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For Marcel, 
who taught me to make spaghetti at seventeen, 
who’s tasted every dish I’ve put in front 
of him, who has been by my side all this time, 
and on this journey—I love you like the sea.


For my Tita, 
who shared with me her love for eating like 
a precious heirloom, you are the soul of this book, 
and I love and miss you dearly.















Preface





Born in Tijuana, Mexico, and raised in San Diego, California, I was brought up with Mexican, Mexican American, and American cuisines. The meeting of these three gifted me a unique food culture all its own.


Instead of going to church on Sundays, my family and I often crossed the border to Tijuana for street corner tacos or to visit friends for carne asadas (our version of a barbecue). Thinly cut steaks were marinated in a blend of citrus, onion, and garlic, and personalized by the cook’s favorite seasonings and choice of beer. To this day, the distinct smoky aroma of burning charcoal perfuming the air triggers memories of those reunions. On the weekdays—when my mom wasn’t making Mexican pastas, chicken with rice, and vegetable soups—we ate American fast-food meals like burgers and nuggets, or Chinese American fried rice and orange chicken. This mix of cultures and culinary landscapes quickly blended together and became my new normal—such is life on the border.


Mexico’s meat-centric culture made it hard for me to commit to my early attempts at vegetarianism, especially when dishes like al pastor (“shepherd style” pork) tacos or langosta (lobster) with rice and beans anchored me to my Mexican home and identity. It wasn’t until I was 15 years old that I eventually left behind meat for good. I went vegetarian for the same reasons I later went vegan: for the welfare of animals. That, coupled with factory farming’s impact on our planet and the looming climate crisis, sealed the deal.


In place of fish tacos, huevo con weenie (scrambled eggs with weiners), and my mom’s milanesa (breaded chicken cutlet), I satiated my teenage self with California Mexican bean and cheese burritos, Japanese cucumber and avocado rolls and vegetable tempura, Thai tofu pad thai and tom kha soup, and Chinese glossy eggplant with lo mein and fried rice. In turn, soy cheese and rice milk from Trader Joe’s, and muhsrooms, zucchini, and vegetarian burgers made with beans or soy became shopping list staples.


Making vegetarian options for myself at home simultaneously set off both my cooking and my plant-based journey. I cultivated my cooking chops on top of fundamentals I still use today: boiling batches of beans, cooking white rice, and sautéing mushrooms. Unintentionally, perhaps instinctually, I found myself piecing together my own plant-based Mexican kitchen.


It wasn’t until I left San Diego for life in Brooklyn, New York, that I started to intentionally translate beloved Mexican dishes into a reimagined plant-based lexicon. I missed my Mexican American culture so dearly, that cooking these dishes became my closest link. When my plans for culinary school in New York fell through, I sharpened my skills in my home kitchen with the teachings of Mexican gastronomy instead. Swapping out animal products for plants not only brought me closer to vegan culinary traditions around the world, but also made it abundantly clear just how plant-forward my own Mexican cuisine had been all along. Translating meat and dairy dishes using plant ingredients like tofu, cauliflower, and pumpkin seeds evolved into a culinary experiment that opened up a novel, liberating, and creative gastronomical lane.


Developed through memory, trial and error, community, cookbooks, and the internet, my cooking style differs from the Mexican chefs who come from a lineage of generational cooks. I’ve been scrappy in my journey in the kitchen. Being largely without generational guidance has allowed me to lean heavily on my border experience; where the blurring together of two countries created a third macrocosm of its own. This, along with the influence of Californian cuisine, which highlights fusion gastronomy and the use of seasonal ingredients, has informed both my identity and my cooking style. Studying traditional recipes and adapting them to my regional and plant-based practice has proved to be a high point of my culinary journey. If I have learned anything about Mexican cuisines in my time researching them, it is that they’re hyper regional, they adapt to the cook making them, and they evolve. This book is a testament to that.


