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The 
 Mexican Cookbook

Dear Reader:

Of all the foods in the world, I truly believe Mexican cooking is the most exciting. More than any other cooking style, Mexican cooking takes the wonderful ingredients of many different countries and puts them together in one meal. It is, in cooking terms, the true melting pot of the world.

In many ways, Mexican cooking symbolizes our shrinking world. There are few barriers. If you like it, and the ingredients are either grown in Mexico or can be obtained from one of the many different countries using Mexico as a stop on their trade routes, it's fair game to throw in the pot.

The result is sometimes very interesting. After all, where else can you mix hot peppers with mangoes or put cayenne pepper in your chocolate candy? What other culture would unabashedly combine Greek olives with Spanish wine and Mexican fruits? Where else would you put peanuts and lettuce in a holiday drink?

Mexican meals also have no pretensions. They are meals of necessit. You use what is on hand to make the most wonderful tastes you can make. And then you enjoy what you have created, surrounded by your family and friends.

I hope these recipes provide the opportunity for you to experience the variety and unique tastes — but most importantly the excitement — that Mexican cooking has to offer.













To everyone in Wawina, Minnesota. You have welcomed me, treated me as a friend, and quickly become a part of my family.








Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can read an EVERYTHING
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have well over 300 EVERYTHING
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING
®!
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Introduction

MEXICAN COOKING HAS A RICH HERITAGE that begins at the dawn of civilization. More than 7,000 years ago, at the same time the Aztec people were designing intricate calendar systems and building astounding pyramids, they also were holding festivals accompanied by flavorful dishes. Dine on lush tropical fruits, bean-stuffed chili peppers, spicy tomato sauces, grilled corn, honeyed sweet potatoes, and cocoa-crusted turkey, and you find yourself in the land of the Aztecs.

Yes, the ancient Mexican diet was both flavorful and varied. For centuries, Mexican cooking endured and even thrived on a rich array of fruits and vegetables, always accompanied by some type of beans, corn, and hot peppers. In fact, many of the foods we take for granted today were first used as food by the Aztec cultures. Turkey, mangoes, corn, pineapples, peanuts, beans, squash, avocadoes, cocoa, vanilla, chilies, and sweet potatoes, for example, were all common elements in Aztec dishes. Even foods we identify with European countries — such as Italy and tomatoes — were first cultivated by the Aztecs. But then came an even more exciting time for the Mexican table. When the Spanish conquistadors first landed in Mexico in the early 1500s, they brought with them a multitude of new foods. Most important were the animals that could provide milk and meat — cattle, pigs, sheep, and goats.

We also can't forget the addition of rice to the Mexican diet. While the native peoples of Central America had cultivated corn for more than 7,000 years, they quickly adopted the versatile, white grain that had been introduced to Europe centuries earlier. Throw in a bit of European wine and you have the makings of modern Mexican cooking.

This merger of cooking styles has continued over the years. While we usually credit the Spaniards with bringing foods to Mexico, many people forget that the country is on the Pacific Rim. Polynesian and East Asian food also influenced Mexican cooking as trade routes grew. As a result, varied seafood dishes, spices, and flavorings such as soy sauce frequently pop up in Mexican dishes.

Still, the result is always uniquely Mexican. While the country adapted — and continues to adapt — to new ingredients, the people have never forgotten what makes their cooking unique. New fruits, vegetables, cheeses, red meats, fish, and poultry may be added to the diet as trade relations change and grocery stores gain greater variety, but always the Mexican meal will revolve around corn, beans, and chilies in at least one dish.

In fact, many of the dishes that were served to the first conquistadors are still served in the same style today. Tamales filled with beans, turkey, or fruit and cooked in open pit fires are mentioned in historical documents along with drinks made with cornmeal and cocoa. Chili sauces, stuffed chilies, tomato moles, and eggs with mashed pinto beans also were served to the travelers of 500 years ago.

