexican cuisine, fresh cilantro is crisp and fresh. When dried, it adds a more subtle, herbal flavor to a dish. 

				Cumin: Mexico adopted this fragrant spice from the Mediterranean. When using cumin, you must be careful not to use too much. Less is better due to its depth and earthy and warm flavor.

				Epazote: A pungent culinary herb used mostly in the southern region of Mexico, the flavor is so unique, a combination of mint, pine, anise, and oregano. This herb is carminative, which means that it can help reduce digestive gas brought on from beans. Although there is no real substitute, you can use dried oregano. 

				Mexican oregano: Used in numerous Mexican dishes to add an earthy taste, this is a bright, pungent, and aromatic herb. It is not to be confused with Italian oregano, which is a different plant altogether. Mexican oregano is from the verbena family, and there are several strains, however the Italian herb is often substituted in recipes.
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				Storecupboard Ingredients

				There are so many Mexican ingredients that you can keep stocked in your pantry, from purées, pastes, and condiments to nuts, seeds, rice, and beans, but here are some of the essentials. 

				Achiote paste: Made with annatto seeds, garlic, spices, and vinegar, the red paste adds not only flavor but a bright color. 

				beans (frijoleS): Available dried or canned, dried are preferable, though you will need to cook them from scratch. 

				Chipotles in adobo: As it is difficult to find chipotles (dried jalapeños) outside Mexico, use the can or jar versions, which are rehydrated with tomato purée, vinegar, garlic, and other spices. 

				Garlic and onions: Available fresh, in a jar, or as a powder, garlic is a key ingredient in Mexican food, as are onions, which are used raw or as onion powder.

				Mole poblano paste: This chocolate chile paste is a perfect mix of sweet and spicy and makes a wonderful sauce for chicken or served in dishes. 

				Pinto beans (frijoles pintos): The pale speckled bean is traditionally cooked in a pot as frijoles de la Olla, mashed and fried, added to stews or used to fill tacos, tostadas, and burritos.

				Rice: A staple food, rice is often cooked with broth and tomatoes to make red rice, or with parsley and chiles as a green rice, or as plain white rice. It is include in different beverages as well, such as the sweet milky drink horchata. 
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				Salsa inglesa: The Mexican version of Worcestershire sauce, this fermented blend of vinegar, molasses, chile, soy sauce, tamarind, anchovies, garlic, and cloves is used as a flavor enhancer and meat marinade. 

				CREAM AND Cheese

				Commonly used as topping or garnish, some Mexican cheeses such as quesillo can be melted in quesadillas or stuffed in peppers. 

				Crema: A tangy condiment, crema is similar to sour cream or crème fraîche but richer, and made with lime and salt. It is used to top tacos, soups, and other Mexican food.

				Cotija: A white cheese that is salty and milky. When young, it is most similar to feta; aged it is more like Parmesan. It is often used crumbled or grated over tacos, soups, or salads and softens when heated but doesn’t melt. Feta or Lancashire cheese can be used as a substitute.

				Quesillo: Also known as Oaxaca cheese, this is a white semi-hard cheese similar in texture to mozzarella (which can be substituted).

				Queso fresco: Translating as “fresh cheese,” this mild white cheese is light and salty-sour. It is made from cow’s milk or cow’s and goat’s, with rennet, lemon juice, or vinegar added. Feta can be substituted but it should be soaked in water first to reduce its salty tanginess.
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				Fresh Produce

				In Mexico it is possible to grow an abundant variety of fresh fruit and vegetables, which makes their local markets—and many in the Southwest of the U.S.—exceptional for seasonal ingredients. For the freshest produce, seek out your local farmer’s market. 

				Avocado: Called the “green gold of Mexico,” this fruit is most popular in guacamole but also used in salsas, sauces, soups, as toppings, and in desserts.

				Calabacitas (zucchini/courgettE): Although you can substitute the American or European counterpart, the Mexican calabacitas is a little different, with a more pear-like shape, a denser flesh, and a lighter or more speckled outer skin. 

				Corn: Like chiles, there are many varieties of corn, over 50 types. Even though Mexico gets their yellow corn from the United States, the most popular to eat is the white corn. It is dried and ground to make masa harina for tortillas but is also included in beverages such as atole (a hot drink sweetened with vanilla and cinnamon), champurrado (hot chocolate), and tejuino (a cold fermented drink). 

				JÍcama: Also known as the Mexican turnip or yam bean, this starchy root vegetable is closest to a sweet potato in flavor and 
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				texture. It is juicy rather than starchy, and is delicious eaten raw. It is traditionally eaten peeled in chunks or strips with lime juice and chile powder.

				Limes: Mexico has been the world’s largest producer and exporter of limes since the 1950s, and the lime—or limón—is a key flavor in many dishes and drinks, as well as served as wedges with meals.

				Nopales (cactus): The flesh of the Opuntia cactus, prickly pear, this is best when bought fresh, though jarred and canned nopales are available from Mexican suppliers and online. They have a slightly tart flavor and are used in tacos, salads, and as a side dish.

				Pineapple: Pineapples are grown along the tropical coasts and in the Papaloapan River lowlands of Veracruz and Oaxaca. Loma Bonita in Oaxaca calls itself the Pineapple Capital of the World. Popular in salsas, drinks, and with chicken, pork, and fish, pineapple is also found candied and in sweet tamales for sale at Mexican fairs.

				Tomatillos: These green fruits have a papery husk and, although related to the tomato, are not green tomatoes. They have a tart citrus flavor that makes them excellent in salsas. Use canned versions if you can’t locate them fresh.
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				TORTILLAS

			

		

		
			
				Tortillas are part of everyday life in Mexico. The are often used as utensils to scoop up the food instead of a fork. If you fill them up, roll them, and fry them, you get flautas; if you bake or fry them flat, you get tostadas; cut them into triangles and fry them and you will get totopos (tortilla chips). Incredibly versatile, you can create multiple different dishes from just this one ingredient. Now you know why we all love tortillas. 

				Of course there is nothing like a freshly made tortilla, but there are plenty of good store-bought versions. Check around your city, particularly if you live in the Southwest U.S., and you might be surprised to find a tortilleria or a local Hispanic grocery store that sells them—it is here that you will get the best ones. When choosing store-bought tortillas, I recommend yellow corn as I often find the white corn packaged tortillas to have less taste. And read the ingredients—the less additives or preservatives, the better. There is an increasing variety available, including white, yellow, and blue corn; green tortillas made from the hoja santa herb (Mexican pepperleaf); or bright pink tortillas made by adding beetroot juice to the flour or corn dough before kneading. 
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				Flour Tortillas

				Flour tortillas are popular in northern Mexico and all over the border. They consist of three simple ingredients: flour, fat, and water. Many families have their own recipe and a dedicated person with the “special hand” in charge of making them. Some use butter, others lard and even olive oil. I’ve even made them with bacon fat. These subtle differences can make a magical tortilla recipe.
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