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Introduction
 
The original concept of The “I Don’t Know How to Cook” Book was to create a hands-on learning experience for new cooks. In The “I Don’t Know How to Cook” Book: Mexican, I have a similar goal—to make Mexican cooking so easy and so much fun that even inexperienced cooks can enjoy a successful south-of-the-border cooking adventure in their own kitchens.
 
If you love Mexican food as much as I do, you’re in for a delicious treat. You can make it yourself by following the easy directions you will find here. There are no fancy cooking terms in the recipes, though you can find them in a glossary at the end of the book for use with more traditional cookbooks. Also, I have taken advantage of the wide variety of already prepped and cooked foods available to the modern cook to make the cooking process quicker and simpler. Your greatest difficulty may be in finding specific Mexican foods and seasonings, but in recent years most of the specialty items required in these recipes have become widely available throughout the United States.
 
Some of the dishes most identified as Mexican in the United States are actually Tex-Mex, a style of cooking that developed out of the centuries-long interaction between U.S. settlers in the Southwest and the Mexicans and Indians they found already living there and influencing each other’s language, dress, art—and food. We’ve included these dishes, such as fajitas, in this cookbook, too.
 
The recipes in this cookbook are grouped according to difficulty within each chapter and identified by these symbols:
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 Vegetarian recipes are identified with a “v” right after the recipe title; vegetarian recipes do include eggs. Serving size is indicated below each “easy” level.
 
Although some of these recipes are classified as “hard,” they are not really difficult, but they may require extra steps or a slightly more advanced technique. Begin with the many recipes marked “easy” and “medium.” Then try one of those marked “hard,” and you’ll be pleasantly surprised at how your cooking skills have developed.
 
It won’t be long until you’re planning a fiesta with your friends, and this is very authentic since Mexican and Mexican American cooks love to cook for their family and friends. Just practice your recipes for yourself first. Before you know it, you too will be always ready to pull up another chair and get out another bowl or spoon.
 

Chapter 1

Get to Know Mexican Foods
 
If fast food tacos and burritos are your idea of Mexican food, you’re in for a surprise. No one eating what passes for commercial Mexican food in America would have any idea of the variety of tastes and textures good Mexican food provides—or the variety of fruits and vegetables (almost always missing on that restaurant plate) found in good Mexican cooking. 


 
Myths and Misconceptions 
Unfortunately, overeager restaurateurs striving to bring Mexican cuisine into our lives perpetuate some common misconceptions about Mexican food. In their efforts to create meals that appeal to a palate not accustomed to spicy foods, they have eliminated the subtle blending of flavors and the wonderful textures in Mexican meals. Even many of the more authentic Mexican restaurants tend to provide only the menu items that are familiar to most Americans—enchiladas, burritos, tacos, and tostados, and always with sides of beans and rice. 


 
Blend, Blend, Blend 
Mexican cuisine has actually changed very little over the several thousand years that the country has been settled. Europeans brought new varieties of meats, vegetables, and cheeses, but the basic tenets of Mexican cooking are the same today as in the days of sun goddesses and tall pyramids.
 
Mexicans blend everything. There is absolutely no mixture of foods and spices they won’t try. To the Mexican cook, separate flavors are good, but when they are combined, they create something so unusual, so mouthwa-teringly wonderful, that you just have to try adding another combination of ingredients. Marinate the steak in garlic and olive oil? Sure, but can’t we add just a little oregano, a few peppers, and some green tomatoes?
 
At first, the tastes might seem too different, but you will quickly come to appreciate the melded flavor as something new in and of itself. Don’t worry that you find pork or poultry mixed with papayas and peppers. It’s Mexican. Don’t fret when you find chocolate in your meat sauce or wine in your eggs. It’s Mexican. And don’t cringe when you see specks of chili powder in your candy or peanuts and fruits floating in your water. The blend of flavors is tantalizingly, uniquely Mexican.
 
As a result, you will quickly find that Mexican cooking uses just a few basic main ingredients—meat, beans, rice, tortillas, fruits, and vegetables— but combines them in a multitude of different ways: 


 
Soups: These may be blended together, or they can be European style with larger chunks of meat. 


 
Dry Soups: These are more like casseroles. They start with a soup consistency but use rice, tortillas, or bread to soak up the ingredients. 


 
Stews: These are exactly like their European counterparts, mixing large chunks of meats, fruits, and vegetables. 


