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At the age of nineteen, Kenny McGovern was diagnosed with ‘social anxiety disorder’ and eventually became too ill to carry on working. As the years passed, he became almost housebound as a result of his illness and as such lost touch with many parts of life that, although enjoyable, are often taken for granted. Simple pleasures such as buying a nice sandwich from a local café or going out for a meal became impossible for him to do.


As a result of this, and because of his love of food and cooking, he eventually took to trying to recreate many of his favourite shop-bought foods at home. ‘If I can’t go to McDonald’s, I’ll make my own’ was his philosophy. Over a period of five years or more he tested and tweaked many, many recipes, his new hobby quickly building into an obsession.


In 2010, Kenny decided to publish some selected recipes in his first book, The Takeaway Secret. It became an instant bestseller, following word-of-mouth recommendations on the internet.


With huge support and encouragement from readers, his confidence grew, along with his food obsession. As a result, Kenny once more ventured out into the world, researching and learning about the historic links between street food and local people and the recent upsurge in the modern, exciting and vibrant street-food culture. His next book, The Street Food Secret, was released in 2017, followed by The American Diner Secret in 2019, The Indian Takeaway Secret in 2021 and The Chinese Takeaway Secret in 2022.


Kenny’s passion for recreating delicious takeaway, restaurant and street food-style dishes remains as strong as ever!
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NOTES ON THE RECIPES


Spice mixes referred to in the recipes may be amended to suit your own tastes – if you like things more flavourful, increasing the quantity of cumin powder, garlic powder, etc. may be desired. For more heat, increased quantities of cayenne pepper or chilli powder can be used. Be cautious with paprika and smoked paprika, however, as a little goes a long way and too much can cause an undesirable bitter flavour in dishes.


Marinades and spice mixes are moderately seasoned with salt, but this can be adjusted to taste. Be mindful of the combination of dishes you’re planning to put together in your meal and adjust salt levels accordingly. You can always add more, but you can’t take it away!


UK supermarkets are getting better at stocking Monterey Jack cheese. If you can’t easily find it, look for grated cheese mixes labelled ‘four-cheese blend’ or similar and check the ingredients. These blends often include Monterey Jack.


Similarly, many supermarkets are now beginning to stock dried Mexican chillies, which are ideal for marinades, stews and salsas. If you can’t easily find these, look online for specialist shops that can provide all the ingredients you might need (I like Cool Chile Co. and Mexgrocer). Online stores are also a good place to source oversized flour tortillas – great for larger burritos.


A rice cooker isn’t essential for cooking rice, however if it’s affordable I would highly recommend it – the advantages are numerous and having extra hob space free to focus on your meats, vegetables and salsas is very useful indeed.
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INTRODUCTION



As a lifelong fan of takeaway food and fast food, my obsession has taken me all around the culinary world. Of course, having been born and brought up in the UK, my early takeaway food experiences centred around the range of cuisines widely available in this country: fish and chips, pizza, fried chicken, Indian curry, Chinese rice and noodles. Thankfully, especially in recent years, the variety of different fast-food chains and restaurants has expanded and become ever more diverse – so, with the growth of Mexican, or ‘Tex-Mex’, themed restaurants, coupled with some more authentic Mexican food experiences I was fortunate enough to have across various trips to America, my excitement and interest in the wide range of flavours and spices has grown.


Of course, as with any well-loved cuisine, the most popular of dishes is inevitably often adapted, amended or tweaked to suit local ingredients and local tastes. That being said, the array of flavours available remains broad and plentiful and, as is so often the case, some of those interpretations grow to become widely popular on their own merit (the classic American crispy taco being perhaps one of the most famous examples).


The world of Mexican-inspired food is full of crispy tacos, soft flour tortillas, tender meats, piquant and spicy salsas, crunchy nachos and much more – and so I hope you enjoy The Mexican Takeaway Secret.


The Mexican takeaway secret


When visiting a Mexican-themed restaurant or takeaway, you could be forgiven for feeling overwhelmed by the vast array of choices available. With a multitude of options to choose from, the menu is full of enticing flavours, fillings, side dishes, salsas, toppings and garnishes. While you may find it increasingly difficult to choose what to order, there will be plenty to tantalise your taste buds. You can be assured that the dishes presented to you will be packed full of spice, with a variety of textures.


