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    To My Wife Millie

     

    For more than sixty years my loving companion, without whom my life would have little meaning.

  


  
    Introduction

    It all started many years ago, when I was a guest for lunch at the Pink Adobe Restaurant in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Surrounded by thick adobe walls and Southwestern ambience, I was served a trio of dishes made from chiles, beans, and corn, dressed with green chile sauce and cheese—and I was hooked. It was an instant love affair that has lasted over forty years. The clear assertive flavors and bright colors coupled with a sassy heat gave me an appetite and true appreciation for this festive food, known throughout the world as “New Mexico Cuisine.” My first cookbook of New Mexico recipes, New Mexico Cooking: Southwest Flavors of the Past and Present, was published in 1994 and has been out of print for several years. Since then I have written two other cookbooks, including the best-selling Red or Green: New Mexico Cuisine. This new cookbook, my fourth, features dozens of new recipes designed for today’s quick-and-convenient lifestyle, as well as a few traditional ones carefully selected from New Mexico Cooking. I have included some quick recipes as well as some that require time and patience. Each has its place: you will find, as I have, that the more you prepare this cuisine, the more you will want to be challenged.

    Traditional New Mexico food is based on Pueblo Indian cuisine, historically a combination of chiles, corn, beans, squash, wild fruits, nuts, and game meat. Many consider it to be America’s oldest culinary heritage, with roots that can be traced back to the Ancestral Puebloans who inhabited the Four Corners area around a thousand years ago. As what was to become New Mexico slowly became populated with people from other cultures, the food underwent corresponding changes. This began with the arrival of the Spaniards in the early 1500s. They found the indigenous Pueblo Indians cleverly using nearly all of the edible plants and animals available. The Spaniards brought chickens, pigs, cattle, olives, grapes, rice, sugar, wheat, ground cinnamon, and a variety of other spices. Later, in the mid-1800s, the French influence blended with the Spanish and Indian to create a rich, delicate, very diverse—yet distinctive—style. Today, the rich fusion of many culinary traditions and the innovations of modern chefs have given us a cuisine that is a blend of Pueblo Indian, Spanish, Mexican, Tex-Mex, Cowboy Chuck Wagon, French, and Mediterranean influences. The surprising result of the melding of these traditional ethnic and imported specialties in unusual varieties and combinations is a cuisine found nowhere else in the world. New Mexico cuisine is distinctly different from that of other Southwestern areas, even from the neighboring states of Texas and Arizona.

    Chile Peppers

    The Fire in New Mexico Cooking

    The chile pepper, the fire in New Mexico cooking, is a vegetable, not a spice. I will never forget the delightful smell of roasting chiles I encountered during my first trip to one of several chile pepper farms just outside Roswell, New Mexico. Here folks create strings of the brilliant-red chiles, called ristras, and hang them to dry outside their homes as signs of welcome or decoration. Hanging in the kitchens of some homes are strings of chiles used for everyday cooking. They just pluck one off and grind it up as a food additive for everything from pizza to a topping for hors d’oeuvres. Images of these colorful peppers are found on everything from Christmas decorations to men’s underwear.

    Health Benefits of Chile Peppers

    In addition to decorating homes and enhancing the flavor of foods, chile peppers apparently have many relatively unknown health benefits. Capsaicin (8-methyl-N-vanillyl-6-nonenamide) is the chemical substance found in all chile peppers. This oily orange-colored acid, found in the seeds and veins, gives the chile pepper its piquancy, which can range from innocent to outright incendiary. When ingested, the capsaicin stimulates a release of endorphins, the body’s natural painkillers, resulting in a sensation of pleasure. This feeling of well-being can become addictive and explains the reason why chile lovers must have their fix, and the more chiles they eat, the more they crave. Topical application also appears to be helpful in pain relief, because capsaicin inhibits substance P, an amino acid peptide associated with pain.

    Every year new healthful properties of chiles continue to be discovered. Several studies suggest that capsaicin can prevent cancer development by depriving cancer cells of oxygen, and recent experiments indicate that capsaicin may also be very useful in the treatment of diabetic neuropathy (nerve pain) and may lower blood sugar.

