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To my wife, Ife; my son, Yuma;
and my daughter, Sofia



INTRODUCTION
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Some people’s memories have a sound track, an Usher jam calling to mind a rowdy birthday or a Bon Jovi song bringing back an awesome first date—instead, my memories smell like carnitas frying in a pot and garlic roasting on a comal. That’s what happens when your mom is Zarela Martinez, one of the best Mexican cooks there is.

I never forgot how powerful the flavors in the Mexican culinary arsenal are, the way just a few chipotles and a couple of garlic cloves could become something so good it could make you curse. And later in my life, the way a simple sauce could rocket my mind back to my mom’s kitchen. When she’d cook for me and my friends in New York, setting a bright green pumpkin seed sauce or sopes crowned with some mouth-searing salsa in front of us, they’d ask, their eyes wide with excitement, “Aarón, what’s that?” That? I’d think. That’s love right there.

When I was a kid, I’d ask her to make sopa seca, a sort of Mexican-style pasta. She’d fry alphabets so they’d get all nutty, and simmer them with pureed roasted tomatoes and onions, cilantro, and a little chile. But she cooked more than just Mexican food. I remember these chicken wings with pineapple, soy, ginger, and scallions. Talk about delicious! I still can’t make them quite like she does.

Whenever we visited El Paso, the border town where I was born, I was reminded how she got so damn good at cooking. I’d get giddy before those trips, because it meant I’d get to have my grandma’s beans, which are pretty much the greatest food on earth—well, aside from whatever else she made. When I got a little older, it dawned on me why it was all so delicious: she was never in a rush. Her beans would sit on the stove for what seemed like forever, getting tastier by the hour. Even after I’d learned to cook more complicated food, I never forgot how with patience and a little know-how, even the simplest dishes could be spectacular.

As a kid, I’d gaze into her pot as she stirred a deep brown mole or stare at poblanos blackening over the blue flame on the stovetop. When I got a little older, I started to chip in. At first, I was relegated to chopping vegetables. Maybe I got to put together an hors d’oeuvre. But I quickly graduated to toasting chiles, a simple but vital task. I caught on quickly—when you’re from a family of cooks, like a family of athletes, you realize that there are some things you can just do, without necessarily being taught.

When I decided to work in kitchens, I wasn’t after glory or fame. This was before the Age of the Celebrity Chef. All I knew was that I wanted to create the kind of joy that the women in my life created. But I knew I had to carve out my own path. So when I was still a teenager, I took off to New Orleans (where I swear I didn’t see one Mexican) and started working for Paul Prudhomme, the chef who put the city on the national gastronomic map. I was thrilled by the food there, the delicious gumbo of Cajun, French, Italian, Creole, Native American, and Spanish influences that was as complex and satisfying as the best moles.

Paul became my mentor. He taught me how to season food properly. He taught me to think, really think, about what goes on in your mouth when you taste food. He taught me the difference between blackening and burning. What is it? About three seconds.

I went on to cook at Patria in New York for Douglas Rodriguez, another mentor who opened my eyes to ingredients and techniques that I’d never seen before. That’s where I met and fell in love with aji amarillo, the delicious chile from Peru, and learned to make sofrito, the incredibly flavorful slow-cooked vegetables that make Cuban, Puerto Rican, and Dominican food so damn good.

The kitchen crew at Patria also taught me some life lessons. One night, I was doing my thing on the grill station. I was rocking it. Three hundred meals and zero complaints. I was pretty proud. I looked over at the sous-chef, Georgi, a guy I really respected, and said, “Hey, how come every time I mess up, you guys chew my butt like chum, but tonight I didn’t even get one compliment?” He glared at me. “This isn’t a popularity contest. When nobody says anything, that is a compliment.”

