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  Introduction




  During my first visit to the Southwest in July 1974, my in-laws attempted to “burn out the gringo” by serving me the hottest green chile stew that they could find. Sweat broke out; I hiccuped repeatedly; and my mouth was on fire, but I finished the bowl, much to their amazement. Enchanted by the food, people, culture, and scenery of New Mexico, I moved to Albuquerque in November of that year with no job and very little savings. I started my freelance writing career by publishing articles in magazines and newspapers about New Mexico travel and food. And I’ve never regretted the move that launched my career in food writing.




  Where Is the Southwest, Anyway?




  The Southwest can include as few as two states or as many as eleven. There is no debate about Arizona and New Mexico, but demographers have long pondered California’s location (Southwest or Far West?) and whether Texas is part of the Midwest, South, or Southwest. Guidebooks often graft Utah, Nevada, Colorado, and Oklahoma onto the Southwest; and, amazingly enough, a popular national travel guide once included Kansas, Missouri, and Arkansas in the region.




  Such geographical quandaries fade when confronted with culinary facts, because, face it, no one really associates states like Nevada with Southwestern cuisine—although local restaurants may serve their own versions of “Mexican” food. Heavily populated southern California deserves its own food history, and the cities in northern and eastern Texas have such diverse culinary influences that they are beyond our Southwestern focus.




  So, for the purposes of this book, the Southwest is defined as southwestern Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona—those areas most influenced by Native American and northern Mexican cookery, as well as American imports and techniques. These are the traditional locations for a unique cuisine—dating to prehistory—that continues to evolve.




  What Is Southwestern Cuisine?




  Mexican and Southwestern, the two terms used most often to describe the cuisine of the region, are misnomers in a way, yet they remain as the only food descriptors that make any sense. The term Mexican cooking is inadequate to describe the cuisine of the Southwest and too general to characterize the incredibly diverse dishes prepared in Mexico. I avoid that term because it conjures up visions of very poor food served by national restaurant chains.




  Texas food expert Robb Walsh makes a good case against the term Southwestern cuisine, which he says is a “fad and fading fast.” Walsh points out that the nomenclature was invented by California chefs who opened “Southwestern restaurants . . . that carefully ignored the Mexican traditional uses of ingredients, lest they be confused with Mexican restaurants.”




  When the Southwestern restaurant trend spread across the country, innovative chefs incorporated all sorts of non-traditional ingredients and styles, which is why Dean Fearing, then of the Mansion on Turtle Creek in Dallas, claimed that his version of Southwest cuisine included elements of Plains Indian, Asian, and Cajun cooking. Walsh agrees with Stephan Pyles, who opened the Routh Street Café in Dallas, that because there are at least twenty-five national and ethnic influences on Texas cookery, the correct term for the food served there should be Texas cuisine.




  The problem with that kind of thinking is that it could lead to fifty (or more) independent cuisines in the United States, with the newest rage being Manhattan restaurants serving South Dakota Pronghorn Cuisine. There is no doubt that the Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California versions of Mexican cooking differ, yet the fact remains that the ingredients used are mostly the same; it is the techniques that differ.




  It gets even more confusing when we realize that there are sub-cuisines within some states. For example, since the styles of cooking vary from south to north in New Mexico, to be perfectly accurate, we’d have to adopt descriptors such as “the Mexican-and Native American–influenced cuisine of New Mexico, Taos-style.” And since no one’s going to use such a description, there simply is no better general term than Southwestern cuisine to describe the food of the entire area. I agree with Walsh, however, that the term is misused outside the region, particularly in California.




  We often think of Southwestern cuisine as imported from Mexico, but we must remember that parts of the Southwest were a part of Mexico for more than two hundred years. In fact, as recently as 1824, New Mexico was united with the states of Durango and Chihuahua. As Jim Peyton, an expert on the cuisine of northern Mexico, points out: “The cooking of New Mexico was not brought across the border by immigrants; the border was moved south, leaving the cuisine intact. The same is true of Texas, which evolved its own version of northern Mexican cooking that was heavily influenced by Native American and early Anglo settlers.” The situation was different in Arizona, as we shall see.




  Southwestern cooks often claim that the food of their particular state is the most “authentic,” a word that is often misused. In fact, there are many versions of authentic Mexican cooking; each is a variation on culinary themes that had their origin in a particular region of Mexico. As travelers to Mexico know, the food served in Mexico City or Puerto Vallarta is quite different from that prepared in Ciudad Juárez, yet each is authentic Mexican cooking.