    Another surprise discovery is for people who suffer from ulcers and have traditionally been advised to avoid spicy foods. New research indicates capsaicin may provide protection against peptic ulcers and may also protect gastric-mucosal membranes against damage from alcohol and aspirin.

    Chile peppers can even help people lose weight. Recent research indicates that chiles, low in calories and high in potassium, speed up your metabolism and help you burn calories. They also add a lot of flavor without any fat. Chiles also serve as a preservative in frozen or cooked meat dishes and are an excellent source of vitamins A and C. As the pods ripen and redden, the carotene (vitamin A) and ascorbic acid (vitamin C) increase.

    Varieties of Chile Peppers

    Today more chile peppers are grown and consumed than any other seasoning ingredient in the world. A common misconception is that all are hot; this is far from the truth. There are hundreds of varieties of chiles with differing flavors and heat levels, due primarily to differences in soil types and climatic conditions. Some peppers even have similar names, which adds to the confusion. For example the ancho chile is dried poblano. The same chile in California is called pasilla.

    Dr. Roy Nakayama of New Mexico State University developed the following hotness guide. It lists chile peppers ranging from 1, the lowest or coolest, to 10, the highest or hottest. Here are the top ten commercially available varieties. I do not include the sensational Bhut Jolokia from Assam, India, because this, the hottest of all chiles, is not yet readily available here in the United States.

    10. Habanero, Scotch bonnet, Bahamian

    9. Santaca

    8. Tabasco, serrano

    7. Jalapeño

    6. Española, cayenne (hotter)

    5. Sandia

    4. Hot Ancho

    3. Numex Big Jim

    2. Rio Grande

    1. New Mexico #6, formerly known as Anaheim

    Heat can be adjusted in any recipe by using a type of chile higher or lower on the heat scale. New Mexicans want the chile flavor, not just the heat, although many do seem to have a higher threshold of “pain” than, say, New Englanders. Believe me, each type of chile has its own distinctive taste. New Mexico recipes often mix chiles, allowing one to enjoy the different taste sensations provided by each, alone and in combination. Also, in general red and green chiles differ in flavor. The mature red chile has a richer, warmer flavor than the immature green version of the same chile.

    Preparation of Chile Peppers

    Whenever possible, use fresh chile peppers. Proper preparation is the key to maintaining the best flavor. Chiles have an outer skin (Mother Nature’s cellophane), which must be blistered and charred to separate it from the flesh. Best for roasting chiles is an outdoor barbecue grill. Because it takes as long to char one chile as it does a dozen or so, you should prepare a batch at a time; a bushel can be done in an hour or so. If you are only roasting a few, you can use your kitchen broiler.

    Slit each chile with a small knife to allow steam to escape during the roasting. Turn the chiles as needed, because the entire skin needs to blister. Try not to disturb the flesh underneath. After the chiles are charred evenly, remove them from the grill and place them in a heavy plastic bag. Seal the top of the bag with a twist tie and allow them to sit for at least twenty minutes. As they cool, the internal steam loosens the skin from the flesh. The more delicate varieties, such as the poblanos, should be dipped in cold water when taken from the grill to stop the cooking action. Then peel them immediately. An alternate peeling method is the use of hot oil to blister the skin. Heat the oil to 275°F (135°C) and place the chiles in the hot oil for one minute or until the chiles are fully blistered. Remove from the oil and peel. They will not have the roasted flavor but are preferred by some people.

    Freshly gathered chiles peel quite easily and can be stored in a plastic bag in the refrigerator, where they will stay fresh for up to two weeks. If you plan to freeze the chiles for later use—and they do freeze well—freeze them with charred skin in place. If you plan to use the chiles whole, slit them along the side and carefully remove the inner white veins. A pair of small scissors will do the job. If you plan to puree, strip or chop the chiles, you should remove the stems, seeds, and veins.