Mexican cooking is also known for its combinations. It's a rare dish that uses just one or two ingredients. Meats, for example, are marinated then drenched in sauces containing dozens of ingredients. Fish may be broiled or baked but it is always topped with a unique sauce. Even something as simple as a salad of melon balls will have a tart sauce draped over it.

And, to the dismay of many a traveler, the ingredients often don't seem to make sense to anyone but a Mexican. A favorite candy, for example, combines sweetened milk, cocoa, pistachio nuts, and chili powder. Fruits will be marinated in vinegar and chili peppers. Beef steaks will be cooked with sweet fruits and even drinks will contain cornmeal, peanuts, and chopped vegetables. Poultry will be marinated in a cocoa sauce.

So get your taste buds ready, and have a great time in the kitchen cooking these fabulous Mexican recipes for your own family.
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 Getting Started


Spicy, messy, and mushy. If those are the three words that come to mind when you think of Mexican cooking, you're likely not alone. For many people living north of Mexico, Mexican food has gotten a tainted reputation. We think that it has to be hot, that it must have tons of chili peppers in it, and that everything has to be slopped onto one plate so that the beans, red rice, and tortillas all mush together.

Myths and Misconceptions

Unfortunately, overeager restaurateurs striving to bring some small bit of 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. They quickly reproduce cuisine that takes hours if not days of “management” to reach its true potential. And they don't even bother to give us some of the most unusual taste treats the country has to offer.

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. While Europeans and people in the United States tend to remain firm in their beliefs about what foods go together, Mexicans like to throw those ideas back at us. Separate flavors are good, but when they are combined, they create something so unusual, so mouthwateringly 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 odd, but you will quickly get used to the idea of appreciating the melded flavor as something new in and of itself. Don't ask, “What's in this sauce,” but instead appreciate it for the complete flavor that it offers.

Don't worry that you find mussels and lobster tidbits alongside pork hocks and chicken cubes. 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 beets floating in your water. The blend of flavors is tantalizingly, uniquely Mexican.
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Never fill a blender more than halfway and never seal the cover completely. Cover the top with a towel to prevent spills while blending. A combination of half liquids and half solids is the best mix. Begin blending by pulsing a few times to make sure the blades are clear. If something gets stuck in the blades, use a wooden spoon to loosen it. Never put your hand inside the blender.



As a result, you will quickly find that Mexican cooking uses just a few basic main ingredients — meat, beans, tortillas, 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 tortillas or white bread to soak up the ingredients.

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

	
Moles: These slightly chunky, heavy gravies can be eaten as is or they can be used as stuffing for tamales. They can also be used as toppings for whole pieces of meat such as chicken breasts.

	
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

You'll find many terms in this cookbook, some that you've heard before, and probably some that you haven't. 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 substitute cornmeal, masa harina is actually made from white corn, as opposed to the yellow corn more popular in the northern climates.

Healthy Tortillas

Health-conscious people also have altered the traditional Mexican tortilla. Today, it is just as common to use baked tortillas made from wheat flour as it is to use corn tortillas. Some people will also add ingredients such as tomatoes, spinach, or spices to the masa flour to create a more flavorful tortilla.

As with any culture's cuisine, Mexican food is always changing. Most Mexican cooks now use flour tortillas for some dishes and many are experimenting by adding spices or other flavors. Relax. If you like sun-dried tomato tortillas, it's OK. 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 as the people of Mexico eat it 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 chili peppers, along with a similar amount of onion.
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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.



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. 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.

And it's not hard to do. There are nearly seventy varieties of chilies, ranging in size from large peas to nearly a foot long. They come in every color from red, purple, and green to 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 less. 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


	
Jalapeños:These chilies are almost universal. Either red or green, they reach about three inches and have a medium heat.

	
Poblanos:These are dark green, medium-sized peppers that are often used for roasting or stuffing. They are relatively hot.

	
Chilies de arbol:These dried red chilies are long and thin with a papery skin. They are very hot.

	
Chipotles:These are dried or smoked red jalapeños. They are usually dark reddish brown and add a smoky flavor to dishes. They are relatively mild.