By the time I finally ran my own kitchen, I had so much to draw from, so many different chefs and eating experiences that had shaped my culinary style. The result was cooking that broke down borders, that brought together ingredients and techniques that made so much sense but had been kept apart out of habit.
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For this book, I decided to take all my incredible flavor memories and distill them into fifteen recipes, to cram all that flavor into magical sauces, purees, and pastes that you can keep in the fridge or freezer and pull out whenever you want to turn a simple collection of ingredients into a seriously tasty dinner. We’re talking an easy but amazing spice rub, a practically effortless cilantro–pumpkin seed pesto, an easy homemade dulce de leche, and much more. Each chapter begins with one of these, and what follows is a bunch of great recipes that apply it. Take my Garlic-Chipotle Love, for example, a puree of four easy-to-find ingredients that’ll become your secret weapon in the battle for good food. I zoom in on certain techniques and ingredients to make sure you’re successful, then I tell you how to store it and show you how once you’ve made it, you’re minutes away from mussels steamed with chipotle and beer; smoky, garlicky mashed potatoes; and hearty bean and butternut squash picadillo. I even show you all the ways it’ll become a part of your everyday eating, whether you spread a little on your next burger or use it to spike your next salad dressing. I’m sure you’ll come up with your own ideas as well. Then you’ll have a “whoa” moment—those fifteen recipes are your ticket to nearly one hundred dishes.

Once you’ve got an arsenal like this, your food will go from inspiring smiles and polite nods to igniting ridiculous grins and bear hugs.



garlic-chipotle love


This is one of my favorite sauces on the planet, something I’d swim in if I could. And it’s dead simple, too: you roast some garlic and blend it with canned chipotles in adobo (an incredibly delicious product available in major supermarkets, not just bodegas), cilantro, and a little lime zest. Then, papi, you’ve got a foolproof sauce that I call Garlic-Chipotle Love because it’s a distillation of one of my favorite flavor memories. The mellow sweetness of slow-roasted garlic paired with the smoky, spicy punch of these chiles always takes me back to my mom’s kitchen.

When my mom’s doing the cooking, those two fantastic flavors come together in a more traditional way. I remember watching her patiently toast the chiles and roast the garlic on a flat pan known as a comal, wondering why anyone would spend time doing this instead of watching Knight Rider. But by the time she was done, the whole house would smell, well, like love. We’d sit down to a simple dinner of, say, beans and chicken, and whatever salsa she had made with those chiles and garlic would make every bite explode with this comforting, ridiculously delicious love.

My version is built on hers and distills the same powerful flavors and aromas—with about a quarter of the effort. You could spread this sauce like butter on bread if you want, and you’ll be loving life. Even better, this easy condiment, which will keep in your fridge for weeks or in your freezer for up to a month, can become multiple dishes that everybody at your table will go crazy for, even if my mom shows up for dinner.



garlic-chipotle love


MAKES 1 CUP

1 cup canola oil

12 garlic cloves, peeled

3 tablespoons chopped canned chipotle chiles in adobo sauce

¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro

Grated zest of 1 lime

1 teaspoon salt

1. Preheat the oven to 300°F.

2. Pour the oil into a heavy ovenproof medium saucepan and add the garlic. Cover the pot with foil, put it in the oven, and cook until the garlic turns a nutty brown and is really soft (think cream cheese), about 45 minutes.

3. Remove the pot from the oven and let the garlic and oil cool to room temperature.

4. Put the garlic and the now garlic-infused oil in a food processor or blender. Add the chipotles and sauce, cilantro, lime zest, and salt and puree until the mixture is very smooth.

5. Store in the fridge in a tightly covered container for up to 2 weeks or freeze for up to a month.
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SIMPLE WAYS TO USE IT


[image: images] Give your next burger a smoky, spicy lift by spreading some on the bun, or mix it with mayo and spread that on your burger.

[image: images] A spoonful turns dull soup into eye-rollingly good stuff.

[image: images] Push those bottled salad dressings to the back of the fridge. All you need to make salad sing like Shakira is 1 tablespoon Garlic-Chipotle Love, ¼ cup olive oil, and 2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice.