Andrea Aliseda
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Introduction





Plant-based Mexican food, much like traditional and regional Mexican foods, depends on seasonal produce. Corn, fungi, tomatoes, squash, sundry herbs, beans, nuts, and seeds are deeply interwoven in the cuisine. But plant-based Mexican cuisine takes the practice one step further, using the vegetables, legumes, fungi, nuts, and seeds themselves as the protein. In lieu of chicken, a head of cauliflower shines in cauliflower tostadas. A cluster of mushrooms adopt an umami meatiness when marinated and grilled carne asada style. A ripe zucchini makes the perfect substitute for fried fish in a taco. This vegan version of the cuisine places everyday produce in starring—instead of supporting—roles to recreate familiar flavors for the meatless palate.


Chicken, pork, beef, and dairy products have long been recognizable staples of Mexican cuisine. However, those ingredients weren’t native to Mexico; they were introduced as part of the Columbian Exchange during colonization. Prior to the arrival of these Old World animals, meat wasn’t a focal point of Mesoamerican plates. Instead, plant foods like maíz (corn dried on the stalk), beans, squash, peppers, and young wild greens called quelites were the cuisine’s very heart and cornerstone. Mexico grows an abundance of plant foods: approximately 64 types of corn, 70 kinds of indigenous beans, 200 varieties of mushrooms, five types of squash, and more than 350 types of young tender herbs. Mexico’s agricultural marvels and native techniques set a strong foundation for cooking a plant-based version of the cuisine.


The beans tucked inside a burrito, the corn in vegetable soup, and the pumpkin puree stirred into a hot cup of atole all symbolize the age-old agricultural system known as the milpa. The milpa refers to Mexico’s native and harmonious farming system created by Indigenous peoples that is the very heart of its gastronomy, and still utilized across the Americas today. Though it doesn’t have a direct English translation, the milpa is also known by Native American tribes as “three sisters,” referring to how beans, corn, and squash grow best together on the same patch of soil, feeding and supporting one another in symbiosis. The tall and sturdy corn stalk holds up the twirling vine of beans that wraps itself around its height. The bean plants impart nitrogen to the soil as well as crucial nutrients for the corn. Beneath the corn and beans, squash such as kabocha, pipiana, and casco grow low to the ground. Their big leaves work to keep the soil and herbs from drying out under the sun’s strength and prevent the growth of invasive weeds. Interspersed throughout the vegetables, fresh chiles such as chile de arbol, de agua, and serrano sprout. Between young edible herbs, the corn, beans, and squash—and squash blossoms—that grow in the milpa, and a myriad of mushrooms, indigenous Mexican crops form the foundation for Mexican plant-based cooking.


Not only do the plants of the milpa serve as key ingredients in Mexican plant-based gastronomy, but they are easy to find in American grocery stores and easy to work with. Corn, beans, and squash can be found canned, frozen, dried, and fresh, making them accessible to the beginner cook. Tomatoes, onions, and chiles are also at the heart of flavor building in Mexican recipes. Fresh chiles provide heat, spice, and verdant notes, while dried and smoked chiles add a complex depth of heat and notes of dried fruit to dishes. Tomatoes can be used canned, fresh, charred, or roasted, depending on the recipe. A tube of tomato paste offers a wealth of deep umami flavors in a pinch. Paired with straightforward cooking techniques, all these ingredients combine perfectly to make Mexican cuisine what we know and love.


Mexico itself is home to about 68 Indigenous groups as well as a myriad of peoples from all across the world, from forcibly displaced people to immigrants, spanning from the pre-colonial era to the present day. The union of so many cultures has brought to the country a wealth of flavors and ingredients that now form part of the national palate. Thus keeping a multicultural pantry will markedly support your Mexican cooking. Marrying ingredients like soy sauce and vegetable bouillon with fresh produce and herbs feels like the most sincere version of the Mexican cuisine I grew up with. Flexibility with pantry ingredients, no matter where they’re from, will make shopping and cooking on your Mexican culinary journey more genuine and exciting.