  When speaking of the cuisines of the Southwest, it is better to drop the word authentic from the vocabulary and speak of regional variations as either traditional or new. After all, authentic implies that any variations from the standard dish are corrupt forms, while the word traditional innocently indicates that a time-honored method has developed within a certain geographical area.




  Origins: The Legacy of Old Mexico




  Long before Europeans arrived in the New World, Native Americans had settled the two American continents from Alaska to the Tierra del Fuego. During the long process of migration and settlement, these native peoples developed agriculture in Central and South America, independent of the Old World, and based their cookery on a handful of staple foods uniquely American in origin: corn, beans, chile peppers, and squash. Sometimes manioc and potatoes are included among the staples. These foods—unknown in Europe—were combined with native meats and spices to create a cuisine that took the European invaders by surprise.




  Chile peppers, for example, were eaten in recipes using every conceivable protein source—mostly venison, fish, and fowl. But when times got tough, the resourceful and iron-stomached Native Americans would consume “frog with green chiles, newt with yellow chiles, tadpoles with small chiles, and lobster with red chiles,” as historian Bernardino de Sahagún observed in 1569. Another observer, Francisco Hernández, noted in 1615 that the natives consumed at least seven different kinds of chile peppers.




  The arrival of the Spanish in Mexico had a profound effect on the cuisine of the country. They brought with them pigs, cows, sheep, goats, wheat, and vegetables like onions, to name just a few of the foodstuffs that soon transformed the eating habits of the Native Americans. The Aztecs, however, did not give up their beloved staple foods; they combined them with the new imports and created the basis for the Mexican cuisines of today.




  Throughout the centuries, an astonishing variety in Mexican cooking developed as a result of geography. From the Yucatán Peninsula, Mexico stretches over 2,000 miles to the deserts of the north, so the length and size of Mexico, combined with the mountain ranges that separate the various regions, led to the development of isolated pockets of regional cuisines. This is why the cooking of tropical Yucatán differs significantly from that of the deserts of Chihuahua and Sonora.




  One common factor, though, in Mexican cookery is the prevalence of chile peppers. They are grown all over Mexico, from the Pacific and Gulf Coasts to mountainous regions with altitudes above 8,000 feet. Approximately 200,000 acres of cultivated land produce 500,000 tons of fresh pods and 30,000 tons of dry pods each year. Although dozens of different varieties are grown or collected in Mexico, poblanos, serranos, mirasols, and jalapeños account for 75 percent of the crop.




  Although chiles are grown and consumed all over Mexico, they are particularly evident in the cooking of northern Mexico, termed “norteño-style” or La Frontera, the food of the frontier. In fact, in Mexico City, the fiery cooking of the states of Chihuahua and Sonora is termed platillos nortenses, or “northern plates.” The lore of Mexican cuisine holds that norteño-style cooking is the hottest, and that heat is what ended up just north of the border.




  There are several ways to distinguish one cuisine from another, but the most important is probably the use of different varieties of chile peppers in the dishes. Since chiles are a common ingredient all over the Southwest, their selection and use is often a clue to the origin of a certain recipe. Another method is to observe the ways a single popular dish, such as huevos rancheros, is prepared. Southwestern food expert Anne Lindsay Greer adds, “Defining regional differences is like matching food and wine—significant amounts of tasting will educate the palate.”
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  Part 1




  THE NATIVE SOUTHWEST




  

    “Ussen [God] told Child-of-the-Water and White-Painted Woman: ‘You must live on yucca fruit, piñon nuts, and all other wild plants.’”




    —CHIRICAHUA APACHE LEGEND


  




  When the first Spanish explorers ventured north from Mexico City in the sixteenth century and wandered into what is now the Southwest, they discovered that the indigenous people made excellent use of nearly every edible animal and plant substance imaginable. For protein, the Native Americans hunted and trapped deer, rabbits, quail, pronghorn, bison, and many other mammals and birds. Later, after the spread of European food animals, game came to be viewed as “poor man’s meat.” Today, of course, game has made a comeback, because of its exotic nature and appeal to an adventurous, foodie audience.




  Game Before the Conquerors




  The first “Native Americans” were Siberian emigrants who now have the dubious reputation of having caused the extinction of the Americas’ megafauna, the mammoths, mastodons, giant ground sloths, saber-toothed tigers, camels, and horses, about 13,000 years B.C. Scientists endlessly debate this theory, because they know that these early Americans ate nearly everything they could kill, yet deer, bison, elk, and many other species have survived to this day. The rapidly changing climate is a more likely cause of the extinctions, according to some. Regardless, this archaeological controversy has had a positive side: more analysis of precisely what these early invaders were eating—and it turns out they were not just killing the largest, most dangerous of all the game.