In fact, with the care and attention taken in preparing and cooking each individual component, the sheer number of choices available is testament to the brilliance of Mexicaninspired cooking. The preferred combination is entirely up to you and there are no bad choices. Whether you’d prefer a light taco snack, a more substantial stuffed burrito, or a salad or rice bowl, you can put together your own mix of dishes to create the ultimate Mexican-inspired feast.


To that end, you can think of this book as a sort of culinary ‘choose your own adventure’ story. Mix and match your choice of tortillas, fillings, garnishes, pickles and salsas to fit whatever mood you’re in at the time.


I hope you enjoy the recipes included and, as always, I’d be delighted to hear from you if you’d like to send me pictures of your creations. You can find me online @takeawaysecret or get in touch via my website: www.kennymcgovern.com


Happy cooking!


LIGHT CHICKEN STOCK


Makes about 2 litres


Throughout this book you’ll find many recipes that call for light chicken stock. You can make your own by following this recipe, or use any good-quality shop-bought unsalted or low-salt chicken stock. If the stock you have is salty, dilute it with an equal amount of water, or adjust salt levels in your chosen recipe to suit.


4 x bone-in chicken thighs (500–600g) (leave the skin on for a richer stock, or remove for a thinner, lighter stock)


½ small onion, sliced


2 spring onions, halved


1 garlic clove, crushed


2.5 litres water


½ teaspoon sea salt


•   Put the chicken thighs, sliced onion, spring onions and garlic in a large saucepan. Cover with the water, bring to the boil, reduce the heat to low and simmer the stock for 3 hours, occasionally spooning off any foam that forms on the surface during cooking.


•   Strain the stock to remove the chicken and vegetables, then add the salt to the strained stock and mix well. Set aside to cool completely, then portion as desired and refrigerate or freeze.


•   The stock will keep well in the fridge for up to 3 days or in the freezer for up to 3 months.










EQUIPMENT



Blender – A heavy-duty blender helps to deliver smooth salsas and marinades. If your blender isn’t so powerful and struggles to produce a smooth sauce, you can strain your sauce through a fine mesh sieve in order to remove any larger pieces of onion or chilli that may remain and could catch someone by surprise.


Frying pan – A large frying pan (or wok) is useful for stirfrying sizzling onions and peppers for fajitas or side dishes. It is also useful for dry-toasting soft corn and flour tortillas in order to soften and warm them through before use, or you can add a touch of oil to create crispy corn tacos or quesadillas.


Juicer – A simple handheld manual press juicer makes juicing your fruits easy and ensures no pesky seeds make it through.


Rice cooker – While you can undoubtedly make tasty rice in a pot on the stovetop, a rice cooker is very useful indeed. As well as cooking your rice perfectly every time, it offers the added advantage of being independent of your stovetop and so leaves more space for you to create different dishes to accompany your rice. Most rice cookers nowadays also include a ‘keep warm’ feature, which is handy if your guests arrive late or you’d simply rather plan ahead and get things ready in advance of eating.


Sandwich press – While not essential, if you do have a sandwich press it can be put to good use to warm through wrapped burritos, giving a slight toast to the outside of the tortilla and warming through the filling inside. If you don’t have a sandwich press, a dry frying pan will work just as well, but you’ll be required to flip your burrito in order to toast both sides.


Stockpot – A good-sized stockpot is required to slow-cook pork and beef dishes, ensuring a deliciously rich stock and fall-apart tender meat.


Tortilla press – While you could persevere with a rolling pin when making tortillas, a heavy tortilla press makes life so much easier and is essential when it comes to creating thin, soft corn tortillas.










STORE-CUPBOARD INGREDIENTS



Cayenne pepper – This smoky, medium-hot powder adds flavour and heat.


Chilli powder – In the UK, many spices labelled ‘chilli powder’ are a blend of chilli and other seasonings. New Mexico chilli powder can be purchased online and offers a mild heat and a slight fruity flavour.


Chipotle paste – Adds a rich, deep smoky and sweet flavour to marinades and sauces. Many varieties of chipotle paste are widely available in supermarkets and online.