 
Moles: These thick, heavy sauces can be used as toppings for whole pieces of meat such as chicken breasts or they can be cooked with chunks of meat to use as stuffing for tamales. 


 
Salsas: Salsa literally means “sauce” and can be used to describe anything from a watery salad dressing to a thick mixture of tomatoes, onions, and spices. 


 
Common Spanish Cooking Terms We’re going to steer clear of traditional cooking terms in this cookbook, but I will use some authentic Mexican terms for food or preparations. That way, when you set an authentic dish before your friends, you’ll be able to use its real name. Here’s a list of definitions to keep in mind as you cook: 


 
Verde: green, usually meaning the recipe uses green tomatoes or tomatillos 


 
Picadillo: shredded meat, vegetable, and/or fruit filling 


 
Salsa: sauce 


 
Relleno: stuffed 


 
Arroz: rice 


 
Pollo: chicken 


 
Nopale: cactus paddle 


 
Carne: meat, usually beef 


 
Raja: roasted chili strip 


 
Lomo: pork 


 
You can also refer to the glossary (see Appendix B) for more listings. 


 
Tortillas 
Of course, the more you blend your ingredients, the more you need something to put them in. Enter the tortilla. Be it rolled, folded, fried, baked, or soaked, it’s still a tortilla. 


 
History of the Tortilla 
 
The corn tortilla is distinctly associated with Mexico. The ancient people of Mexico made tortillas by letting the corn kernels dry on the ears in the fields. The kernels were soaked in lime water until the skins could be rubbed off. The wet corn then was ground on a flat stone until it was a fine powder that could be used to make dough. The dough was made into thin patties, then baked over open fires.
 
Today, true Mexican food aficionados will still make their tortillas this way. However, the Mexican homemaker is more likely to buy masa harina, dehydrated masa flour. Although some people try to substitute cornmeal, that doesn’t work well. Masa harina is actually made from white corn, as opposed to the yellow corn more popular in the northern climates, and it has a much finer texture than cornmeal. You will find it in most large supermarkets today.
 
In northern Mexico and the Southwest, tortillas made with wheat flour have been common since the early nineteenth century. These traditional flour tortillas are quite large and so thin as to be translucent, but few people have the time or talent to make them like that any longer so they are not commonly found elsewhere. However, the modern flour tortilla, smaller and a little too thick to see through, has made its way everywhere that Mexican cooking can be found. 


 
Healthy Tortillas 
 
Health-conscious people also have altered the traditional Mexican tortilla. Some people add ingredients such as tomatoes, spinach, or spices to the masa flour to create a healthier or more flavorful tortilla.


Did You Know?
 
Capsaicin, the chemical combination that gives chili peppers their “heat” is the ingredient in many commercial cold medicines that is used to make people cough so that they don’t stay congested. Peppers also contain vitamins C, A, and E, while being good sources of potassium and folic acid. Some people eat hot peppers to clear their sinuses when they have a cold. 


 
As with any culture’s cuisine, Mexican food is always changing. Most Mexican cooks now use flour tortillas for some dishes and some are experimenting by adding spices or other flavors. Relax. If you like sun-dried tomato tortillas, it’s okay. You will still be eating authentic Mexican cuisine. You won’t be eating it in the style of ancient civilizations, but you will be eating it in the tradition of change and adaptation that the people of Mexico have used to create the wonderful cuisine that is theirs today. 


 
Chili Peppers 
 
After the tortilla, probably the one food most often associated with Mexican cooking is the hot chili pepper. Unfortunately, most people assume this means that the dish must be hot, when the opposite is often true. The chili peppers are added for flavor and sometimes for spice, but even a large dish will often contain only a couple of chili peppers, along with a similar amount of onion.
 
In ancient times, the chilies were added partly to help preserve food but also to add unique tastes to the ubiquitous turkey meat they ate. For centuries, the meat eaten by almost all Mexicans was turkey. Beef, chicken, and pork came only with the Spaniards. As a result, one common cooking technique is to change the type of chili peppers added to a sauce. By doing this, you can create a completely different dish.
 
It’s not hard to do. There are nearly seventy varieties of chilies, ranging in size from that of a large pea to nearly a foot long. They come in many colors, ranging from red and purple to green and yellow. As a general rule, color has no effect on flavor, but size does: the smaller the chili, the hotter it tends to be.
 