    A word of caution: When dealing with the hotter chile varieties you must not be faint of heart, but it is always wise to take a few precautions. The capsaicin oil, the stuff that makes them hot, is primarily located in the seeds and the veins. Contact with them can be painful. Therefore, use rubber gloves during the preparation to protect your hands from “chile burn” and avoid spreading the irritating oil to the eyes, mouth, or nose. You also may need to protect your eyes and nose from the vapors, which can cause coughing and sneezing.

    Today cooking with chiles can be great fun regardless of where you live. A number of farmers’ markets and supermarkets throughout the United States now offer both green and red fresh chiles. They should be used or processed within three to five days. Dried and packaged chiles keep much longer and are becoming easier to find each year; in fact, they can be ordered by mail anywhere in the United States (see “Where to Buy Chiles,” page 182). Many national chains, such as Whole Foods, are beginning to carry chile products.

    Chile vs. Chili

    Many people confuse the word “chile” with the word “chili.” Chile spelled with an “e” is the vegetable itself. Chili spelled with an “i” is a mixture of spices along with one or more varieties of chile peppers and meat. Sometimes beans are added, but to a real connoisseur, chili is only spices and meat, usually pork. Because of its popularity, I have included a number of chili recipes and an additional collection of dishes that use chili as an ingredient. Wherever I have suggested one of my chili recipes, feel free to substitute your favorite chili, either homemade or canned. There is no question that one of New Mexico’s major contributions to American cuisine is chili.

    In 1967, a famous chili duel was fought between the late humorist, H. Allen Smith, author of many books and the article “Nobody Knows More About Chili Than I Do,” and Wick Fowler. Over a thousand spectators attended this duel, held in the remote town of Terlingua, Texas. This was the start of a national phenomenon, the “chili cook-off.” Today, hundreds of service clubs, national organizations, and local groups use cook-offs as money-raising events in cities across the country. It is estimated that three quarters of a million people attend these events each year.

    “Chilimania” is not, as some might think, a masochistic desire to punish oneself, but rather an influence of today’s immigrants with their dynamic population mix. Many of these new Americans come from Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, Asia or Africa, and they have one thing in common: for centuries, the flavors of their typically bland, inexpensive foods have been enhanced with chile peppers of one kind or another.

    Corn

    That Amazing Maize

    Kernels of corn dating to approximately 360 BC have been discovered in New Mexico’s “Bat Cave” (Carlsbad Caverns) in the southeastern part of the state. According to archaeologists, corn was cultivated as early as AD 217 by the Southwest Basketmaker culture. Corn is still considered to be the essence of life by many Pueblo Indians. Believed to have a magical sacredness, it has both religious and symbolic significance to Pueblo peoples. Many tribal ceremonies still call for cornmeal as a prayer offering to the gods, and many Puebloans still scatter cornmeal in their prayer ceremonies to celebrate birth, death, sunrise, and sunset.

    New Mexico is home to two dozen varieties of corn, with colors ranging from white to blue and from yellow to bright red. Each of these colors has significance to Pueblo Indians. Sweet yellow is eaten roasted on the cob. To make flour, hominy, tamales, and bread, white is used. The blue variety is frequently used for tortillas, baking, and drinks. Red is used for piki, a brittle bread that was the predecessor of today’s tortilla and is still made by the Hopi.

    New Mexico cooks use corn in many ways. Hominy, a dried corn processed with lime in water, is used to make traditional dishes such as posole, a favorite New Year’s Day good-luck dish. Cornmeal is made from the nutritious part of the corn kernel, the endosperm. It can be yellow, white, or blue.

    Although corn is dried all over the Southwest, in New Mexico these kernels are called chicos. They are small and wrinkled in appearance, and, if the corn was roasted before drying, they can be very dark as well. When they are cooked, usually in combination with beans (a handful to a pot), they swell up to their former size and taste like freshly smoked corn. They also can be cooked alone, but as they are very labor intensive to produce, this preparation method is more rare. In this cookbook, I have stayed away from using chicos because this type of corn is so difficult to obtain outside the Southwest.

    The tortilla was originally an Aztec invention, which the Spanish found when they came to what is now Mexico. To prepare tortillas, kernels of corn are soaked in water that contains lime to make the skins come off. Then the softened kernels are ground into smooth dough called masa and patted into thin round cakes.