  Fossilized remains found in ancient North American settlements show that the first Native Americans ate many kinds of birds, such as ducks, geese, pheasants, quail, grouse, and wild turkeys. Additionally, they killed and ate a wide variety of mammals, including beaver, bison, deer, elk, mountain sheep, prairie dogs, raccoons, seals, rabbits, and bears. But not every group of Native Americans ate the same game, because of religious beliefs that led to food taboos. Some tribes avoided certain kinds of protein, such as insects, snakes, or fish. This was certainly the case with wild turkeys, which were plentiful before the Europeans arrived. Some tribes hunted them at night, when they were perched in low branches of trees and could simply be clubbed to death. The Tonkawa of Texas were so fond of turkeys that they performed a turkey dance, but the Cheyenne refused to eat them because they thought the birds were cowards. The Chiricahua and Mescalero Apaches would not eat them because the turkeys ate insects. However, many of the tribes with turkey taboos used their feathers on arrows and ceremonially. Some Southwestern tribes later domesticated and penned these wild turkeys and fed them the corn they were growing—one of the few Native American domesticated animals.




  After the extinctions, the most common animals hunted in the Southwest were bison, mule deer, elk, pronghorn antelope, and rabbits. And the easiest way to cook them was to simply grill them over an open fire.




  Pepita-Grilled Venison Chops




  Here is a tasty grilled dish featuring native New World game, chiles, and tomatoes, plus pepitas—toasted pumpkin or squash seeds. Garlic is not native to the New World, but it is given here as a substitute for wild onions, which the Native Americans used to enliven their food.




  5 tablespoons pepitas




  3 cloves garlic




  1 tablespoon red chili powder




  ½ cup tomato paste




  ¼ cup vegetable oil




  3 tablespoons lemon juice or white vinegar




  4 thick-cut venison chops (or substitute thick lamb chops)




  •   Puree all the ingredients except the venison in a blender. Paint the chops with this mixture and marinate at room temperature for 1 hour. Remove the chops from the marinade and heat the marinade until boiling in a small pan.




  •   Grill the chops over a charcoal and piñon wood or mesquite fire until done (the internal temperature for medium doneness should be 160°F), basting with the remaining marinade.




  YIELD: 4 SERVINGS • HEAT SCALE: MEDIUM




  The Wild Plants




  The food plants eaten by the early Native Americans are divided into two categories: those harvested in the wild and those cultivated plants that managed to adapt to the dry desert climate or were irrigated. Harvested wild plants included acorns; berries such as chokecherry and juniper; yucca fruits; various herbs, such as wild mint; mushrooms; mesquite seeds (sometimes called beans); cactus pads and fruits; and agave hearts (mescal), which were roasted in pits by the Mescalero Apaches and other tribes. The early settlers of Arizona, like their Native American predecessors, occasionally had to eat every imaginable plant and animal substance—and there were some edible oddities.




  Acorns were leached to remove the tannic acid and then usually ground into flour, which was made into cakes that were baked on hot rocks or allowed to dry in the sun. The leaves and bark of the creosote bush were used to make medicinal teas and poultices for the relief of arthritis, but the flower buds were also consumed in much the same way as capers are today. Wild grapes were also consumed; “the fruit is quite acid and occasionally is used to make vinegar and even wine,” wrote explorer Juan Nentvig in 1764.




  Three other uncultivated crops that were very important in Native American cooking (and that are commonly used today) are cacti, piñon nuts, and chiltepins (wild, berry-like chile peppers). Various species of cactus were collected and eaten, including the fruit of the huge saguaros, but the most commonly used cacti were the varieties of the genus Opuntia, the prickly pears. The pads of the prickly pear were stripped of spines and then boiled or fried. The fruits of these cacti (called tunas) were picked when they were ripe and were eaten raw as a snack or dessert. Today, prickly pear pads (called nopales), can be found canned or fresh in some local markets, and there are many brands of cactus jellies and jams made from the tasty fruits.




  [image: image]




  The tunas, or fruits, of the prickly pear cactus




  Chile-Cactus Salad




  This interesting salad features nopales, the fleshy pads of the prickly pear cactus. Of course, the spines are removed from the cactus pads.




