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I am grateful to Mexico for its innumerable culinary gifts—chiles, tortillas, agave spirits, chocolate, vanilla, and so much more deliciousness—but mostly for its beautiful people. May these gifts keep coming.

To my husband, John, a curator of Mexican hot sauces. After twenty-five years, I am learning not to take personally the spicy blanket you cover every dish with before you’ve even taken a bite. You keep life spicy and always fun. Xo
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INTRODUCTION

My maiden tequila experience is too typical: Late ’80s, high school spring break. Cancun. Tourist hole-in-the-wall. No ID required. Catering to the clientele, bartenders served tequila in Day-Glo toilet bowl–size margaritas, or as shots to be slammed in one cringe-worthy gulp after a lick of salt or a sweaty neck, with the requisite lime-wedge pacifier to quell any potential heave. Thank God there were no cell phones back then. The experience had zero to do with taste, any way you define it. It was a means to an end. In those days, tequila (if what was poured even was tequila) was maligned or misused by bar goer and bartender alike, and north of the border it was mostly misunderstood.

My introduction to tacos was considerably tamer. I can’t say when I first sampled one, but as the child of proud Texans who summered at a family cabin in the mountains of northeastern New Mexico, I’d like to say it was something authentic and special. Instead, what I remember is that whether I was at home, the school cafeteria, a fast-food drive-thru or a mom-and-pop Mexican restaurant, tacos all came the same way—a canoe of crisp corn cradling taco-seasoned meat, shredded cheese, a nest of lettuce, cubes of tomato, sour cream, and the redundant “spicy picante sauce” that was rarely that. I considered it fancy if a few sliced black olives appeared. Now, I won’t lie. I really liked those tacos as I did sloppy Joes and Frito pie. They were greasy, savory, simple, and satisfying in a way I can still appreciate. My parents raised their eyebrows when I ordered tacos at restaurants like Santa Fe’s Pink Adobe or Lambert’s of Taos, so I would demur and order the green chile stew or blue corn enchiladas instead. If we were at Mexican Inn Cafe or Joe T. Garcia’s in Dad’s hometown of Fort Worth, I was urged to “be more adventurous” than a taco. Catering to American tastes then, these gringo tacos (anglicized versions of Mexico’s rolled and fried tacos dorados) were like chicken fingers… mostly all the same.

After college in Texas and a handful of years in DC, I spent the rest of the ’90s living in San Francisco attending culinary school, working for a cookbook publisher, and helping launch one of the first major cooking websites. My decade there revolved around food and too much fun. Burritos were the thing… big fat daddies from favorite spots like Gordo’s on Clement, Zona Rosa on Haight, or Taqueria Cancun in the Mission. They were easily two full-size meals rolled in a manhole-size flour tortilla, but so delicious and dangerously easy to devour before their immense size registered in your stomach. It was just too much, so I started ordering tacos. These weren’t the tacos of my childhood, they were classic Mexican street tacos: small corn tortillas griddled on a smoking comal, topped with meat, queso fresco, nuggets of raw white onion, and a scattering of cilantro leaves. Have one or three. Order as you go. After my years mastering the art of French cooking at Tante Marie’s Cooking School and working on a stream of fancy cookbooks, these tacos were a necessary reminder of how the thoughtful combination of just a few ingredients can be quite deliciously enough. To me the taco is meal perfection.
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Skip ahead to the new century, my friend and former colleague was regularly teaching cooking classes at Rancho La Puerta, a chic spa on the Baja Peninsula. She tagged me as her free plus-one a couple of times, which was like winning the luxe lotto. One trip, a few of us ventured off the ranch and into the town of Tecate for an authentic Mexican meal at the restaurant Asao. It was there I experienced my first tequila flight—a sampling of one maker’s blanco, reposado, and añejo tequilas. Wait, THIS was tequila?! Sensing my enthusiasm, I suppose, the waiter delivered a shallow clay copita brimming with mezcal—mostly ordered by locals then. With one resinous, woodsy sip, a portal to a spirited new frontier had been opened for me to explore.

Chalk it up to star chefs, food television, farm-to-table, or eat-out culture, but today tequila and tacos are riding a tsunami. Agave spirits are sipped, savored, sought, and collected. Flights are poured and flavor notes pondered. Distillers tinker with technique and taste and keep methods top secret. Tequilerias and mezcalerias are becoming as common as whiskey and wine bars. And like never before, bartenders are building inventive cocktails using both familiar and lesser known agave spirits—tequila, mezcal, raicilla, bacanora, sotol, and pulque—that highlight rather than mask agave’s distinctive flavors.