    Corn’s simple carbohydrate structure was the primary leg of many Native Americans’ food triad. Cultivated corn, often processed with wood ash, also provided those who consumed it with iron and improved their amino-acid balance. They rarely suffered from pellagra, as did many who ate non-corn-based diets.

    Because corn requires little or no care after planting, it could be grown in an appropriate location, usually on the flat, rich soil near a stream, and return only in the fall to harvest what had survived the animals’ and Mother Nature’s scourges. This was a great benefit for nomadic tribes: because the corn was self-sustaining, they were free to roam, hunting for game, berries, and plants.

    Corn, the primary ingredient of many nations’ food chains, is one of our most important cash crops today. The United States produces over half of the world’s supply of this versatile, nutritious food.

    Beans

    Sustenance from a Pod

    Many credit the bean for the start of community living in the Southwest. Because beans require more care and tending than corn, the planting of beans meant the end of the nomadic roaming of the Southwest Indians. The bean provided complex carbohydrates, which balanced the simple carbohydrates of corn in their diet. This combination, we now recognize, was critical to survival, as the increasing population of the Southwest made game more scarce. Squash added a third element: oil from its seeds. Those with access to corn, beans, squash seeds, piñon nuts, chiles, wild berries, and plants, had the eight essential amino acids necessary for a well-balanced diet.

    While all of these foods were important to the diet of Southwest Indians, no single food was more important to the development of the West than the bean. From chuck-wagon cook to gold miner, homesteader to railroad gandy dancer driving his metal pikes, this little bundle of carbohydrates, protein, and fiber was critical. Beans, sustenance in a pod, were to a New Mexican what potatoes were to the Irish, rice was to the Chinese, or pasta was to the Italian. It was the staple—cornerstone, if you will—of his diet. With the addition of many different varieties to augment the little speckled brown pinto bean that improves in flavor every time you heat it, today beans are no less important to Southwest cuisine than they were more than three hundred years ago. The pinto bean is the most commonly used bean in New Mexico cuisine; however, other beans are popular. The purple striated Anasazi, my personal favorite, is steadily gaining popularity.

    It was common for the Indian farmers to plant corn and squash, then add beans in the same row. As the corn reached a few inches high, the beans would use the corn as beanpoles. The corn plant then shaded the squash. The squash leaves, an ideal ground cover, conserved any valuable moisture that happened along.

    There are many schools of thought when it comes to cooking beans. Some soak the dry beans overnight; others say there is no need to pre-soak them at all. Choose whatever method suits you best from the following three options.

    If you do not plan to soak them overnight, wash two cups of beans, remove the debris or broken bad beans and add eight cups of distilled or purified water. Remove any beans that float to the top. Add two tablespoons of bacon grease, oil of choice, or lard, and two cloves of garlic. Bring to a boil in a large kettle, cover, and simmer for three to four hours, adding boiling water as needed. Keep water level slightly higher than the top of the beans. Continue cooking until they are tender. Add a tablespoon of salt before serving.

    Soaking beans cuts the cooking time. To soak beans, wash two cups and remove any debris, broken or bad beans. Cover with cold water and remove any beans that float to the top. Then let them sit overnight. Drain and rinse well. Place in a kettle and add bacon grease, oil, or lard. Bring to a boil and cover. Simmer for one and a half to two hours or until tender.

    I prefer to use a pressure cooker, which is the quickest method of all. I use two cups of washed and sorted beans and place eight cups of distilled or purified water in a pressure cooker. Next I bring water to a gentle boil for about ten minutes and then add the bacon grease. I remove the cooker from the heat, put the lid on and let the beans sit for about two hours. One hour before I intend to serve, I add two tablespoons of salt, then cover the cooker and bring it to fifteen pounds of pressure for twelve minutes, after which I remove the cooker from the stove and allow the pressure to drop naturally.

    If you regularly have problems cooking beans to the desired tenderness within the specified cooking times, it is probably because your water is hard. High concentrations of minerals in your water will interfere with the chemical and physical changes that are supposed to occur in beans during soaking and cooking. I always use distilled or purified water when I cook or soak beans.