  Dressing:




  ⅔ cup olive oil




  ⅓ cup red wine vinegar




  2 jalapeño chiles, stems and seeds removed, finely minced




  1 clove garlic, finely minced




  ¼ teaspoon dried oregano




  Freshly ground black pepper




  Salad:




  1 large poblano chile, roasted, peeled, stem and seeds removed, cut in strips




  1 15-ounce jar nopales, drained and rinsed




  4 small tomatoes, chopped




  2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro




  Red leaf lettuce, shredded




  ½ pound goat cheese (or substitute feta cheese), crumbled




  •   To make the dressing, combine a small amount of the oil and vinegar in a bowl. Whisk in the chiles, garlic, oregano, and pepper and beat until smooth. Slowly add a little oil and beat well. Then add a little of vinegar. Repeat the process until all the oil and vinegar have been added and the dressing is completely blended.




  •   To make the salad, combine all the ingredients for the salad in a bowl and toss with just enough dressing to coat and serve.




  YIELD: 4 SERVINGS • HEAT SCALE: MEDIUM




  VARIATION: For a more elegant presentation, toss the lettuce with the tomatoes and place on individual plates. Arrange the chile and nopale strips on the lettuce. Top with the cheese, garnish with the cilantro, and serve with the dressing on the side.




  Prickly Pear Jam




  A Navajo legend holds that in order not to offend the spirit of the plant when the tunas (fruits of the cactus) are being picked, the gatherer must pluck a hair from his or her head. This is a sacrifice indeed for balding men! The prickly pear fruits are often available in border markets, or you can pick your own, as Opuntia cacti are easily grown in well-drained xeriscape gardens in most temperate parts of the country and usually produce plenty of fruit.




  14–20 ripe prickly pear fruits




  1 cup water




  3 tablespoons lime juice




  2 cups mesquite honey (or to taste)




  •   If the fruits have spines, remove them by holding the fruits with tongs over an open flame until the spines burn off. Peel the fruits, remove as many seeds as possible, chop the fruits finely, and place this fruit in a pan with the water. Simmer the fruit until it is soft and pulpy.




  •   Add the lime juice, honey, and more water if it’s too dry, and simmer until the jam is thick, about 30 minutes, taking care not to burn the mixture.




  •   Remove from heat, cool, and place in sterilized jars.




  YIELD: 2 CUPS OR MORE, DEPENDING ON THE SIZE OF THE FRUITS




  Another wild plant, the piñon tree, was utilized to its fullest extent. The tough piñon (Pinus edulis), the New Mexico state tree, was nearly as important to Native Americans of the Southwest as the bison was to the tribes of the Great Plains. The Ramah Navajo, for example, utilized all parts of the tree in their daily lives and gave credit in legend to the squirrel for planting the first piñon tree. The nuts were a food staple to be collected, traded, and sold at market, but that was just the beginning. The Ramahs used the wood for fuel and the logs for building hogans, fences, and corrals. Saddle horns were fashioned from the roots, and piñon resin was chewed as gum and used as a binder and dye in pottery and basket making. The branches and needles of the tree were important in tribal rituals, and the dried buds were used as medicines to ease suffering from burns, earaches, coughs, and fever.
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  A piñon tree in the snow




  The only problem with the nuts of the piñon is that there aren’t enough of them to go around. The crop is dependent on the amount of moisture received each year, and insufficient rainfall in the years preceding flowering means a scant supply of nuts from a given tree. The cones containing the nuts mature during the second year after flowering, and this fact, combined with weather variations, results in any particular region having a good crop of nuts only every four or five years.




  And once ripe, the tasty nuts are devoured in great quantities by deer, turkeys, javelinas, bears, birds, squirrels, and other rodents. In fact, an old Native American trick is to wait for a snowfall and follow the tracks of ground squirrels to their burrows, where sometimes the hoarding little squirrel has stored as much as twenty pounds of piñons. But probably the most voracious consumer of piñons is mankind, cracking some three to five million pounds of the nuts, collected in the Southwest and Mexico, each year. Recently, because of drought, piñon nuts have become so scarce that sellers and street vendors have resorted to buying nuts imported from China.




  The ripe piñon nut is contained within a pitchy cone and is usually collected by spreading blankets beneath the trees and then shaking the branches until the nuts separate from the cones. The shells can be cracked with the teeth or stronger implements. The shelled nuts are roasted in a single layer on a shallow tray in a 350°F oven for eight to ten minutes. An alternative method is to bake them in their shells, which makes the shells brittle and easier to crack—and prevents frequent trips to the dentist.




  Gastronomically speaking, piñon nuts are usually eaten raw or roasted, and they are also used in butters, candies, soups, and stuffings. The roasted nuts are high in unsaturated fats, and it is a simple matter to mash them into a butter. They also contain significant amounts of vitamins A and B, protein, calcium, and phosphorus. There are about two hundred calories in one ounce of nuts.