	
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.

	
Habaneros:This is the hottest of the chilies. They are lantern-shaped and can be orange, red, or green.

	
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 common 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.

Mexicans take their flavorings seriously. Many recipes call for you to roast the spices first. Some will have you using only fresh spices because the dried variety will either lose their flavor or create a totally different flavor. Some recipes will call for specific types of a spice, such as Mexican oregano or Mexican cinnamon. The tastes differences in most cases are minor from the American versions, but they are noticeable. However, if you can't find the Mexican variety, don't worry. The food will still taste great.

Following are spices you should know how to obtain before you start any Mexican recipe:


	
Cinnamon:Look for the rough-edged variety from Sri Lanka as opposed to the tightly wound variety used in the United States.

	
Cilantro:Also known as coriander,it has a unique, strong flavor. Fresh is always better tasting but dried can be substituted.

	
Oregano:More than a dozen different varieties grow in Mexico and it's the most common spice in the Mexican kitchen. You will need both fresh and dried, as they are used in different ways.

	
Cumin:This lends a distinctly Mexican flavor to many dishes. Buy the seeds whole and grind them as needed. Some people add whole seeds to a dish to get a burst of flavor when they're bitten into.

	
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 be hard to find in a grocery store. Use fresh whenever possible because dried loses much of the flavor.

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

	
Cocoa:This is not sweetened. The sweetened variety is never used, not even semisweet chocolate. Traditionally, Mexicans used ground cocoa beans.

	
Cloves:These are often used as part of a spice mixture for moles and sauces.

	
Nutmeg:This also is used as part of a spice mixture.

	
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.

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

	
Tamarind:This is a tough brown seedpod that produces a sticky paste. It is the main ingredient in Worcestershire sauce.

	
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. Note that chili powder is usually added for its flavor, not to make the dish hotter tasting.



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:


	
Pepitas:a pumpkin seed.

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

	
Cashews:use unsalted, fresh-roasted when possible

	
Peanuts:skinless, unsalted are the best, if available



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 milk 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.

Chances are you will want to make your refried beans fresh. 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 have either 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 would just use what was available!

Cheese Substitutes

Following are some of the common cheeses in Mexican recipes along with their European substitutes. Note that in this book we did the work for you and just list the substitute in the ingredients.


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

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

	
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 usually substituted for it.

	
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 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.



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.
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As in most poor cultures, when red meat is used, the entire animal is used. As a result, tripe (intestines), heads, tongues, and hocks (feet) are common ingredients in many Mexican meat dishes. If you've never tried any of these food items, it's worth the venture. The unique textures and interesting flavors can be delightful and they are rarely as unusual as you might expect.



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 rubber, 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 napoles,or cactus paddles, in a number of different recipes, treating it almost as those in the United States treat string beans or broccoli. Napoles aren't difficult to cook, but, unless you live in the southwest, it can be very difficult to find fresh ones.
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While many people will substitute green or unripe tomatoes in recipes that call for tomatillos, the two are not the same. Tomatillos are actually a member of the gooseberry family. However, green tomatoes give a very similar flavor when substituted in cooked dishes.



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 in midmorning and includes eggs, beans, tortillas, chili sauce, and coffee.

	
Comida is served in midafternoon 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.




Now that you've learned the background information, let's get started!
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THE BASICS
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TOMATO SALSA





GREEN TOMATO SALSA





CHILI CON QUESO





BASIC CORN TORTILLAS





FLOUR TORTILLAS





REFRIED BEANS





TOSTADAS





BASIC PICANTE SAUCE





RED RICE





CHICKEN STOCK





GUACAMOLE





SHREDDED BEEF





GREEN CHILI SAUCE





RED CHILI SAUCE





SPICY CHICKEN





TOMATO SALSA


4 medium tomatoes



1 medium-sized yellow onion



1 (4-ounce) can green chilies or 2 fresh green chilies



¼ cup fresh cilantro



½ cup canned or frozen corn>


1 small green or red bell pepper



	Dice the tomatoes into ¼-inch pieces.