I’d venture to guess that as salsa displaced ketchup as the reigning condiment in America in the 1990s, tacos eclipsed hot dogs as America’s favorite street food long ago too—if not in actual volume, certainly in popular fashion. Whether eaten out of hand from a corner cart or enjoyed after a long-awaited reservation, today we have the luxury of finding tacos served any way we like: wrapped in a corn tortilla, flour tortilla, or a gluten-free, grain-free, paleo, keto lettuce leaf. We can take the traditional trail with al pastor, guisado, barbacoa, or carnitas fillings, follow a fine-dining path with short rib, Brussels sprout, or lobster tacos, or go for a global spin and relish salmon poke in a crisp nori shell or curried cauliflower folded in Indian paratha bread. Throughout this book you will sometimes find a specific brand of product noted or distiller called out. Know that this is the preference of the chef or bartender who contributed the recipe. Always feel free to use whatever brands of these ingredients and products you prefer.

Though I am an expert of nothing, I am a lifelong gustatory adventurer willing to try pretty much anything. And if I love something, I soak up all I can about it, sample it wherever I find it, learn how to make it, and love sharing it. That’s what these Guides to Spirited Pairings are all about—honing in on what’s hot in the world of food and drink, discovering the people and places doing delicious things in a category, and then collecting their stories and recipes so that anyone can re-create and experience the drink and dish. Today, the world truly is your taco. I say enjoy it with a cocktail.

Salud!
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TEQUILA TALK

To understand tequila, it helps to get a handle on agave spirits as a whole. For the purposes of this book, tequila and the array of other spirits made through the fermentation and/or distillation of agave varieties or relatives are included on the pages that follow. The history of these spirits is long, rich, and varied. For a deep dive, check out the resources in my Resources section (page 156).

WHAT IS TEQUILA?

Tequila is mezcal made from the distillation of a single variety of steam-cooked agave (or century plant), the blue Weber agave. Most tequila is produced in the lowland and highland areas of the Mexican state of Jalisco, but four other states—Guanajuato, Michoacán, Nayarit, and Tamaulipas—are also recognized by the international Appellation of Origin (AO) and Mexico’s Denomination of Origin. Blue agave for tequila is pressure-cooked, typically in clay or copper ovens, which does not infuse the tequila with additional flavor during processing. Bottled tequila can be made from as little as 51% agave sugar mixed with a blend of other sugars (called Mixto) or from 100% agave, which is what you should buy at the liquor store and request at the bar.

Tequila is either bottled right after distillation or aged. Aged tequilas are rested in French or American oak barrels, including spent bourbon, whiskey, wine, or cognac barrels. The type of barrel a distiller uses influences the finished flavor profile of the tequila. There are five expressions of tequila to remember—from youngest to oldest and lightest to darkest.

BLANCO OR PLATA: unaged tequila that remains clear and is bottled soon after distillation. The best of these have peppery brightness and retain the distinctive notes of agave.

JOVEN: this blanco tequila is either aged a few weeks or blended with aged tequila to develop a more nuanced flavor.

REPOSADO: aged at least two months or up to one year, this tequila is golden (not to be confused with “Gold Tequila,” which has added color) and has hints of sweetness and spice.

AÑEJO: aged a minimum of one year, but less than three years, to give the tequila a layered complexity of taste from agave, oak, and the residual flavor notes of whatever liquid was aged in the barrel previously.

EXTRA AÑEJO: aged at least three years, these long-rested tequilas reflect the flavors of the host barrel most distinctively.
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WHAT IS MEZCAL?

Think of mezcal as the precursor to tequila, and both root and branch of the distilled agave spirits category. Any spirit, including tequila, that is the distilled fermentation of any of the three dozen or so unique varieties of the genus Agave is “at its root” mezcal. Agave that are traditionally baked in earthen pits over wood take on the distinctive smoky notes we’ve come to associate with the “branch of spirits” we think of mezcal. Like champagne, mezcal was granted an AO, which means that distillations of agave can only be labeled “mezcal” when produced in one of eight Mexican states—Durango, Guanajuato, Guerrero, Michoacán, Puebla, San Luis Potosí, and Zacatecas, with the majority produced in Oaxaca.