  Green Chile–Piñon Pesto




  This Southwestern adaptation of the italian specialty uses green chile and spinach in place of the traditional basil in the pesto and piñons to replace pignolis. It has a very concentrated flavor, as all pestos do, so a little bit goes a long way. This pasta topper is also good on grilled meats, fish, burgers, and sandwiches.




  1 ½ cups chopped fresh spinach




  ½ cup chopped fresh cilantro or parsley




  1 tablespoon chopped fresh basil




  6 green New Mexican chiles, roasted, peeled, and stems and seeds removed




  3 cloves garlic




  2 tablespoons piñons




  1 tablespoon lime juice




  ¼ to ½ cup vegetable oil




  Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste




  •   Put the spinach, cilantro, and basil in a food processor or blender and pulse to finely chop. Add the chiles, garlic, piñons, and lime juice and continue to pulse. With the machine running, slowly add just enough oil to make a smooth sauce. Season with salt and pepper.




  YIELD: 1½ CUPS • HEAT SCALE: MILD




  

    Americans Discover Piñons




    Before the Santa Fe Trail was officially opened for commerce between the united States and New Mexico, Americans were already exploring the region. In the 1820s, Josiah Gregg recorded that a wagon train headed back to Missouri carried two gallons of piñon nut oil and noted that the “delicate, sweet flavor generated when these nuts are roasted would make it a serious rival to sesame oil.” Lieutenant John Abert reported in 1846 that piñons were “sometimes used for the manufacture of oil which may be used as a substitute for lamp oil. . . . They form the chief article of food of the Pueblos and New Mexicans.”


  




  Pecan Nut Soup




  Pecans grow wild in northern Mexico and in river valleys in Texas. Sometimes they are used as a soup thickener, but here they are the main flavoring. Wild onions, like the prairie onion (Allium textile), have a very strong aroma and flavor. Wild oregano (Cunila origanoides), also called common dittany, has long been used in herbal medicine and grows in pastures in Texas. Substitute Mexican oregano if you can’t find wild.




  1 pound shelled pecans, crushed




  6 wild onions, with tops, chopped




  6 cups venison stock (or substitute homemade beef stock)




  3 tablespoons chopped wild oregano




  1 teaspoon salt (or to taste)




  •   Place all ingredients in a large soup pot and simmer slowly over medium heat for 1½ hours, stirring occasionally. Adjust salt to taste.




  YIELD: 4 SERVINGS




  Wild chile peppers called chiltepins (Capsicum annuum var. gabrisculum) are the third important wild crop. They are the closest surviving species to the earliest forms of chiles, which appeared in Bolivia and southern Brazil long before mankind arrived in the New World. The small size of the fruits was perfect for dissemination by birds, and the wild chiles spread all over South and Central America, up to what is now the United States border, millennia before the domesticated varieties arrived.




  There is a wide variation in pod shapes, from those the size and shape of BBs to those half an inch long. By contrast, domesticated piquíns, another small-podded chile variety, have much longer pods, up to three inches. The chiltepins that are the most prized in Mexico are spherical and measure five to eight millimeters in diameter. They are among the hottest chiles on earth, measuring up to 100,000 Scoville Heat Units, as compared to 3,500 for a jalapeño.




  In Sonora and southern Arizona, chiltepins grow in microhabitats in the transition zone between mountain and desert, which receives as little as ten inches of rain per year. They grow beneath “nurse” trees such as mesquite, oak, and palmetto, which provide shelter from direct sunlight, heat, and frost. In the summer, there is higher humidity beneath the nurse trees, and legumes such as mesquite fix nitrogen in the soil—a perfect fertilizer for the chiltepins. The trees also protect the plant from grazing by cattle, sheep, goats, and deer. Chiltepins planted in the open, without nurse trees, usually die from the effects of direct solar radiation.




  Although the chiltepin plant’s average height is about four feet, there are reports of individual bushes growing ten feet tall, living twenty-five to thirty years, and having stems as big around as a man’s wrist. Chiltepins are resistant to frost but lose their leaves in cold winter weather. New growth will sprout from the base of the plant if it is frozen back.




  There is quite a bit of legend and lore associated with these fiery little pods. In earlier times, the Papago Indians of Arizona made annual pilgrimages into the Sierra Madre range of Mexico to gather chiltepins. Dr. Gary Nabhan, former director of Native Seeds/SEARCH, discovered that the Tarahumara Indians of Chihuahua value the chiltepins so much that they build stone walls around the bushes to protect them from being devoured by goats. Besides using them to spice up food, various tribes in the Southwest use chiltepins for antilactation: Nursing mothers put chiltepin powder on their nipples to wean babies. Chiltepins are also an aid in childbirth because when they are powdered and inhaled they cause sneezing, which can trigger birthing.