    Tortillas

    The Southwest Bread of Life

    No other food product is as versatile as the tortilla. Corn or flour, this staple of most New Mexican cooking is its most important ingredient. With no refrigeration, being able to use dried food during the winter months was critical to Southwest Indians’ survival. Corn, because it stores well and can be ground quickly, was ideal. It was ground into masa, then formed and shaped by hand into flat, round, thin pancakes. Tortillas were used as food scoops and wrappers for a variety of recipes using chiles, corn, and beans.

    Today, an endless variety of recipes—tacos, burritos, chimichangas, enchiladas, quesadillas, flautas, tostadas—all depend on these little thin cakes of corn or flour for their existence. Along with red or green sauces, salsa, and toppings, they are the heart and soul of New Mexico cuisine.

    Making tortillas is an art form and watching someone pat them out and make a nice, neat, flat cylindrical stack is a pleasure. Fortunately, quality tortillas are available in almost every market that offers other bread products. But just in case you wish to make your own tortillas, I have included instructions.

    A Note to Vegetarians

    Our cuisine is basically very simple and easily adapted to the needs of vegetarians, since it uses corn, beans, chiles, squash, and nuts. Using canola oil and other healthy substitutes for animal fat easily changes traditional New Mexican foods into vegetarian-friendly meals. In many cases, depending on the recipe, meat can be eliminated, since beans, nuts, seeds, chickpeas, and corn, important ingredients of our cuisine, are great sources of protein. Also, chiles and dried beans are high in iron, and regular or low-fat dairy products provide needed calcium.

    A Message from the Author

    Over the years I’ve had the privilege of meeting many fascinating folks who share my love of the Land of Enchantment, and I have been proud to share my knowledge of this unique cuisine with them. I expect you will find, as they have, that once you experience the joyful adventure of New Mexico cooking, most other cuisines will seem bland and unexciting by comparison.

    Working on this new cookbook has once again been a pleasure. I have enjoyed every minute of it, and, as I describe each recipe, I remember with pleasure the wonderful folks who shared it with me. I would especially like to thank Nellie Fields, Marge Sanchez, and Yolanda Martinez. All these ladies are cooks of extraordinary talents who have graciously shared their knowledge and recipes. My culinary studies have taught me a great deal about the variety of people who call this beautiful land their home—which is also the homeland of many Native American tribes, for whom I have also gained a deep appreciation.

    Along with the recipes, I have included a number of “notes” for your enjoyment. New Mexico has one of the most unique histories and cultures in the United States. I hope you enjoy these little bits of information and learn a little more about this unusual state and its cuisine. In my research I have found these tidbits to be both engaging and appealing, and I wanted to share some of them with you.

    It is my belief that there is no such thing as ownership of recipes—they are to be shared and enjoyed. Each must stand on its own. I have done my best to present you with those I consider special in some way or another. I hope you find them as interesting and pleasing to your palate as I have. I personally know each to be worthy of your efforts.

    So, what are you waiting for? Head for the kitchen and try them out. Meanwhile, from the Land of Enchantment—mucho gusto!

    Clyde Casey

    Roswell, New Mexico

     

  


  
    Appetizers

    For many years a crisp, fresh tortilla chip dipped in a sassy salsa has been the dominant appetizer of New Mexico. This treat is served as a prelude to a typical meal in almost every restaurant in the Land of Enchantment. For your enjoyment, later in this cookbook, I have included an entire section devoted to salsas. In this chapter are some other appetizers you will enjoy serving.

    Please try my Josefinas for your next party. Make sure you fix a large amount, as these treats will be a sure hit. If you add my Corn and Pecan Dip, make sure you have copies of the recipe ready for your guests. I’ve given away more copies than I can count since I first tasted this dip at an art show in Taos, years ago.

    Avocado Dip

    One of the problems with avocados, as well as many other fruits, is browning once they are peeled or bruised. The use of lemon juice or chilling below 40°F (4°C) will slow down the enzyme action that causes the browning.