	Remove the skin from the onion and cut into ¼-inch pieces.

	If using fresh chilies, remove the stem and seeds and cut into ¼-inch pieces.

	Chop the cilantro into ¼-inch pieces.

	Remove the stem and seeds from the bell pepper and chop the pepper into ¼-inch pieces.

	Combine all the ingredients and let sit overnight in a covered container in the refrigerator.




Serves 8

This basic recipe can be altered to your taste by adding more and different chilies, or by adding beans and vegetables.
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GREEN TOMATO SALSA


1 large white onion



2 fresh habanero peppers (¼ cup canned or 2 fresh jalapeños may be substituted)



8 medium-sized green tomatoes



1 bunch fresh cilantro



2 teaspoons salt



1 teaspoon ground black pepper



	Remove the skin from the onion and chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Remove the stems from the peppers and chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Remove the stems from the green tomatoes and place the tomatoes in a food processor or blender; blend on medium setting for 30 seconds.

	Roughly chop the cilantro so the pieces are about ½-inch long.

	Combine all the ingredients; mix well.

	Refrigerate for at least 12 hours before using.




Yields about 2 cups

This is excellent served with tacos or as a dip for tostada chips.
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CHILI CON QUESO


1 medium-sized yellow onion



2 garlic cloves



5 fresh chipotle chili peppers



2 fresh jalapeño peppers



2 medium tomatoes



½ pound Monterey jack cheese



½ pound Colby cheese



2 tablespoons vegetable oil



1 cup sour cream



	Remove the skin from onion and garlic; chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Remove the stems and seeds from the peppers; chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Chop the tomatoes into ¼-inch pieces. Grate the cheeses.

	Heat the oil at medium temperature in a large skillet. Sauté the onions and garlic until tender but not brown. Add the peppers and tomatoes; cook for 3 minutes, stirring constantly.

	Turn the heat to medium-low. Add the cheeses to the pan and cook, stirring constantly, until the cheese melts. Stir in the sour cream.




Serves 16

This is the perfect dip for tortilla chips. It also makes an excellent sauce to pour over enchiladas.
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BASIC CORN TORTILLAS


2 cups cornmeal or masa harina



1½ cups warm water



1 teaspoon salt



	Mix the ingredients to form a soft dough. The dough should not stick to your hands. If it is sticky, add cornmeal 1 teaspoon at a time until it doesn't stick any longer.

	Divide the dough and roll it into balls about the size of golf balls.

	Flatten the balls between 2 sheets of wax paper. If they stick, scrape them off, add more cornmeal, and start over. Flatten to about ¼-inch thick.

	Place each tortilla separately in an ungreased frying pan and cook over medium heat until slightly brown, usually 1 to 2 minutes. Flip and cook on the other side until slightly brown.




Makes 8–20 depending on size

As the basic ingredient in Mexican cooking, you may want to make large batches of these ahead of time and freeze them.
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FLOUR TORTILLAS


2 cups flour



1 teaspoon salt



1 teaspoon baking soda



1 tablespoon lard or margarine



½ cup cold water



	Preheat oven to 350°.

	Mix together all the ingredients well. If the dough sticks to your hands, add more flour, 1 teaspoon at a time, until it doesn't stick.

	Divide the dough and roll into balls about the size of golf balls.

	Flatten the balls between 2 sheets of wax paper. If they stick, scrape them off, add more flour, and start over. Flatten to about ¼-inch thick.

	Place the tortillas on an ungreased baking sheet and bake in the oven for about 2 minutes. Flip and bake for 2 more minutes, or until lightly browned.




Makes 8–20 depending on size

For a different taste, grind up jalapeño peppers and add them to the dough or use whole-wheat flour.
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REFRIED BEANS


2 cups dried pinto beans



8 cups water, divided



1 large white onion



½ cup lard



2 teaspoons salt



1 teaspoon ground black pepper



	Soak the beans overnight in 4 cups water.