In addition to the basic ingredients of the milpa, the dishes in this book will teach you how to make use of plants such as cabbage, cauliflower, and mushrooms to create satisfying meals with complex and distinctly Mexican flavors. Making Cauliflower Chorizo will give you a good swap for the chewy mouthfeel and smoky flavors of classic chorizo; a Brothy Pot of Beans (Frijoles de la Olla), will help you make nourishing meals with minimal prep work. Learning to make a batch of Corn Tortillas to freeze or refrigerate for later will give you the basis for weeknight dinners like Tortilla Soup or Tofu Carnitas Tacos.


The season’s ripest produce can dictate which direction your meal will take. Adorn your Plant-Based Buttercream Tres Leches with summer’s juiciest berries or spring’s plump citrus. Lean into summer’s bounty of tomatoes for salsas and soup broths, as well as varieties of cauliflower; meanwhile fall and winter will set the stage for cooking with delicious cabbage and potato. And if you’re not confident about how to customize what you cook, many recipes will let you know when something can be “freestyled” by outlining options for substituting items and using whatever ingredients are easiest for you to find. It is, after all, a very Mexican quality to be resourceful in your kitchen—ultimately making a recipe all your own.


While plants are at the heart of Mexican cooking, some dishes would not be complete without the textures and flavors of animal products like sour cream and queso fresco. But there are simple hacks to veganize these staples. Tofu Queso Fresco calls for a block of tofu, already reminiscent of queso fresco in texture, to recreate the traditional salty, spongy cheese that folds into rustic Enfrijoladas or crumbles atop Cauliflower Tostadas. While an easy swap for sour cream can be whipped up using a mixture of coconut yogurt and lemon juice (here).


These may not be your grandma or abuelita’s recipes, but they could someday become your grandchild’s comfort dishes. Plant-based Mexican cooking is its own cuisine, developed in response to a modern world, and best enjoyed free of comparison. It’s one that invites all eaters, omnivorous and herbivorous alike, to share and relish in good food. And one that reveals the magic of what can happen when we allow our traditions to shake loose from their molds.
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Keep Your Kitchen Stocked




Your prowess in the kitchen relies on the strength of your pantry arsenal. A well-stocked kitchen will allow you to build dishes with exceptional ease. Having essentials on hand such as masa harina, beans, bay leaves, fresh and dried chiles, tomato paste, and a reliable high-heat oil will equip you with the building blocks of plant-based Mexican food.


FRIDGE


TOFU


Tofu’s firm and silky textures make delicious plant-based creams, sauces, “eggs,” and cheeses possible, especially in Mexican cooking. Thanks to its neutral taste and ability to absorb flavors, you can use it to make salty cheese substitutes, or freeze and thaw it to create a meaty texture. Pressing extra firm tofu to expel excess water content can be done before use, or before and/or after freezing (see here). Freezing tofu expands its water content and changes its structure, so once it thaws it will have a spongier, dryer, and firmer texture. Some recipes call for freezing tofu, while others use refrigerated tofu as is.


HERBS


Fresh rosemary, thyme, oregano, and cilantro in particular are best to have on hand, as they are the most common cornerstone herbs in Mexican cooking. To keep them fresh, store them in a plastic or paper bag in the middle of a middle shelf in the fridge. Just before use, wash them in cold water, shaking off excess dirt, until the water runs clean. Pat dry with a kitchen towel.


OAT MILK


Oat milk’s neutral taste allows for flavor adaptability, making it compatible with just about any ingredient from savory to sweet. Its creamy texture and starchy nature make it the best whole milk substitute, and perfect to use in drinks like atole (here) and champurrado (here).