If you don’t like the spice chili peppers add to your foods, don’t leave them out completely. Just add fewer. Or, instead of chopping the pepper into small pieces, add it whole and remove it before serving the meal. That will provide some of the flavor without adding any unwelcome bits to the dish. 


 
Seven Chilies You Need to Know 
 
1. Jalapeños: These chilies are almost universal. Either red or green, they reach about three inches and have a medium heat.
 
2. Poblanos: These are dark green, medium-sized peppers that are often used for roasting or stuffing. They are relatively mild, only slightly hotter than sweet bell peppers. When dried, they are called ancho chilies and used for several classic sauces.
 
3. Chilies de arbol: These dried red chilies are long and thin with a papery skin. They are very hot.
 
4. Chipotles: These are dried or smoked red jalapeños. They are usually dark reddish brown and add a smoky flavor to dishes. They are milder than fresh jalapeños but still have a bite.
 
5. Moritas: These are dried, smoked jalapeños. They are small and brown with a spicy taste. They are not as smoky as chipotles but are hotter.
 
6. Habaneros: This is the hottest of the chilies. They are lantern-shaped and can be orange, red, or green.
 
7. Serranos: These are small, thin chilies that taste similar to jalapeños but are a little hotter. The red ones are a little sweeter than the green. 


 
Spices 
 
Mexican cooking uses a number of spices that are unique to the cuisine. However, it’s more usual to see a combination of more common spices working together with chili peppers to create the unique Mexican flavor. There is very little that you can’t find in a well-stocked grocery store. And, if you really want to try a dish that calls for something unique, it’s likely you can find it at a specialty store such as a food co-op, Mexican grocery, or import grocery. Many of these offer mail order or have Internet presences, also. Or you can do as Mexican and Mexican American cooks have done for centuries when living in a part of the United States that had no access to their traditional foodstuffs—improvise with the foods you can find.
 
Mexicans take their flavorings seriously. Many recipes call for you to roast the spices first. Some will have you using only fresh herbs because the dried variety will either lose their flavor or create a totally different flavor.
 
Following are seasonings you should know how to obtain before you start any Mexican recipe: 


 
Anise: This is used in many dishes. The leaves, which can be difficult to find, are used to wrap food in, but dried, ground anise is used to flavor anything from candy to stews. 


 
Annatto seeds: Also called achiote, these are the seeds from a tropical tree. They have a musky, earthy flavor. Achiote is used as a commercial dye to add orange tints to cheeses and other foodstuffs. 


 
Chili powder: There are as many different types of chili powder as there are chilies. Most are simply dried, ground versions of chili peppers although some contain mixtures of different chili peppers. It’s best to experiment to find your favorite, and I have also included an easy recipe for making your own chili powder. Note that chili powder is usually added for its flavor, not to make the dish taste hotter. 


 
Cilantro: Also known as coriander when we use its seeds, the fresh herb has a unique, strong flavor. This is one of the herbs that must be used in fresh form, but fortunately in recent years it has become common in American grocery stores, since it is a necessity for Asian cooking as well as Mexican. It can usually be found in the produce sections next to the fresh parsley. 


 
Cinnamon: For best results, look for the rough-edged variety from Sri Lanka as opposed to the tightly wound variety used in the United States, but the U.S. variety will work if you can’t find the other. 


 
Cloves: These are often used as part of a spice mixture for moles and sauces. They are most commonly used in ground form, although traditionally whole cloves are among the many different spices ground together with nuts, chocolate, and chilies to make moles. 


 
Cocoa: This is not sweetened. The sweetened variety is never used, not even semisweet chocolate. Traditionally, Mexicans used ground cocoa beans. A good dark cocoa is your best bet to emulate that fresh-ground Mexican cocoa. 


 
Corn husks: Dried corn husks are most often used to make tamales. They are first soaked in water. They are actually considered a spice because the flavor is transferred to the corn flour when steamed. This is why traditional cooks will line the bottom and sides of their tamale steamers with corn husks—to increase that subtle flavoring. 


 
Cumin: This lends a distinctly Mexican flavor to many dishes. It’s usually used in ground form, although you can buy the whole seeds and grind them if you want the freshest flavor possible. 