[image: images] Use it as a flavor-infusing marinade for chicken, pork, or any other protein that used to run, fly, or swim.

[image: images] For an off-the-hook whole roast chicken, blend ½ cup Garlic-Chipotle Love with ½ pound (2 sticks) butter, perhaps tossing in some sturdy, pollo-friendly fresh herbs like sage, thyme, or oregano. Let the chicken come to room temperature, then spread the Love butter generously under the skin. Roast the bird in a 375°F oven for about 1½ hours.

[image: images] Make chipotle mayonnaise: In a mixing bowl, whisk together 1 cup mayonnaise, 2 tablespoons Garlic-Chipotle Love, 1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh chives, and 2 teaspoons freshly squeezed lime juice until they’re thoroughly mixed. Season with salt and pepper to taste, and chill it until you’re ready to serve it.

    GARLIC: COOK IT RIGHT

Admit it: Last time you cooked garlic, you tossed bits of it into scalding oil. You happily watched them dance around until all of a sudden they were burning (often even before the garlic was fully cooked) and you freaked out. The result was bitter nastiness. It’s cool; I see that mistake made again and again, whether people are cooking garlic in a pan or the oven. You’re not alone, and we will get through this. Here’s what you need to know: Garlic is like a good woman—you don’t ask her to spend the night right away; you have to take it slow. So start with a cold pan. Put in your oil and garlic, then put it on the burner. My recipe for Garlic-Chipotle Love applies this principle but takes it to another level. The cloves get immersed in oil, the pan gets covered in foil, and in they go to a low oven. After 45 minutes, you have these nut-brown cloves that are mellow, sweet, and as soft as cream cheese, plus lovely garlic-infused oil. (If you want to be fancy about it, you could call the result garlic confit.)

THE OIL

Of course I want you to make the entire sauce, but if you’re feeling lazy or just love garlic, you can stop after you’ve roasted the cloves. You’ll have soft, sweet garlic to spread on bread and all that garlicky oil left behind to play with. You can drizzle it over steaks, or really get jiggy and use it instead of plain old vegetable oil to make an amped-up fresh mayonnaise. You can even add spices to the oil (I love to throw in a few bay leaves, dried chiles de árbol, and fresh thyme) before simmering the garlic in it. Then once the garlic is done, you strain the oil, store the oil and garlic separately, and pat yourself on the back. Oh, and because the garlic is the main event, I use oil with a neutral flavor, such as canola. But feel free to substitute olive oil if that’s all you have in the house.

CANNED CHIPOTLES IN A DOBO

You’ll never catch me without a can of chipotles in adobo in my pantry. That’s because it’s one of the best weapons in my cooking arsenal—a machine gun of flavor, the dynamite of deliciousness. Chipotle chiles begin as fresh jalapeños, which are then smoked and dried until they look like giant reddish-purple raisins and taste so different that their name just had to change. There are a few different varieties of chipotles, including one called chipotles mecos, which are a light brown color and larger than chipotles moras. Either way, it’s an unbelievably delicious chile that’s typically toasted in a dry pan and used in salsas and other sauces. When they’re canned, these yummy buggers lounge in a tangy tomato and spice spa, and the result is ready to eat—no toasting necessary. This is the best canned product on earth—a little sweet and tangy, a lot smoky, and just spicy enough to get your lips tingling. And the best part is that it’s available in just about any supermarket from Boise to Boston.


LIME ZEST


Citrus skin is packed with aromatic oils, and I love to add it to sauces to give them an extra layer of awesomeness. The key when you zest is to make sure you’re getting the fragrant skin and not the bitter white pith. Thanks to their ultrathin blades, Microplane graters are the best tool for the task. If you don’t have one, zest away anyway, but do it carefully.