	Drain off the water and rinse the beans. Bring 4 cups water to boil in a medium saucepan. Add the beans and cover; boil for 5 minutes. Lower heat to medium and simmer for 2 hours.

	Remove the skin from the onion and chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Melt the lard in a large frying pan over medium heat. Add the onion, salt, and pepper; sauté on medium heat for about 10 minutes or until the onion is tender.

	Mash the beans with a potato masher. Add the mashed beans to the lard and onion; stir lightly to combine.

	Cook on medium heat until the liquid evaporates.




Serves 8

Use refried beans instead of ground beef, pulled beef, or pulled chicken in any recipe.
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TOSTADAS


½ cup vegetable oil



1 recipe Corn Tortillas (see recipe on page 15)



½ teaspoon salt



	Spread the oil evenly over the bottom of a large frying pan. Preheat to medium-high temperature.

	Place the tortillas in hot oil, 1 at a time, and fry until crisp. Flip the tortillas when 1 side is brown to ensure even cooking.

	Sprinkle with salt while cooking.

	Place on paper towels to drain.




Makes 8–20 depending on tortilla size

For taco chips, simply break the tostadas into chip-sized pieces. For a unique taste, sprinkle with dry ranch dressing mix.
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BASIC PICANTE SAUCE


1 large white onion



1 fresh jalapeño pepper or ¼ cup canned jalapeños



6 medium-sized ripe tomatoes



6 tablespoons vegetable oil



1 teaspoon salt



¼ teaspoon granulated sugar



1 tablespoon fresh, crushed cilantro or 1 teaspoon dried cilantro



	Remove the skin from the onion and chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Remove the stems from the jalapeño (if using fresh) and tomatoes and chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Preheat the oil to medium temperature in a large frying pan. Add the onions and sauté for about 10 minutes or until tender but not brown.

	Add the remaining ingredients. Turn heat to medium-low and simmer for about 10 minutes.




Yields about 3 cups

For a less spicy sauce, keep the jalapeño whole and remove it after simmering the mixture.
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RED RICE


3 cups water



1 cup short-grain white rice



2 medium-sized red tomatoes



1 bunch fresh green onions or scallions



1 tablespoon vegetable oil



1 teaspoon salt



1 teaspoon ground black pepper



	Bring the water to a boil in a medium saucepan. Add the rice, cover, and boil for 5 minutes. Reduce heat to medium-low and simmer for 15 minutes or until the rice is tender. Drain off remaining water from the rice.

	Remove and discard the stems from the tomatoes. Place the tomatoes in a food processor and blend on medium setting for about 30 seconds.

	Remove the skins from the onions and chop into ¼-inch pieces.

	Heat the oil to medium-high in a large frying pan. Add all the ingredients; stir well. Cover and simmer for 10 minutes.




Serves 8

Add some spice to this recipe by including ¼ cup of your favorite hot peppers chopped into small pieces.
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CHICKEN STOCK


1 medium-sized yellow onion



2 celery ribs



2 large carrots



2–3 pounds chicken bones (leftovers are great)



2 teaspoons salt



1 teaspoon ground black pepper



1 tablespoon dried parsley



1 gallon water



	Remove the skin from the onion and chop into 1-inch pieces. Clean the carrots and chop into ½-inch rounds. Chop the celery into 1-inch pieces.

	Add all the ingredients to a large stockpot; bring to a boil. Reduce heat, cover, and let simmer for 3 hours.

	Strain the broth and discard the vegetables.




Yields 3 quarts

Add almost any mix of meats and vegetables to this basic broth to make a healthy, hearty soup. You also can substitute turkey for the chicken.
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GUACAMOLE


2 large, ripe avocados



1 medium-sized red tomato



1 small yellow onion



½ cup canned jalapeño peppers



1 tablespoon lime juice



1 teaspoon salt



½ teaspoon ground black pepper



	Cut the avocados in half lengthwise and pry out the pits. Remove the peels and cut the avocados into 1-inch pieces. Mash with a fork.