 
Epazote: This herb’s strong, bitter flavor can dominate any dish, and for this reason, it is the one herb most often used alone in Mexican cooking. It actually is treated as a weed in North America but can still be hard to find in a grocery store. Although the fresh has the best flavor if you can find it, you can use dried, which is stocked in most Mexican grocery stores. 


 
Nutmeg: This is often used as part of many spice mixtures. 


 
Oregano: More than a dozen different varieties grow in Mexico and it’s the most common herb in the Mexican kitchen. You will only need dried, as Mexican cooks almost always use this herb in its dried form, even when they have it growing in a little plot outside their kitchen door. 


 
Tamarind: This is a tough brown seedpod that produces a sticky paste. It is the main ingredient in Worcestershire sauce but makes a refreshing popular cold drink. 


 
Nuts 
 
Nuts are used as both a spice and a thickening agent in many Mexican dishes. Among the most common you will find in Mexican recipes are: 


 
Cashews: use unsalted, fresh-roasted when possible. 


 
Peanuts: skinless, unsalted are the best, if available. 


 
Pepitas: a pumpkin seed. 


 
Pistachios: a wrinkly green nut. (Do not use the white or red dyed types.) 


 
Beans 
 
In ancient times, when the only source of meat protein came from turkeys, Mexicans turned to beans for both variety and to provide other proteins. As a result, the bean was a staple of the Mexican diet long before the Spanish arrived, and they continue to be popular today.
 
Most of us associate either black beans or the pinkish pinto beans with Mexican cooking. However, there are more than twenty different varieties of beans that are commonly used in Mexican dishes. A Mexican kitchen has as many different types of beans as the Italian kitchen has pasta shapes.
 
There is no one right bean for any recipe. In the countryside, the Mexican cook will have her own garden and plant the varieties her family likes. In the city, people will buy what they like or what the grocery store has in stock that day.
 
However, the various beans do taste different, so it’s worth experimenting. The milky lima bean, for example, will give a totally different flavor to a refried bean dish than the heartier black bean. In the end, though, if you like it, that’s all that counts.
 
No one really knows why the Mexicans started creating Refried Beans. Perhaps it was a way to make a quick dish out of their staple food. They could prepare the beans days and even weeks beforehand, then just recook them as needed.
 
The easy way to make your Refried Beans is from canned beans, but I have also included easy recipes to cook your own pinto and black beans so you will also be able to make your Refried Beans fresh, if you prefer. Resist the urge to serve them right out of the pot though. Letting them sit in the refrigerator for a day or two before mashing them with spices and reheating them lets the true flavor of the beans emerge. 


 
Cheese 
 
Cheese didn’t exist in Mexico until the Spanish conquistadors brought milk animals to the land. In nearly 500 years, though, Mexican cooks have embraced both the flavor and nutrition in cheese by adding it to many of their dishes. They also have developed some of their own unique cheeses that have yet to be exported from the country in large amounts.
 
However, most Mexican cheeses either have a similar European counterpart or they don’t play a crucial role in the dish. As a result, many Mexican cooks will substitute a common European cheese from time to time. Also remember that Mexican cooking is known for being able to adapt to the ingredients available. If you can’t find an authentic cheese, don’t be concerned. A transplanted Mexican cook just uses what’s available! 


 
Cheese Substitutes 
 
Following are some of the common cheeses used in Mexican recipes along with their European substitutes. Note that in this book we did the work for you and listed the substitute. 


 
Queso añejo: This means “aged cheese.” Parmesan and Romano are good substitutes. 


 
Queso de bola, quesillo de Oaxaca, and asadero: These are made by cooking the curds and pulling them into long strings. Although they have a unique flavor, mozzarella is a good substitute. 


 
Queso Chihuahua and queso menonita:  These are hard, aged cheeses that have a mild flavor. Mild or medium-sharp Cheddar is a good substitute. Colby also works well. 


 
Queso fresco: This means “fresh cheese.” Fresh ricotta or a mild fresh goat cheese is a good substitute. Cottage cheese also works well. 


 
Queso manchego: This is a semisoft cheese that melts easily. Monterey jack is a good substitute. 


 
Queso panela: This is a semisoft cheese that looks like mozzarella but does not melt well. Cottage cheese and ricotta are good substitutes. 


