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INTRODUCTION

Mexico has always thrived on radicalism, whether in political upheavals, sizzling colours or avant garde culture. Now it has turned to a gastronomic revamp. In the last few years a strengthening of national identity, or Mexicanidad (Mexican-ness) has propelled regional cooking back to centre stage, transforming the kitchens of top restaurants and those of country towns. This book, the result of long weeks travelling through Mexico, tracks those changes. Whether new or old, the recipes that follow all come straight from the heart of the country and its deep, ancient soul.

Rather than a revolution, it has been an evolution, bringing a complete reappraisal of food traditions that had come to be regarded as old-fashioned and even backward. From dynamic Mexico City to an eccentric hill village in Veracruz, to the towns of Morelia and Puebla, it encompasses the strongly indigenous Oaxaca valley and the Mayan territory in the Yucatán. In all there are 62 distinct indigenous groups, each with their own distinct cuisine.
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Whether up in the dry sierra or down in the tropical coast, some of the tastiest local food is found in markets. From corn-based snacks such as tostadas, tacos, chalupas, panuchos, esquites and uchepos, to countless regional specialities. Today, refined versions of these classics grace the tablecloths of Mexico’s ritziest restaurants. Chillies are omnipresent, but their balance is being orchestrated more delicately. Tender nopales (cactus leaves) sneak into sophisticated salads, earthy huitlacoche (corn fungus) is revered as the Mexican truffle, pepitas (pumpkin seeds) adorn meats and silky yellow courgette flowers blossom ad infinitum.
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As well as these there are the ‘new’ hallmarks of the herb-and-spice department: hoja santa, an aromatic leaf used to flavour or wrap fish and tamales; allspice berries; amaranto grains and leaves; dark red achiote seeds, and an indefinable herb, epazote. Chefs have eschewed more extreme native fauna such as armadillo (a pork-like meat still popular in the Isthmus and Chiapas) and iguana (found in Isthmus markets). They have embraced pre-Hispanic fowl and game such as duck, turkey and venison, moving away from the Old World stalwarts of beef, lamb and pork.
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Desserts, other than the cake and sweet production of the convents, were never a Mexican forte as sugar had no place in the indigenous diet, but even that is changing. Nor can you sing the praises of Mexico’s beers too highly, from sunny Corona to golden Pacifico to the dark Yucatecan brew, León. Then there are the smooth, upgraded tequilas and, hard on their heels, estate-bottled mezcales. Mexico’s palate-tantalizing riches seem infinite.

The world’s first fusion food

The Spaniards landed in Veracruz in 1519 a few decades after the Moors’ 800-year-long occupation of Spain ended. The Moorish imprint was still evident in the spices, citrus fruit and rice that were brought to Mexico. Imports adapted well; cattle for meat and dairy products, wheat, sugar cane, apples, onions and herbs all flourished.

Then a vital change occurred with pork, bringing lard and frying: a departure for the indigenous Mexicans. Until then cooking involved boiling, steaming or, for the Mayas, smoking and baking in underground pits. Instead of salt the mineral tequesquite was added.
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From sugar came sweets and cakes, something the nuns of Puebla excelled at when not labouring over their complex moles, and from Seville oranges came Yucatecan marinades. Further foreign input came when Spanish galleons sailed directly across the Pacific to unload Oriental bounty at Acapulco. Sesame seeds, cinnamon, garlic and coriander were all introduced through this back door. In reverse, Mexico gave Old Europe chillies, tomatoes, avocadoes, pumpkins, turkey, vanilla and, of course, chocolate, that divine tipple supped by the Aztec emperor Moctezuma from a cup of solid gold after a typical 30-course dinner. With all these riches, Mexican cuisine is a revelation. It is an assault of subtle, smoky, sometimes fiery but always exotic flavours and textures that are completely foreign to Old World palates and light-years from Tex-Mex. Flour is hardly ever used for making sauces; in its place there are salsas, moles or pipianes (rich, complex, thickened purées), adobos (sour marinades) and recados (Mayan seasoning). In fact, Mexican cooking is considered to be one of the world’s three original cuisines, along with those of China and France.
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It was first talked of by Bernardino de Sahagun (1499–1590), a Franciscan missionary who, after becoming fluent in Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, compiled the Florentine Codex. This documented Aztec society and culture. Other observations came from Bernal Díaz (1496–1584), a captain in the army of Hernán Cortés and author of The Conquest of New Spain (1568). More recently the theorist José Iturriaga de la Fuente headed a massive state-funded investigation into Mexico’s regional market food. And Laura Esquivel’s magic-realist book Like Water for Chocolate (1989) and film (1992) did much to romanticize Mexican cuisine. Who can forget Tita’s lovingly prepared quail with rose petals?