  In 1794, Padre Ignaz Pfeffercorn, a German Jesuit living in Sonora, described the wild chile pepper: “A kind of wild pepper which the inhabitants call chiltipin is found on many hills. It is placed unpulverized on the table in a salt cellar and each fancier takes as much of it as he believes he can eat. He pulverizes it with his fingers and mixes it with his food. The chiltipin is the best spice for soup, boiled peas, lentils, beans and the like. The Americans swear that it is exceedingly healthful and very good as an aid to the digestion.” In fact, even today, chiltepins are used—amazingly enough—as a treatment for acid indigestion.
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  The mother of all chiles, the chiltepin




  Padre Pfeffercorn realized that chiltepins were one of the few crops left in the world that was harvested in the wild rather than cultivated. (Others are piñon nuts, Brazil nuts, and some wild rice.) This fact has led to concern for the preservation of the chiltepin bushes, because harvesters often pull up entire plants or break off branches. Dr. Nabhan believes that the chiltepin population is diminishing because of overharvesting and overgrazing. In Arizona, a chiltepin reserve has been established near Tumacacori at Rock Corral Canyon in the Coronado National Forest. Native Seeds/SEARCH has been granted a special use permit from the National Forest Service to manage the permanent marking and mapping of plants and to conduct ecological studies.




  

    Other Native Food Plants of the Desert




    Yucca. About thirty species of this relative of the lily grow in the Southwest, and virtually every part of the plant was used by the Native Americans. The fruits, seeds, and petals were used as food, medicine, and dye. Baskets, rope, cloth, and mats were made from the fibers and leaves, and the roots were pounded into pulp for soap.




    Jojoba. Early desert dwellers were roasting and eating jojoba nuts for millennia before the Spanish arrived. After the frontier was settled, the plant acquired the name “coffee bush” because its seeds look just like coffee beans—and indeed, they were often used as coffee substitute by Anglo pioneers in Arizona. Jojoba has recently enjoyed commercial production, but not for food. The fruits are about 50 percent oil, which is a substitute for sperm whale oil. The oil is also used in the manufacture of shampoos and body oils.




    Mesquite. The beans of this plant were more important than corn to the Native Americans of the Sonoran Desert. The ripe beans were dried on rooftops and stored. Later, the beans were ground into a flour for making drinks, breads, gruel, and cakes. Mesquite wood and charcoal are favorites for grilling meats and poultry in the Southwest.
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    Grinding mesquite pods


  




  Chiltepin Ice Cream




  This novelty was served in 1988 for the symposium on wild chiles at the Desert Botanical Garden in Phoenix and at the Fiesta de Los Chiles at the Tucson Botanical Gardens. It is very hot when prepared as described (despite the tendency of ice cream to cut the heat), so cooks may wish to reduce the quantity of chiltepins.




  ½ cup fresh green chiltepins, thoroughly pulverized (or substitute chiltepines en escabeche or dried red chiltepins that have been rehydrated and pulverized)




  1 gallon vanilla ice cream
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  •   Combine ingredients in a large bowl and mix thoroughly until green (or red) flecks appear throughout the ice cream. Serve in small portions and warn people about what they’re eating.




  YIELD: 20 OR MORE SERVINGS • HEAT SCALE: HOT




  Salsa Casera (Chiltepin House Salsa)




  This diabolically hot sauce from Arizona is also called chiltepin pasta (paste). It is used in soups and stews and to fire up machaca (shredded beef), eggs, tacos, tostadas, and beans. Because it is so hot, the amount of sauce in this recipe could last for years when stored in the refrigerator. Note: This recipe requires advance preparation.




  2 cups chiltepins




  8 to 10 cloves garlic




  1 teaspoon salt




  1 teaspoon Mexican oregano




  1 teaspoon coriander seed




  1 cup water




  1 cup cider vinegar




  •   Combine all ingredients in a blender and puree on high speed for 3 to 4 minutes. Refrigerate for one day to blend the flavors before using. It keeps indefinitely in the refrigerator.




  YIELD: 2 CUPS • HEAT SCALE: EXTREMELY HOT




  Domesticated Plants




  Even though wild crops were important, the ancient Anasazi culture of the Southwest—and later the Pueblo Indians—depended on some important domesticated crops: corn, beans, and squash. It is not a coincidence that these foods are the foundation of Southwestern cuisines. Although domesticated in Mexico and Central America, these crops had moved north to what is now the Southwest long before the Spanish arrived.