 
Meats 
 
Poultry, red meat, fish, and seafood are important ingredients in Mexican cooking, but they more often are on the receiving end of the spicy sauces. As a result, they don’t get a great deal of attention in most Mexican recipes. In fact, a typical recipe will call for “carne,” or simply beef. Even when making seafood meals, the authentic recipes usually don’t specify what main ingredient to use.
 
Still, there are things to keep in mind. Mexico is a large exporter of beef, so it is readily available in Mexico. However, many people don’t have refrigerators, and beef is still relatively expensive. As a result, it is often reserved for special meals.
 
Pork is more common than beef in daily meals but lamb is actually the most common red meat. Poultry is still the protein of choice for most Mexicans.
 
For people who live on the coasts, seafood is a common meal. Interestingly, it has as many variations as the red and white meats in terms of sauces and mixtures, but fish is actually grilled more often than meat. It’s common to serve a grilled lobster tail with absolutely no sauce, while beef or pork is never served “naked.”
 
It’s important to know your fish when using it in cooked meals, especially the moles or picadillos. You need a fish that will keep its consistency, not turn rubbery, or, worse yet, disintegrate into the mix. Most recipes do well with bass or flounder. If you have a wide variety of fish available in your area, it’s best to ask the fish seller how the fish holds up to long cooking before you try it. 


 
Vegetables and Fruits 
 
With a subtropical climate, there are no shortages of fresh vegetables and fruits in the Mexican diet. Perhaps the only truly unique item in this arena is cactus. Mexicans put nopales, or cactus paddles, in a number of different recipes, treating it almost as those in the United States treat string beans or broccoli. Nopales aren’t difficult to cook, but, unless you live in the Southwest, it can be very difficult to find fresh ones.
 
Today, it’s very easy to find fresh tropical fruits in even the northernmost grocery stores. It can take a little bit of time to learn how to peel or deseed these fruits, but it can be well worth the effort to gain a taste of the real thing. Canned fruits virtually never taste the same as the fresh variety. 


 
Putting It All Together 
 
Mexicans like to eat. In fact, they eat more meals than most of the rest of the world. If you’re putting together a true Mexican feast, it might be fun to devote an entire day to the Mexican style of eating. Here’s what you would do: 


 
Desayuno is served early in the morning and usually consists of coffee with milk and tortillas. 


 
Almuerzo is served mid-morning and includes eggs, beans, tortillas, chili sauce, and coffee. 


 
Comida is served mid-afternoon during the siesta period, when the sun is at its peak. Many businesses close so people can go home for this meal. It begins with appetizers and is followed by soup. The next course is a dry soup followed by fish or meat with a salad and vegetables. The dessert is a sweet or fruit. 


 
Merienda is served in the early evening. It is usually a cup of hot chocolate or coffee with tortillas. 


 
Cena, or supper, is served any time after 8 p.m. If comida was a large meal, this will be a light meal. However, if it is a fiesta, the meal will start as late as midnight and rarely before 10 p.m. In this case it might be served more as a buffet or, in the case of a formal gathering, it will have even more courses than the comida. 


 
Don’t let all this background information fool you, though. This book is full of “easy” recipes. Those marked “medium” usually just have a few more steps in them, and the “hard” ones aren’t really difficult at all. So even if you’re new to cooking, you can put together authentic Mexican meals right from the beginning. 
 
Let’s get started now! 

 
Common Measurements
 
These common measurements will help you in this cookbook and any other!
 
3 teaspoons = 1 tablespoon
 
4 tablespoons = 1/4 cup
 
5 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon =1/3 cup
 
1 cup = 1/2 pint
 
2 cups = 1 pint
 
2 pints = 1 quart
 
2 quarts = 1/2 gallon
 
4 quarts = 1 gallon 


 

Chapter 2

Appetizers and Salsas
 
Easy 
 
Tomato Salsa
 
Green Tomato Salsa
 
Chili con Queso
 
Basic Picante Sauce
 
Guacamole
 
Red Chili Sauce
 
Green Chili Sauce
 
Roasted Red Pepper Salsa
 
Pineapple & Mango Salsa
 
Cucumber & Lime Salsa
 
Dried Fruit Salsa
 
Chipotle Salsa
 
Pumpkin Seed Salsa
 
Pear Ginger Salsa
 
Rooster’s Bill (Pico de Gallo)
 