The largest percentage of mezcal is produced from the cultivation of the espadin varietal. A handful of other cultivars are also used, as well as wild plants foraged within the official states. As for wine, the agave varietal used is the biggest flavor differentiator, but age matters too. There are three main styles on the market. The most common by far is joven (unaged), but “rested” or reposado (rested in oak less than a year), and añejo (aged up to three years) can also be found.

THEN WHAT THE HECK ARE AGAVE SPIRITS?

In addition to tequila and mezcal, there are other spirits distilled from plants in the broad family Agavoideae that have different names for different reasons:


	Agave-based spirits like bacanora that are produced outside designated AO territories cannot be labeled “mezcal.”

	Spirits produced from non-agave species cannot be called mezcal, such as sustainable sotol made from the desert spoon plant, which is “officially” produced in the states of Chihuahua, Coahuila, and Durango.

	Production methods can put a product in its own class. Pulque, a viscous, milky, low-alcohol beverage is made through the fermentation of agave, but it is not distilled. It has a funky, yeasty flavor reminiscent of beer. Consider this ancient elixir the precursor to mezcal, as it is likely the oldest alcoholic agave beverage around.

	In the case of raicilla, all these things—origin, plant type, and production method—keep it from getting either a mezcal or tequila designation. Unlike mezcal, raicilla is made by roasting agave in clay ovens rather than over wood in earthen pits, resulting in a liquor embedded with earthiness without smoke, and it is finished via single-distillation versus mezcal’s double-distillation. Finally, because it is made outside the designated states where mezcal must originate, it cannot be labeled mezcal. Though raicilla is produced like tequila and in the state of Jalisco, because it is made from Agave Raicilla or Agave Maximiliana instead of blue Weber agave, it cannot be labeled “tequila” either.




FROM FIELD TO BOTTLE

Agave plants are monocarpic, reproducing once before dying. Jimadors (farmers) regularly cut off the asparagus-like flower stalk, or quiote, that the plant sends up as a calling card for long-nosed bats to feed on its nectar and fertilize it after dark. Cutting off the quiote before it grows keeps nutrients in the plant and encourages the base to fatten with sugar. This cultivation practice has created problems for bats and agave diversity (see Resources, page 156).

When it is time to harvest agave for distillation, the jimador cuts away the leaves. A leafless heart, or piña, laden with sweet sap can weigh in at one hundred pounds or more. The piñas are either steamed in brick ovens called “hornos” or steel autoclaves for tequila with unadulterated agave flavor, or they are roasted over wood in earthen pits called palenques for mezcal. The roasting process imbues the piñas with flavorful wisps of wood smoke and the caramelized notes of tobacco, coffee bean, and toasted dry chile. Both cooking techniques convert complex sugars into fermentable ones.

The cooked piñas must be crushed to extract the aguamiel, or “honey water,” for fermentation. Mechanical crushers commonly do the job at modern tequila distilleries, while a millstone and grinding wheel pulled by a mule, ox, or horse do the work for mezcal.

The tequila fermentation process is kicked off with the addition of yeast to the fermentation tank. A few days later the liquid is transferred to a pot still or stainless steel column still to be distilled. Mezcal fermentation enlists mother nature to inoculate vats or wooden barrels with airborne yeast—a process that may take a week or so. The resulting mash is then double-distilled in pot stills or copper stills.

When distillation is complete, tequila and mezcal are bottled right away for an unaged product or transferred to barrels to rest for reposado or hibernate for añejo bottlings.

In Mexico, both tequila and mezcal are traditionally served neat to prime the appetite before a meal, or to be sipped and savored with it. However, these spirits do play well with others, so try unaged varieties in cocktails you would normally mix up with vodka or gin and look to aged varieties where brown liquors commonly make an appearance. Get creative, forget the rules, and shake or stir things up any way you like.
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TACOS WITHOUT BORDERS

Authenticity has its place… like when you want to know that the five-figure engagement ring you bought your girl is an actual diamond and not a knockoff, or that the Babe Ruth baseball card you found in the attic is the real deal that will fund your retirement. Applied to a particular dish or recipe, authenticity is meaningless. It has no place. Every cuisine and every dish is an evolution.