Corn worship

Some things just do not change. Take corn (maize), thought to have been cultivated from wild grass 6000–7000 years ago. For all Mexicans, corn is sacred: well over 300 million corn tortillas are consumed daily (not counting the wheat ones in northern Mexico). The Mayas believed man was made of corn while the Mexicas (ancestors of the Aztecs) said their god of corn, Centéotl, was born in Michoacán, ‘land of water and humidity’. Tortillas (‘little cakes’) were named as such by the Spaniards. Vital but labour-intensive energy-givers, they are estimated to have monopolised 35–40 hours a week of a pre-Hispanic woman’s time. No Aztec man would be seen dead with a metate and mano (lava stone rolling table and rolling pin) or molcajete and tejolote (mortar and pestle), the unrivalled kitchen equipment that are still widely used.
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CHILLIES

Chillies, the secret weapon

Mexican cuisine is often perceived as chillihot in the extreme. This is rarely the case: when the heat of a chilli, such as the habanero, comes close to shooting off the Scoville scale (the universal measure of capsaicin, or chilli fieriness), it is incorporated into a salsa, so it can be carefully rationed. What is true is that chillies are addictive: once tasted, never forgotten. Some 200 varieties exist but the most common ones boil down to a dozen or so, including ancho, mulato and pasilla, the holy trinity of moles. Mexican cooks are adept at building up complex flavours by combining different varieties or by blending fresh, dried and smoked chillies. Each region has its favourite chillies and, like corn, some are unique to one area. To confuse matters further, names change according to whether the chillies are fresh, smoked and/or dried: a dried poblano chilli, for example, becomes an ancho, and the popular chipotle is really a smoked and dried jalapeño. Like Mexico’s other primary foods, the chilli goes back thousands of years.
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Instinctive nutrition

The native Mexican diet had remarkable nutritional balance. For example, the amino acid levels in corn and beans complement each other perfectly; nopales (cactus leaves) contain abundant vitamins A, C, B complex and iron; and avocados contribute nearly 20 different vitamins and minerals. Fresh chillies have plenty of vitamin C; dried ones vitamin A. Amaranto seed, a ‘superfood’ packed with protein, calcium, iron, vitamin E and lycine, had great ritualistic significance for the Aztecs. Even the hallowed masa harina (corn flour), the basis of tortillas, is bursting with calcium after the corn kernels have been soaked then slow-cooked with lime or wood ash. Fresh fruit juices mixed on street corners are now an art in themselves. In view of this, it is doubly tragic that Mexico is now the world’s greatest consumer of Coca-Cola, with the Yucatán top of the class. Compare that with the vitamin C rich agua de jamaica (hibiscus flower juice).
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Today’s nueva cocina is fighting a tough battle against processed and convenience products, mainly imported from the US and the globalized markets. Yet with innovative, energetic chefs from Mexico City to Michoacán, Puebla to Veracruz and Oaxaca to the Yucatán leading the way, the word is spreading. Regional food is more popular than ever and has become emperor again, although with completely transformed presentation and an inimitable Mexican touch: poetry, magic, the whisper of the gods? But ultimately, when you stand on a street-corner, sniff the air and scent that unmistakable aroma of corn, whether from tacos, elotes or tostadas, you know for sure you are in Mexico.
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APERITIVOS, SALSAS Y LADOS

SNACKS, SAUCES & SIDES
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GUACAMOLE NACIONALISTA

‘NATIONALIST’ GUACAMOLE

The colours of this dish represent the beloved Mexican flag: green, red and white. The pomegranate ping makes a great addition to this classic starter. The dish is easy to make and will keep in the fridge for a few hours covered in clingfilm to avoid discolouring. Serve with tortilla chips or toasted pita bread.
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