Nogada Sauce
 
Citrus Salsa
 
Adobo Sauce
 
Brie & Papaya Quesadillas
 
Fried Plantains
 
Spinach con Queso
 
Mexican Roll-Ups
 
Tomato Empanadas
 
Queso Fundido
 
Totopos
 
Mexican Popcorn
 
Layered Mexican Dip
 
Jasmine & Rose Hips Tea
 
Angelina & José
 
Mock Sangria
 
Tamarind-Ade
 
Hibiscus & Lime Water
 
Sparkling Fruit Drink


 
Medium 
 
Green Almond Salsa
 
Crimson Prickly Pear Sauce
 
Jicama Salsa
 
Garlic Salsa
 
Cabbage Tamales
 
Spinach Balls
 
Cauliflower Tortas


 
Hard 
 
Sweet Chilies Rellenos
 
Roasted Morita Cream Sauce
 

Tomato Salsa   v
 
LEVEL E
 
SERVINGS 8


 
This basic recipe can be altered to your taste by adding more and different chilies, or by adding beans and vegetables.
 
Also, try adding fresh or frozen corn.
 
Use a pair of kitchen shears to cut up the canned tomatoes and chilies while still in their cans.
 
What You Need 
 
1 medium yellow onion 
 
1 (4-ounce) can green chilies 
 
1 (141/2 ounce) can diced tomatoes 
 
1/4 cup fresh cilantro 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Remove skin from onion and cut into 1/4" pieces.
 
2. Cut chilies and tomatoes into 1/4" pieces.
 
3. Chop cilantro into 1/4" pieces.
 
4. Combine all ingredients and let sit overnight in a covered container in the refrigerator.
 
?  Tortilla or Tostada?
 
Although many North Americans associate crispy corn tortillas with tacos, tostadas are the only item that calls for frying the tortillas until it is crisp and hard. Mexicans rarely use the formed, fried tortillas we see at Mexican restaurants. Instead, they heat the soft corn tortilla, place the meat in the middle, and fold it over.
 

Green Tomato Salsa    v 
 
LEVEL E
 
SERVINGS 6


 
This is excellent served with tacos or as a dip for tostada chips.
 
What You Need 
 
1 large white onion 
 
1 (11-ounce) can tomatillos (also sometimes called “green tomatoes”), with liquid 
 
1 bunch fresh cilantro 
 
1/4 cup canned sliced jalapeño peppers 
 
2 teaspoons salt 
 
1 teaspoon ground black pepper 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Remove skin from onion and cut into 1/4" pieces.
 
2. Put tomatillos (with liquid) in food processor or blender. Blend on medium setting for 30 seconds.
 
3. Roughly chop cilantro so pieces are about 1/2" long. 
 
4. Combine all ingredients. Mix well.
 
5. Refrigerate for at least 12 hours before using.
 
?  Are Green Tomatoes Edible?
 
Although we tend to think of green tomatoes as unripe, and therefore not fit to eat, the opposite is true. Because they have a firmer flesh and more tart taste, they add a distinctly different flavor from their ripe counterparts. Eating green tomatoes also means we get to enjoy the fresh garden tomatoes for a longer season.
 

Chili con Queso    v 
 
LEVEL E
 
SERVINGS 16


 
This is the perfect dip for tortilla chips.
 
It also makes an excellent sauce to pour over enchiladas.
 
What You Need 
 
1 medium yellow onion 
 
5 dried chipotle peppers 
 
2 medium tomatoes 
 
1/4 cup canned sliced jalapeño peppers 
 
2 tablespoons vegetable oil 
 
1/2 teaspoon garlic paste 
 
1 (8-ounce) package shredded Monterey jack cheese 
 
1 (8-ounce) package shredded Colby cheese 
 
1 cup sour cream 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Remove skin from onion and cut into 1/4" pieces.
 
2. Break off stems and empty out seeds from chipotle peppers and chop into 1/4" pieces.
 
3. Cut tomatoes and jalapeños into 1/4" pieces with kitchen shears.
 
4. Heat oil at medium temperature in a large skillet. Add onion. Cook until tender but not brown. Add garlic, chipotle peppers, jalapeño peppers, and tomatoes. Cook for 3 minutes, stirring constantly. Turn heat to medium-low. Add cheeses to pan and cook, stirring constantly, until cheese melts. Stir in sour cream.
 
?  What Kind of Cheeses are Used in Mexican Cuisine?
 