FRESH MASA


Support your local masa masters and cut your work in half by picking up a fresh batch of this dough from a local molino or tortilleria—businesses that mill fresh masa or make fresh tortillas. This is best for a recipe you’ll make the same day, but you can also refrigerate or freeze masa. Refrigerated masa keeps for up to three days if wrapped tightly in plastic wrap and kept in an airtight container. However, if you’re planning on keeping it longer than that, you can freeze it for up to three months. When working with fresh masa, remember it’s a thirsty ingredient and will likely need to be rehydrated after being refrigerated or frozen and thawed.


VEGETABLE BOUILLON


Bouillon paste and powder concentrate all the savory goodness of roasted vegetables and package it with salty umami. They condense the big flavor of broth into a teaspoon and come in extremely handy in the kitchen. Keep a jar of Better Than Bouillon paste in the fridge to instantly perk up a batch of soup or rice that needs a little more depth. It’s a time-saving Mexican household trick to keep up your sleeve.


PLANT-BASED CHEESE


From artisanal cashew-based cheeses to shredded potato-starch cheeses, these vegan substitutes have just about any flavor you might need to complete a meal. From shredded Miyoko’s mozzarella in quesadillas and on refried beans, to Follow Your Heart’s feta sprinkled on enfrijoladas, a reliable plant-based cheese will be key to tying dishes together that traditionally use dairy cheese.


PLANT-BASED BUTTER


Lard is called for in so many modern-day Mexican dishes, and cultured vegan butters, typically cashew- and/or coconut oil–based, are the best subtitute. A brand such as Miyoko’s has a rich texture that offers the ideal amount of creaminess and fattiness without distracting from the flavors of the dish.


SERRANO CHILES


These green chiles, smaller and narrower than the jalapeño, are a favorite in Mexican cooking. Their verdant and grassy flavor will be released even when they’re added whole—no chopping required—to a pot of beans. Jalapeños are their larger, less-spicy siblings; feel free to use them interchangeably.


PANTRY


BEANS


Beans, whether dried or canned, are key elements in Mexican cuisine. A big batch of cooked dried beans can stretch into many different meals throughout the week. Canned beans are great for a quick dinner, and perfect for whipping together refried beans on the fly. For dried beans, Primary Beans has an excellent selection, along with Rancho Gordo. For canned, Carmelina and Eden Beans are great options (see Resources).


TOMATO PASTE


A tube of tomato paste is the easiest way to layer a burst of acidity, earthiness, and umami into Mexican dishes that require a touch of tomato. Keep one handy for a shortcut to rich flavor.



SOY SAUCE



In the plant-based kitchen, soy sauce is critical to creating depth in dishes that typically rely on animal proteins. It provides a savory backdrop to tie together, heighten, and balance flavors.


MASA HARINA


Even if you have access to fresh masa, it’s still wise to stock up on masa harina. Its shelf life is much longer than fresh masa, and it allows you to easily whip up your own masa whenever the mood strikes. Besides, masa harina isn’t just for making masa (dough)—it’s a versatile flour for a crispy frying dredge, it can thicken sauces and drinks, and is wonderful to bake quickbreads or pastries with. Keep it in a cool, dry place for up to a year. Seek out Masienda masa harina at Whole Foods or online (see Resources).


DRIED CHILES


Dried chiles, unlike their fresh counterparts, need to be soaked and rehydrated. They can be blended into salsas, cut up and fried, or added to a big pot of beans or broth for soup. They’ve got deeper dried fruit notes than fresh chiles, and are found in all corners of Mexican cuisine. You can find dried morita, guajillo, and ancho chiles at Mexican markets, in the spice section. Depending on the recipe, you can seed a dried chile to remove the spiciness and still enjoy its flavor characteristics without burning up.


MUSHROOM POWDER


Mushrooms offer a high concentration of umami, and in powdered form they are a delicious, naturally occurring form of MSG. Use it to flavor dredges, rice, tofu, or any vegetable you roast, for a rounded, earthy flavor profile. Find this easily at your local Trader Joe’s or Whole Foods.