Lebanese immigrants to Veracruz, trying to replicate the flatbread-wrapped lamb shawarma of their homeland, turned to the meat that was available to them right where they were. It just happened to be pork that had been introduced to Mexico by Spanish explorers centuries before. Thinly sliced, marinated, and threaded in compressed layers on a vertical, rotating spit, the tower of meat resembled a top or, as Mexicans called it, a trompo. When it was time to eat, the meat was shaved off the tower into succulent shreds and folded in the local flatbread: the Mexican tortilla. So this one shepherd-style, or al pastor, taco was born of contributions from the Middle East, Europe and Central America, and created through ingenuity, improvisation, trial-and-error, and a deep desire to satisfy a craving. It has evolved ever since.

That taco origin story exemplifies how we can experience a bit of the world in a single bite, whether it is cloaked in a corn tortilla, sandwiched in a seeded bun, tops a chewy crust, or is called a taco, burger, or pizza. Every iconic dish is a fusion of ingredients, cultures, and creativity, and every time it is made by different hands, it is also a reflection of the cook. The recipes in this book deliciously demonstrate that.

TACO TRADITIONS

Authenticity may be overrated, but history and tradition help us understand the evolution of a cuisine or dish. Though Mexicans had been cradling food in tortillas for ages, it wasn’t called a taco until recent times. The word taco, or wedge, was a term Mexican miners used to describe the sticks of dynamite that they wrapped in paper and tucked in crevices to blast rock for ore. One of the earliest mentions of the taco as food was a reference to tacos mineros, or miner’s tacos, in the late 1800s to note the portable street food of the working classes. Throughout Central and South America, the word “taco” refers to many different things like pool cue, heel of a shoe, a cigarette, an intelligent person, getting inebriated, or bragging. It seems the meanings are as varied as taco combinations. Some may wonder why all the fuss over something as simple as a tortilla wrapped around a filling, but it’s the versatility of the taco as a cheap, portable vessel for infinite fillings that made it iconic.


MEXICAN TACOS TRANSLATED

By and large, the recipes in this book are anything but traditional, though many use the classic cooking styles or traditional ingredients found in the tacos listed below. This list just skims the surface.

ALAMBRE: means “wire” and refers to chunks of meat like beef that are commonly skewered with onion, peppers, cheese, and bacon, and grilled for kebabs. The same ingredients are typically sautéed in a skillet together for tacos.

AL CARBON, ASADA, ASADERO: grilled beef steak usually cooked over charcoal or roasted to develop a flavorful char and then thinly sliced.

AL PASTOR, ADOBADA, OR ÁRABES: “shepherd-style” (al pastor) pork slices that have been marinated in red chile adobo sauce (adobada), skewered and roasted on a vertical spit or trompo, and served with pineapple, white onion, and cilantro. It originated as a replication of Lebanese (Árabes) shawarma by immigrants to Veracruz.

BARBACOA: refers to meats that are slow-cooked over an open flame.

BIRRIA: a special-occasion dish of spicy guajillo chile–bathed goat that is stewed until velvety tender.

BISTEC: thinly sliced beef shoulder steak.

CABEZA—MADE FROM PARTS OF AN ANIMAL’S HEAD: buche (bird’s crop/esophagus, but also a pig’s stomach), cachete (cheeks), lengua (tongue), ojo (eyes), sesos (brain), and trompa (lips), typically served with salsa, onion, and cilantro.

CANASTA, AL VAPOR, OR SUDADOS: quick-fried tortillas topped with a few fillings like cheese, refried beans, chicharrón, or potato that are folded over and layered in a basket (canasta) where they steam (al vapor) so that they are soft and sweaty (sudados). These tacos are traditionally sold by bicycle vendors.

CAZO: translated as “bucket” tacos, these are made by frying meat to order in hot lard in a metal bowl for filling tacos to order.

CAMPECHANOS: tacos layered with several different types of meat, such as marinated grilled beef that has been air-dried (cecina), chicharrón (fried pork belly), and blood sausage, and topped with salsa, white onion, and lime juice.

CARNITAS: translates to “little meats” and typically refers to seasoned pork shoulder that is braised in its own fat until it falls apart and is easily shredded.

CHAPULINES: dried, toasted, and sometimes seasoned grasshoppers that are eaten as a snack or used as a taco garnish.
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