	Cut the tomato into ½-inch pieces. Remove the skin from the onion and cut into ¼-inch pieces. Drain off the liquid from the jalapeño peppers and cut the peppers into ¼-inch pieces.

	Combine all the ingredients; mix well.




Serves 8

This is a wonderful topping for potatoes and meat dishes as well as a popular dip for tostadas and raw vegetables.
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SHREDDED BEEF


2 garlic cloves



4 medium tomatoes



3 fresh jalapeño chili peppers



1 bunch fresh cilantro



1 bay leaf



4 pounds top sirloin



2 teaspoons salt



2 teaspoons ground black pepper



1 (8-ounce) bottle Italian salad dressing



	Peel and mince the garlic. Cut the tomatoes into 1-inch pieces, reserving the juice. Remove the stems and seeds from the chili peppers. Remove the stems from the cilantro.

	Place all the ingredients in a heavy pot. Cover and cook over medium heat for about 5 hours.

	Remove the meat from the broth, let cool, and cut into 2-inch cubes. Shred with forks or in a food processor. Discard broth.




Yields 4–5 pounds

Shredded beef can be used in enchiladas, tacos, and many other dishes that call for either beef chunks or ground beef.
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GREEN CHILI SAUCE


1 cup fresh green chilies (the type of your choice), roasted



1 cup canned tomatillos with juice



¼ cup fresh parsley



¼ cup onion



1 garlic clove



¼ cup canned jalapeño peppers, drained



1 teaspoon salt



½ teaspoon ground black pepper



¼ cup olive oil



	Remove the skin, stems, and seeds from the green chilies.

	Combine the chilies, tomatillos with their juice, parsley, onion, garlic, jalapeños, salt, and pepper in a blender or food processor; purée.

	Heat the oil in a medium-sized frying pan over medium heat. Add the sauce and cook for about 5 minutes, stirring constantly.




Yields 2 cups

Use as a green sauce for tacos, enchiladas, or any other dish.
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RED CHILI SAUCE


12 dried red ancho chilies



1 small white onion



3 garlic cloves



3 large red tomatoes



4 cups water



¼ teaspoon salt



1 teaspoon granulated sugar



	Preheat oven to 250°. Toast chilies on a baking sheet in the oven for 8 minutes. Transfer the chilies to a bowl filled with cold water. Remove the stems and seeds.

	Peel the onion and chop into ¼-inch pieces. Peel the garlic cloves. Chop the tomatoes into ¼-inch pieces.

	Combine all the ingredients in a medium pot. Cover and simmer on medium heat for 30 minutes. Every 5 minutes, remove the cover and push the chilies back down into the liquid.

	Add mixture to blender; purée. Strain to remove the skins.

	Heat the sauce on medium in a frying pan. Then simmer for 5 minutes.




Yields 2½ cups

This is the classic enchilada or burrito sauce. It can also be made with other chilies.
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SPICY CHICKEN


2 garlic cloves



4 medium tomatoes



3 fresh jalapeño chili peppers



1 bunch fresh cilantro



1 bay leaf



2 teaspoons salt



2 teaspoons ground black pepper



1 (8-ounce) bottle Italian salad dressing



1 fryer chicken (about 2½ pounds)



	Peel and mince the garlic. Cut the tomatoes into 1-inch pieces, reserving the juice. Remove the stems and seeds from the chili peppers. Remove the stems from the cilantro.

	Combine all the ingredients in a heavy pot. Cover and cook over medium heat for about 5 hours.

	Remove the meat from the broth and let cool. Remove and discard the skin and bones, and shred the meat with forks or in a food processor. Discard the broth.
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 Where There Are Chickens …


Chickens are perhaps the most plentiful food animal in Mexico. They are easy to raise and can feed off bits of discarded grain. They also provide eggs. When they stop laying eggs they invariably become chicken stock, a standard ingredient in many Mexican recipes.



Yields 4 to 5 pounds

Spicy Chicken can be used in enchiladas, tacos, and many other dishes that call for either beef chunks or ground beef.
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