NO FOOD PROCESSOR? NO PROBLEM

The food processor effortlessly turns the ingredients of Garlic-Chipotle Love into a slightly chunky paste. But if you don’t have one, don’t sweat it! Put all the components except for the oil on a cutting board and start chopping them up with a nice, heavy knife. When it’s all chopped pretty fine, use the flat side of the blade to mush and scrape it against the board. Keep alternating—chopping and mushing, chopping and mushing—until you have a pretty smooth, rust-colored paste. Then transfer it to a bowl and gradually add the oil, stirring like a madman as you do.

STORE IT

Sure, you can whip up Garlic-Chipotle Love when you’re ready to make my Mussels with Beer or Smoky Black Bean Sauce, but there’s no reason to wait. I want you to have this lying around so that when you’re ready to cook, you’ll reach into your fridge past the ketchup and mustard and mayo to something even tastier. So make it now, because it’ll keep in your refrigerator in a plastic storage container for up to two weeks or in a freezer bag for up to a month. Or freeze it in ice cube trays, and once it’s frozen, put the cubes in freezer bags—that way, you can use a little bit at a time, straight from the freezer.
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mussels with beer and garlic-chipotle love


Mussels and beer already make a killer combo. You can thank the Belgians for coming up with it. But just a tablespoon of my Garlic-Chipotle Love takes the partnership to a whole new level. The smokiness and heat go so well with the beer (don’t you dare think brews aren’t taken seriously south of the border) that you’ll forget about the Belgians and start praising me and my fellow Mexican cooks!

SERVES 4 AS AN APPETIZER

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

1 small red onion, thinly sliced

1 large tomato, seeded and thinly sliced

1 tablespoon Garlic-Chipotle Love

2 cups Mexican dark beer

1 pound mussels, debearded and scrubbed

Salt

Toasted bread or warmed tortillas, for serving

Cilantro leaves, picked off their stems, for garnish

1. Heat the olive oil over medium heat in a large skillet with a lid. Add the onion and tomato and cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion is soft and translucent, about 8 minutes.

2. Stir in the Garlic-Chipotle Love and beer. Add the mussels, cover the skillet, and cook until the mussels open. Discard any that don’t open after 10 minutes. Season with salt to taste.

3. Serve in shallow bowls with plenty of toasted bread or warm tortillas for dipping. Garnish with fresh cilantro leaves.
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pomegranate and roasted pepper salsa for raw oysters


If you really want to party with oysters, you have to know when to ditch the cocktail sauce. This salsa is so much more lively—a little tart, a touch sweet, with some smoky, spicy love. It takes almost no time to make. Then you pop open those bad boys, or have your fish store open them for you, and you’re good to go. Big thanks to the cohost of my first Food Network show, Alex Garcia, for helping me dream this up!

MAKES ABOUT 2½ CUPS, ENOUGH FOR 3 DOZEN OYSTERS

3 pomegranates

6 medium red bell peppers

1 tablespoon Garlic-Chipotle Love

1 medium red onion, very finely chopped

1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh mint leaves

2 tablespoons olive oil

Juice of 2 limes

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Cut the pomegranates into quarters and remove the seeds. The easiest way to do this is to peel back the rind on each quarter, pulling off the inner membrane to let the seeds fall into a bowl. Reserve a small handful for garnish. Extract the juice from the rest of the pomegranate seeds by putting the seeds in a sieve over a bowl and pressing down with a large spoon. Discard the naked seeds.

2. Turn three of your stove’s burners to medium-high. Place 2 bell peppers on each burner and roast them, turning them occasionally with tongs, until they’re charred all over and soft but not mushy, about 7 minutes. Transfer them to a big bowl or soup pot, cover it tightly with plastic wrap, and let the peppers steam for 10 minutes.

3. Peel the peppers (do not rinse off the skins), cut out the stems, and get rid of the seeds and veins. Finely chop the roasted peppers and add them to the pomegranate juice.

4. Stir in the Garlic-Chipotle Love, onion, mint, olive oil, and lime juice. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Serve the sauce alongside oysters on the half shell. Garnish with the reserved seeds. The sauce can be stored tightly covered in the refrigerator for up to 4 days.