Coriander powder – Bright and citrusy, gives a floral lift to seasoning mixes, soups and stews.


Corn taco shells – You can, of course, make your own Crispy Corn Taco Shells (page 128), but store-bought shells are a suitable alternative and a sealed box will keep well in your cupboard for several months, making them very handy for a quick crispy taco night.


Cumin powder – Savoury and slightly sweet, this spice adds an earthy depth of flavour to marinades and seasoning mixes.


Dried chillies – Ancho, de árbol and guajillo chillies. Ancho chilli (dried poblano) is mild and sweet, with a fruity undertone. De árbol are hot and spicy and add an enticing vibrant red colour to salsas and sauces. Guajillo chillies are medium spiced and have a tangy and uplifting flavour. These dried chillies can be used individually or combined to create a complex flavour in stews.


Flour tortillas – You can, of course, make your own Flour Tortillas (page 130), but store-bought tortillas are a more than acceptable alternative, particularly when it comes to recreating the sort of large filled burritos you’d expect to find in Mexican chain restaurants. Supermarkets typically don’t stock the sort of oversized, extra-large flour tortillas you’ll need for a Fully Loaded Burrito (page 149), but they can be sourced online or from larger food wholesale cash and carries.


Garlic powder – Used in seasoning mixes, garlic powder offers a familiar garlic flavour with a little more pungency and a little less sweetness than fresh garlic. Garlic salt is a similar product, however salt levels should be adjusted if using garlic salt instead of garlic powder in a recipe.


Masa harina – A gluten-free flour made from dried corn kernels that have gone through a process known as ‘nixtamalization’. Used to make everything from corn tortillas to traditional tamales, it can also be used as a natural thickener when cooking meats and sauces.


Mexican oregano – Despite sharing its name, Mexican oregano has a different flavour profile to European oregano. With mild citrus and aniseed notes, it adds a strong flavour to any dish.


Onion powder – Adds a recognisable deep-roasted onion flavour to seasoning mixes. Onion salt is a similar product, however salt levels should be adjusted if using onion salt and not onion powder in a recipe.


Paprika (and smoked paprika) – Mild paprika is lightly fruity and offers a sweet peppery flavour. Smoked paprika provides a strong and rich smoky flavour and is a very useful addition to seasoning mixes, particularly when used to flavour meats or vegetables when an outdoor grill isn’t a viable cooking method.


Pickled jalapeños – You can, of course, make your own Pickled Jalapeños (page 41), but shop-bought are fine too. It’s always handy to have a jar in the fridge to add to nachos or to have on the side with your favourite tacos.


Rice – Long-grain rice is used to make both Coriander Lime Rice (page 180) and Spiced Rice (page 182).


Soft corn tortillas – You can, if you’d prefer, make your own Soft Corn Tortillas (page 126), but store-bought tortillas are a suitable alternative. UK supermarkets are still frustratingly slow in stocking good soft corn tortillas (even if you’re lucky enough to find some by that name, they’re invariably a mix of corn and wheat and I wouldn’t recommend them). Online Mexican stores can provide you with the real thing (I love the soft corn tortillas sold by Cool Chile Co.) They will keep for a few days in the fridge and freeze well.


Tinned tomatillos – Sourcing fresh tomatillos in the UK can prove difficult (although the aforementioned Cool Chile Co. does occasionally have some in stock). Tinned alternatives are widely available and are ideal for making Salsa Verde (page 32).


Tomato passata – This inexpensive and easily sourced ingredient can be used to add flavour to stews or sauces including Beef Birria (page 99) and Red Enchilada Sauce (page 170).


Tortilla chips – You can, of course, make your own fresh Fried Tortilla Chips (page 14), but it’s undeniably sensible to keep a shop-bought bag or two in reserve for snacking emergencies. While the quality of branded tortilla chips does vary, don’t be fooled into thinking that a more expensive variety means better-quality chips – some of the most simple and inexpensive brands (made with just a few ingredients) are often the most enjoyable and reliable. Flavoured chips such as ‘nacho cheese’ or ‘flaming hot’ can be used to good effect to add extra crunch to tacos or wraps.