  Maize, the food we now call corn, is of Mexican origin and was first domesticated about 5,000 years ago. Early man must have had to grow tons of it, for the first cobs were about the size of pencil erasers. Maize moved north as the size of the cobs increased. In 1948, primitive ears of corn one to two inches long were discovered in the Bat Cave archaeological site in New Mexico and were dated to 3,500 years ago. By selectively breeding for larger ears, early farmers developed two to three hundred varieties by the time Columbus arrived in the New World.




  As the size of the cobs increased, maize became an increasingly important food plant in Native American culture and acquired religious as well as culinary significance. Its pollen was used in numerous ceremonies and various colors of corn were aligned with the four directions: blue with the west, red with the south, white with the east, and yellow with the north. Corn was grown in both dry fields and irrigated plots and was much hardier than the hybrids of today.




  Recently, there has been a resurgence of interest in non-hybridized varieties of corn, especially blue corn. Blue corn tortillas and chips are everywhere these days, and home gardeners are experimenting with an astounding variety of strains that have been rescued from hybridization. These include Isleta Blue, Santo Domingo Blue, Hispanic Pueblo Red, and Rainbow.




  Most of the corn grown in the Southwest today, however, is hybridized. It still forms the basis for what is called the “corn cuisine” of the Southwest, for the kernels are ground into corn meal and corn flour, which are then used in breads and tortillas. And, tortillas, of course, are the foundation of a number of Southwestern entrees, such as enchiladas.
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  A metate for grinding corn




  Blue Corn–Chile Bread




  The addition of green chile to corn bread is an ancient Pueblo tradition. Blue corn is making a comeback in products such as chips and cornmeal.




  1 ½ cups blue cornmeal




  2 tablespoons sugar




  2 teaspoons baking powder




  ½ cup chopped green chile




  ¾ cup milk




  1 egg




  2 tablespoons bacon fat (or substitute cooking oil)




  •   In a bowl, combine the cornmeal, sugar, and baking powder and mix well. In a separate bowl, combine the chile, milk, egg, and bacon fat and mix well. Add the liquid ingredients to the dry ingredients and mix well.




  •   Pour the mixture into a greased baking dish and bake at 350°F for 30 minutes.




  YIELD: 4–6 SERVINGS • HEAT SCALE: MILD




  Pueblo Chile Fritters




  I have made some changes to the traditional Native American recipe from New Mexico for a more contemporary flavor that incorporates corn kernels. Serve these with a soup or stew.




  ⅓ cup water




  ⅓ cup flour




  1 egg, slightly beaten




  ½ teaspoon baking powder




  4 green New Mexican chiles, roasted, peeled, stems and seeds removed, and chopped




  ¼ cup whole-kernel corn




  2 tablespoons chopped onion




  Vegetable oil for frying




  •   In a bowl, slowly add the water to the flour, stirring constantly, to make a thin sauce. Add the remaining ingredients, except the oil, and mix well.




  •   Drop the batter by tablespoons into 360°F oil and fry until golden brown. Remove and drain on paper towels.




  YIELD: 12 FRITTERS • HEAT SCALE: MEDIUM
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    A Pueblo Indian Winter Solstice Prayer




    So that I may raise corn,


    So that I may raise beans,


    So that I may raise wheat,


    So that I may raise squash,


    So that with all good fortune I may be blessed.


  




  Domesticated beans predate corn and were tamed about 10,000 years ago in Peru. Then they apparently moved north into Mexico and eventually the Southwest and the rest of the country. When the Europeans arrived, the common bean, Phaseolus vulgaris, was being grown everywhere in what is now the United States. In the Southwest, another species, P. acutifolius, or the tepary bean, was more popular because it was a rapid grower and was resistant to drought and alkalinity. Black varieties of tepary beans, such as the Mitla Black Bean, are used in the famous black bean soup.




  Pinto beans are most commonly used in Southwestern cuisine, and farmers grow three or four different varieties, mostly in the Estancia Valley and the Four Corners area of New Mexico. An interesting quirk of pinto beans is that they must be cooked at the same altitude as they were grown. Beans grown at a lower altitude will not cook at higher altitudes and will simply rattle around in the pot, no matter how long they are boiled. Pinto beans are generally boiled, mashed, and then fried in oil or lard and spiced with red chile. They traditionally are not used as an ingredient in chili con carne but rather are served on the side.
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  Zuni “waffle” gardens, 1925




  Anasazi Refried Beans




  The Anasazi bean (also called the Aztec bean, cave bean, or New Mexico Appaloosa bean) is a red and white heirloom bean native to the Southwest and grown by the Anasazis, the ancestors of the Pueblo tribes. The term refried is a misnomer because the beans are only fried once. In Mexican Spanish, the prefix re- is an informal form of emphasis meaning “very” or “well,” so these refritos are well-fried beans. Serve them with enchiladas or tamales. Note: This recipe requires advance preparation.