Like virtually every culture in the world, the various regions of Mexico have their own types of cheese. Unfortunately, few of these are available outside of Mexico, even in authentic Mexican restaurants. At the same time, because Mexican cuisine was influenced by Spanish cuisine centuries ago, the world of European cheeses is used in their recipes.
 

Basic Picante Sauce    v 
 
LEVEL E
 
SERVINGS 14


 
For a less spicy sauce, keep the jalapeño whole and remove it after simmering the mixture.
 
What You Need 
 
1 large white onion 
 
1/4 cup canned jalapeños or 1 whole jalapeño pepper 
 
2 (141/2-ounce) cans diced tomatoes, drained 
 
3 tablespoons vegetable oil 
 
1 teaspoon salt 
 
1/4 teaspoon sugar 
 
1 tablespoon fresh, chopped cilantro 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Remove skin from the onion and chop into 1/4" pieces.
 
2. Cut jalapeños and tomatoes into 1/4" pieces with kitchen shears while still in can or measuring cup. 
 
3. Put oil in a large frying pan and preheat to medium temperature. Add the onions and cook until tender and golden but not brown.
 
4. Add remaining ingredients. Turn heat to medium-low and simmer about 10 minutes.
 
?  Is Mexican Water Really Impure?
 
Mexicans know the importance of drinking lots of water in their hot climate. So why don’t they get sick? The truth is that they do get sick when they go to other parts of the world. Every region has different bacteria in the water that its inhabitants quickly grow immune to. The water that gives us “Montezuma’s Revenge” is not impure, it is simply the local variety.
 

Guacamole    v 
 
LEVEL E
 
SERVINGS  8


 
This is a wonderful topping for potatoes and meat dishes as well as a popular dip for tortilla chips and raw vegetables.
 
What You Need 
 
2 large, ripe avocados 
 
1 medium red tomato 
 
1 small yellow onion 
 
1/2 cup canned jalapeño peppers 
 
1 tablespoon lime juice 
 
1 teaspoon salt 
 
1/2 teaspoon ground black pepper 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Cut avocados in half lengthwise and pry out pits. Peel and cut the avocados into 1" pieces. Mash with a fork.
 
2. Cut tomato into 1/2" pieces. Remove skin from onion and cut into 1/4" pieces. Drain water from jalapeño peppers and cut into 1/4" pieces.
 
3. Combine all ingredients. Mix well.
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This is the classic enchilada or burrito sauce.
 
It also can be made with other chilies.
 
What You Need 
 
12 dried red ancho chilies 
 
1 small white onion 
 
3 large red tomatoes 
 
4 cups water 
 
1/2 teaspoon garlic paste 
 
1/4 teaspoon salt 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Break off stems and shake out seeds from ancho chilies.
 
2. Peel onion and chop into 1/4" pieces. Chop tomatoes into 1/4" pieces.
 
3. Place all ingredients in food processor or blender (in several small batches) and purée.
 
4. Put the sauce in a medium frying pan on medium heat. Cook for 30–40 minutes, until sauce is smooth.
 
?  How Do I Choose the Right Pan for Cooking?
 
When choosing a pan for cooking on a stovetop, make sure the food comes no closer than two inches from the top of the pan when all ingredients are added. If the food fills the pan more than that it won’t cook evenly.
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Use as a green sauce for tacos, enchiladas, or any other dish.
 
What You Need 
 
1 cup fresh green chilies, your choice 
 
1 cup canned tomatillos with juice 
 
1/4 cup fresh parsley 
 
1/4 cup onion 
 
1 garlic clove 
 
1/4 cup canned jalapeño peppers 
 
1 teaspoon salt 
 
1/2 teaspoon ground black pepper 
 
1/4 cup olive oil 


 
What You Do 
 
1. Remove peel, stems, and seeds from green chilies.
 
2. Put green chilies, tomatillos with their juice, parsley, onion, clove, jalapeño peppers, salt, and black pepper in a blender or food processor. Blend to a purée.
 
3. Heat oil in a medium frying pan to medium heat. Add sauce and cook about 5 minutes, stirring constantly.
 
?  Can Cayenne Pepper Be Used in Making Chocolate?
 
We often overlook cayenne pepper as a spice but it does some interesting things, especially when added to chocolate. It loses most of its flavor while retaining the heat. And, most interesting, it literally heats up a person’s body. It was the secret ingredient of the chocolatier in the movie Chocolat.
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