NEUTRAL HIGH-HEAT FRYING OIL


Frying is key to many Mexican recipes, so a high-heat oil is imperative to have in your arsenal. “High-heat oil” means it can withstand 400°F (205°C) or higher before smoking. This category of oils includes avocado, sunflower, sesame (refined, not toasted), peanut, and canola oils. When a recipe calls for avocado oil, know that any of these will do.


MAPLE SYRUP


Maple syrup works wonderfully in Mexican pastry for its similarity to piloncillo, a raw cane sugar with caramel-like and rum flavors. Look for amber grade 100 percent maple syrup.


DRIED BAY LEAVES


Bay leaves impart a peppery, menthol-like aroma to Mexican dishes. Keep a jar or bag of dried bay leaves handy for simmering a pot of beans or building a soup’s broth. Find them in the spice section of all grocery stores and Mexican markets.


















Starters



Hearty soups, salads, and a warm slice of cornbread—these simple recipes are called “entradas,” or starters. These dishes could also shine in combination with one another as a satisfying midday lunch or light dinner.


Triple-Corn Cornbread (Pan de Triple-Elote)


Shell Pasta Soup (Sopa de Conchas)


Tortilla Soup (Sopa de Tortilla)


Mom’s Vegetable Soup (Sopa de Verdura)


Chayote Cream Soup (Crema de Chayote)


Tijuana-ish Caesar Salad


Black Bean Salad (Ensalada de Frijol Negro)


Squash Blossom Tempura (Tempura de Flor de Calabaza)















Triple-Corn Cornbread


PAN DE TRIPLE-ELOTE






SERVES 4 TO 6




Cousin to the cornbread popular in the American South, this quickbread uses masa harina and cornmeal for remarkable flavor. True to Mexican-style cornbread, this calls for blending in corn kernels for texture and extra moistness.







2 tablespoons plant-based butter, plus more for serving


1 can (15 ounces/425 g) corn kernels


1 cup (135 g) bread flour


½ cup (65 g) masa harina


½ cup (65 g) medium grind yellow cornmeal


¼ cup (15 g) nutritional yeast


2 teaspoons baking powder


1 teaspoon fine sea salt


⅓ cup (80 ml) maple syrup, plus more for serving


½ cup (120 ml) fat-free oat milk, plus more if needed


1 teaspoon baking soda


1 tablespoon apple cider vinegar









Preheat the oven to 350°F (175°C). Coat the inside of a medium cast-iron skillet with the butter.


Empty the corn’s liquid into a measuring cup; you want about ¾ cup (180 ml) liquid. If there’s not enough, add water. Pour the corn liquid into a blender along with 1 cup (175 g) of the corn kernels. Blend for about 30 seconds, until the mixture is thoroughly combined. Reserve the rest of the corn kernels, about ½ cup (90 g), for later.


Add the bread flour, masa harina, cornmeal, nutritional yeast, baking powder, and salt to a medium mixing bowl and whisk until fully combined. Add the blended corn mixture, the reserved corn kernels, maple syrup, and oat milk and mix until the batter’s consistency is thick but still slightly lumpy. (Masa harina can require more hydration than regular flour, so if the batter has dry spots or is clumping together like cookie dough, add ¼ cup/60 ml more milk.) Combine the baking soda and vinegar in a small bowl and stir immediately into the batter. (The gas released will help the cornbread rise as it bakes.)


Use a silicone spatula to transfer the batter into the skillet, making sure to scrape the sides of the bowl. Smooth the surface of the batter with the spatula. Bake until the cornbread is golden and fragrant, 45 to 50 minutes, and a toothpick or knife comes out clean when inserted in the center of the cornbread. Remove from the oven and let cool for 10 to 15 minutes before slicing and serving with butter and a drizzle of maple syrup.


Store leftovers refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 5 days.
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