  1 pound dried Anasazi beans, soaked in water overnight and then drained




  6 cups water




  ¼ cup finely chopped onion




  1 clove garlic, crushed




  5 slices bacon, coarsely chopped




  1 jalapeño chile, seeds and stem removed, finely chopped




  ¼ teaspoon ground cumin




  Salt and pepper to taste




  •   In a saucepan, combine the beans and water and cook at a gentle boil for 1½ hours or until tender.




  •   Drain the beans, reserving the liquid.




  •   In a skillet over medium heat, saute the onion, garlic, bacon, and chile until the bacon is crisp. Add the beans and cumin and mash together, adding the reserved liquid a little at a time until mixture is smooth. Season with salt and pepper.




  YIELD: 8 SERVINGS • HEAT SCALE: MEDIUM




  In addition to beans, another early vegetable was squash, which was first domesticated in Central America about 9,000 years ago and eventually spread over all the Americas. It was a staple of the Anasazi and Hohokam cultures and was passed down to the Navajos and Pueblo tribes, who loved them so much they incorporated the shape of the squash flowers into artwork and silver necklaces that are called “squash blossoms.” Several ancient squash varieties are still grown today, including the blue-fruited Acoma pumpkin, the green-striped Santo Domingo squash, and the Calabaza Mexicana (long-neck pumpkin). Southwestern farmers and home gardeners grow squash in profusion—but mostly zucchini, a late arrival to this cuisine.




  Early Native American recipes show that squash was a common ingredient in soups and stews. In addition to the squash fruits, the blossoms were also eaten. They were added to soups and stews or were boiled and mashed with corn kernels. Today, squash is sautéed with green chile and corn, baked whole, or added to casseroles. Pumpkins are a common ingredient in stews, and early New Mexican recipes also show how to make pumpkin candies. Incidentally, an early preservation method was to bake winter varieties and then slice them thin and dry them in the sun. The slices can be put in soups and stews or rehydrated with hot water.




  During the last decade, a conservation movement has been growing in the Southwest, and its goal is to preserve and promote the use of the traditional native crops. Home gardeners are being urged to forego the hybridized and genetically altered commercial varieties of corn, beans, squash, and chiles and to plant, instead, the ancient American types. As Margaret Visser points out in her 1986 book, Much Depends on Dinner, “Worst of all, varieties of corn are disappearing by the dozen even as these words are being written. A corn not being planted is a corn which ceases to exist.”




  

    Traditional Foods Combat Diabetes




    After World War II, the Pima Indians of Arizona developed the highest incidence of type 2 diabetes in the world. At first, the doctors were baffled, but they soon realized that the cause was quite obvious. The Pimas had stopped eating native plants and had switched to a nontraditional diet loaded with sugary and fatty fast food, and the result was that their metabolisms could not handle the change.




    Studies by Native Seeds/SEARCH indicate that native desert food plants control blood sugar levels because they are “slow-release” carbohydrates that are converted to glucose at a much slower rate than other foods. In fact, mesquite pods and acorns rank among the top 10 percent of all foods ever analyzed for their effectiveness in controlling blood sugar.




    Now, all that’s needed to reduce diabetes among the Pimas is for them to switch back to native foods—but that’s no easy task. Native Seeds/SEARCH representatives speak at conferences, health fairs, and schools and have even produced a video titled Desert Food Is Healthy Food. They have also designed recipes for such “new” delicacies as prickly pear juice, mesquite tea, and a cold bean salad with cholla buds.


  




  Leading the movement to preserve ancient food plants is Native Seeds/SEARCH of Tucson (see Appendix 3). They provide seeds for an astounding number of varieties of traditional crops and publish a quarterly newsletter, The Seedhead News. “The food crops of this region,” notes the catalog, “are not only delicious and nutritious but better adapted to the harsh environments of the low hot deserts and dry rocky uplands than most modern vegetables.”




  Calabacitas Caliente (Spiced-Up Squash)




  This recipe combines three Native American crops: squash, corn, and chile. It is one of the most popular dishes in New Mexico, and it colorfully highlights meat and chicken entrees.
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For the hundreds of thousands of chileheads who have supported me over the
years by buying my books, attending the National Fiery Foods and Barbecue
Show, subscribing to the two magazines I've edited, entering the Scovie Awards
Competition, and visiting the Fiery Foods & Barbecue SuperSite. My chile-spiced,
heartfelt thanks to all of you.
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