NOTE: If you don’t have a gas stove, put your peppers on a baking sheet and cook them under the broiler until they char, turning several times, about 10 minutes all together.
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bean and butternut squash picadillo


This hearty combo of vegetables, with a little bacon and my Garlic-Chipotle Love in there to rev up the flavor, is so easy to make. Serve it along with a little rice and maybe some salsa, and you’ve got yourself a kick-ass meal.

SERVES 6

¼ pound (4 or 5 slices) thick-cut bacon, chopped

1 medium white onion, finely chopped

1 large red bell pepper, stemmed, seeded, and coarsely chopped

2 garlic cloves, very finely chopped

2 quarts chicken stock (low-sodium store-bought is fine)

1 medium butternut squash (about ¾ pound), peeled, seeded, and cut into ½-inch cubes

One 28-ounce can or two 15-ounce cans black-eyed peas, drained and rinsed

2 tablespoons Garlic-Chipotle Love, or more to taste

1½ cups corn kernels, fresh or frozen

¼ cup thinly sliced fresh basil leaves

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Cook the bacon in a medium stockpot or Dutch oven over medium heat until it’s lightly browned and has rendered its fat, about 5 minutes. Add the onion, bell pepper, and garlic and cook until the onion is tender and translucent, about 6 minutes. Pour in the chicken stock and add the squash cubes. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and simmer, stirring occasionally, until the squash is tender, 15 to 20 minutes.

2. Add the black-eyed peas, Garlic-Chipotle Love, and corn. Simmer until the picadillo has thickened and the flavors come together, about 12 minutes.

3. Stir in the basil and salt and pepper to taste. Divide among six bowls, and serve with rice and salsa.
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smoky black bean sauce


Hey, there’s nothing wrong with serving beans in a bowl. But turning them into a smooth, smoky sauce makes for an easy, elegant change of pace. I love to serve it with Chiles Rellenos or Grilled Pork Tenderloin, but the possibilities are endless.

MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

½ cup chopped white onion

½ cup Garlic-Chipotle Love

1 tablespoon dried whole oregano (preferably Mexican)

2 cups drained black beans (cooked yourself or rinsed canned)

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Heat the olive oil in a medium saucepan over medium heat. Add the onion, Garlic-Chipotle Love, and oregano and cook, stirring occasionally, for 5 minutes.

2. Add the black beans and ½ cup water, stir well, and cook for another 5 minutes.

3. Puree the mixture in a blender until it’s smooth. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Store leftovers tightly covered in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.

 

    
chipotle-garlic mashed potatoes


Nothing goes better with mashed potatoes than my Garlic-Chipotle Love. Okay, maybe butter, so I added that, too.

SERVES 6

1 whole head garlic

1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

6 large russet potatoes (about 2½ pounds)

1 cup whole milk

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter

¼ cup Garlic-Chipotle Love

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Cut about ¼ inch off the top of the head of garlic and place the head, cut side up, on the center of a square of foil. Drizzle it with the olive oil and sprinkle it with salt and pepper. Wrap the head tightly in the foil and roast in the oven until the garlic is tender and caramelized, 50 minutes to 1 hour. Remove from the oven, unwrap, and let cool to room temperature.

2. While the garlic is roasting, peel the potatoes and cut them into quarters. Put the potatoes into a large saucepan, cover them with cold water, and add 1 teaspoon salt. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and simmer until the potatoes are tender, about 15 minutes. Drain the potatoes and put them back in the saucepan.

3. Heat the milk and butter in the microwave or in a small saucepan until just hot, not boiling. Squeeze the softened garlic into the potatoes and use a potato masher or a hand mixer to mash the potatoes and garlic together, whipping in the milk and butter and the Garlic-Chipotle Love. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Serve at once.

NOTE: If you need to hold the potatoes, smooth the surface and pour a ¼-inch layer of hot milk over the top. Cover the saucepan and keep the potatoes warm on the back of the stove. Just before serving, beat in the additional milk.
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