FRESH INGREDIENTS



Cheese – Queso Fresco (page 209) is the perfect introduction to making your own cheese and it’s delicious on top of fried or scrambled eggs. Grated cheese (Cheddar, Monterey Jack, mozzarella, or a mix of all three) is perfect in quesadilla or crispy taco dishes.


Chilli peppers (jalapeño and serrano) – Jalapeño chillies add a fresh and moderately spicy kick to blended salsas, while serrano chillies offer a more prominent heat. In UK supermarkets, chillies are frustratingly poorly labelled, with only predicted spice levels indicated and often no mention of the variety of chilli. Fatter green chillies labelled ‘mild/ medium’ may be used where recipes call for jalapeños, and slightly thinner green chillies labelled ‘medium/hot’ may be used where serrano chillies are called for. Of course, as is always the case with spice levels, your own preference and tolerance is key and you’ll soon settle on the sort of chilli you can access and prefer in your cooking.


Coriander – Coriander leaves (and softer stems) have a fresh citrus aroma and can be added to salsas or used as an attractive and flavourful garnish to finish various dishes.


Garlic – Fresh garlic offers a sweet and deep flavour to all manner of dishes, its flavour mellowing out in slow-cooked dishes.


Lemons and limes – A squeeze of fresh lime juice just before biting into a taco helps to enhance the flavourful ingredients and is also said to aid digestion. Fresh lemon juice can be used to make Lemonade (page 219) and Queso Fresco (page 209).


Onions (white and red) – White onions provide a fresh burst of flavour in salsas, soups and stews. Red onions offer a similar but slightly sweeter flavour and give a milder taste to salads or salsas. Pickled red onions turn a beautiful bright-pink colour and are an attractive addition to tacos and salads.


Sour cream – Fresh and cooling, Sour Cream (page 19) is perfect added to heavily seasoned dishes such as loaded fries, nachos or burritos. Thicker than Mexican crema, I like to slightly dilute sour cream to make it pourable – add it to a squeezy bottle and use to finish various dishes with a fancy drizzle.


Tomatoes – Fresh, sweet and slightly sour, chopped tomatoes make a delicious Fresh Tomato Salsa (page 16) or can be blended into smooth salsas.










CHIPS, DIPS AND SNACKS



What better way to begin a meal than with portions of crispy chips and a selection of salsas? The variety of mild, hot and creamy flavourful dips excites the palate, awakening your appetite and preparing you for the delights that lie ahead. The only difficulty is in ensuring you leave room for the main courses to follow!


Of course, chips and dips aren’t just an important opener to your Mexican-style feast – they can also be enjoyed in their own right. Whip up a selection for movie or box-set nights in front of the TV – after all, binge-watching your favourite new series is infinitely more fun with snacks!






FRIED TORTILLA CHIPS


Making your own freshly fried tortilla chips is quick and easy, with the added bonus of being a great way to use up any soft corn tortillas that have been hanging around for a few days.


Serves 2 (makes 36 tortilla chips)


6 x 12cm soft corn tortillas (ideally a few days old)


Oil for deep-frying


Sea salt, to taste


•   Use a pair of scissors to cut each tortilla, first in half and then into six triangular chips.


•   Heat the oil for deep-frying to around 180°C/350°F. Carefully drop the cut tortilla pieces into it and fry for around 1 minute, turning occasionally with a pair of tongs until the chips are golden and crispy. Remove from the oil with a slotted spoon and set aside on a plate.


•   Season the tortilla chips to taste with sea salt and serve with your favourite salsas.






FRIED TOSTADAS


These deep-fried crispy tortillas are an alternative to chips and look beautiful topped with your choice of nacho toppings.


Serves 2 (makes 6 small tostada shells)


6 x 12cm soft corn tortillas (ideally a few days old)


Oil for deep-frying


•   Heat the oil for deep-frying to around 180°C/350°F. Carefully drop a corn tortilla into the hot oil and fry for around 1 minute, turning occasionally with a pair of tongs until the tostada shell is golden and crispy. Remove from the oil with a slotted spoon and set aside on a plate. Repeat the process until all of the tostada shells are fried.


•   To serve, top your tostada shells with your favourite nacho toppings (refried beans, fresh tomato salsa and crumbled queso fresco is my favourite combination).
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