    3 medium avocados

    2 tablespoons lemon juice

    ½ teaspoon salt

    ¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

    1 cup dairy sour cream

    ½ cup mayonnaise

    1¼-ounce package taco seasoning mix

    1 21-ounce can bean dip, plain or jalapeño

    1 cup green onions, chopped

    3 tomatoes, seeded and chopped

    1 7-ounce can chopped and pitted black olives

    2 cups sharp cheddar cheese, shredded

    tortilla chips

    1. In a medium-size bowl, peel, pit, and mash avocados. Mix in lemon juice, salt, and pepper.

    2. In a separate bowl, combine sour cream, mayonnaise, and taco seasoning.

    3. To assemble, spread bean dip on a large shallow platter.

    4. Spoon avocado mixture over bean dip. Top with dairy sour cream and taco mixture.

    5. Sprinkle with chopped onions, tomatoes, and olives.

    6. Cover with shredded cheese. Serve with tortilla chips.

    Makes 7 cups.

    When shopping for lemons, choose ones with the smoothest skins. They are juicer and have a better flavor. If you submerge a lemon in hot water for fifteen minutes before you squeeze it, you will get almost twice the amount of juice. Lemons can be kept for up to a month in your refrigerator if you sprinkle them with water and keep them in a sealed plastic bag.

    Bean and Cheddar Dip

    A delicious dip sure to be a hit at your next party. If you can find them, substitute white Aztec beans for the pinto beans.

    ½ cup mayonnaise

    1 15-ounce can of pinto beans, drained and mashed

    1 cup cheddar cheese, shredded

    1 4-ounce can of New Mexico green chiles, drained and chopped, OR 3 to 5 fresh or frozen New Mexico green chiles, roasted, peeled, seeded, deveined, and chopped

    ¼ teaspoon of your favorite hot sauce

    1. Preheat oven to 350ºF (175ºC).

    2. In a glass bowl, stir together all ingredients until well mixed.

    3. Spoon into small ovenproof dish.

    4. Bake uncovered for 30 minutes or until bubbly.

    Makes 1½ cups.

    In 1821, the Santa Fe Trail was established by the arrival of Captain William Becknell of Missouri as he led a small string of pack animals into the Santa Fe Plaza. Wagon trains began to roll in with trade goods shortly thereafter. The Santa Fe Trail became an international trade route between the United States and Mexico. After the acquisition of the Southwest, this vital trail helped open up the region to U.S. economic development, playing a critical role in the expansion of the United States into the West. This vital commercial highway served the West until the railroads came into Santa Fe in 1880.

     

    Caramelized Carnitas Burritos

    This is an interesting dish that can be offered as an appetizer or as an entrée. Carnitas are little pieces of meat, generally pork.

    1½ pounds boneless pork shoulder

    2 tablespoons packed brown sugar

    1 tablespoon tequila

    1 tablespoon dark molasses

    ½ teaspoon salt

    ¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

    2 garlic cloves, minced

    ½ cup water

    ½ cup green onions, chopped

    6 warmed flour tortillas

    1. Cut pork into 1-inch cubes. Place in a single layer in a 10-inch skillet.

    2. Top with remaining ingredients, except for green onions.

    3. Bring to a rolling boil; reduce heat.

    4. Simmer, uncovered, stirring occasionally, until water has evaporated and pork is slightly caramelized, about 35 minutes.

    5. Sprinkle with green onions and serve as filling for warmed tortillas.

    Makes 6 servings.

    At one time in the early 1900s, British entrepreneur Fred Harvey operated a dozen Harvey Houses here in New Mexico. These establishments featured good eats and smart service and were renowned for fresh pies, hot coffee, and an attractive work force of young women. It is said that twenty thousand Harvey girls left the company to marry cowboys and ranchers, which produced four thousand babies who grew up to be named Fred or Harvey, sometimes both. Will Rogers once said that Fred Harvey and his “girls” “kept the West in food and wives.”

     

    Chile Cheese Appetizer

    I serve this often and it’s always a hit. It’s easy to prepare, and you can easily control the heat level by the variety or quantity of chiles you use. Most grocers carry mild, medium, or hot canned green chiles.
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