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foreword

Chili is Texas food with a Spanish accent.

Like many things considered Texan (much of cowboy lingo, for instance), chili has its origins in the Hispanic community, and usage gradually evolved into something different and new. It continues to evolve, expanding both its base and its variety.

Chili came into its own during the early part of the twentieth century. It and hamburgers helped many a poor man survive the long years of the Great Depression. Both were relatively cheap and could sustain life if need be. Chili certainly had more body to it than soup, especially when thickened with enough crumbled-up saltine crackers. Its simplicity made it a favorite of bachelors surviving on their own cooking. Many an old chuckwagon cook, too stove up to stay out on the range any longer, set up shop in town as proprietor of a chili joint.

Chili is highly flexible. It can be made hot as a branding iron or mild as a spring morning, depending on the cook’s personal preference and the demands of his or her clientele. Its primary ingredient is meat. It can be made out of anything that eats grass or lays eggs. Though beef is usually the first choice, goat is a common ingredient in South Texas. Mutton is permissible in sheep country. Wild game is always good and allows the cook to brag about his marksmanship. Chicken is a little over the edge, but there’s no law against it. Fish probably carries a penitentiary sentence.

Chili would be just beef stew if it were not for peppers to add that special tang, plus garlic, onions, cumin, and oregano to arrive at its distinctive flavor. Peppers come in countless varieties and all levels of self-contained heat to test the consumer’s fire resistance.

As W. C. Jameson says in this book, chili has become a Texas icon. More than that, it has become almost a religion with enthusiasts who flock to competitive cook-offs from the Midwest to California. Secret recipes are as jealously guarded as plans for the atomic bomb. Fistfights have been known to erupt between those who advocate adding beans to their chili and purists who insist that it is blasphemy akin to spitting on the churchhouse floor. Red beans add body and go a long way toward satisfying hunger, but lots of chiliheads maintain that this is like compromising the purity of a good woman. If beans must be served, they say, put them in their own bowl.

The ultimate Texas chili celebration is the annual blowout at the old ghost town of Terlingua near the Big Bend National Park. There, all manner of extroverts and wanna-be comedians stage an exuberant exhibition and, incidentally, cook up enough chili to put the Rio Grande on a two-foot rise. It is safe to say that brewery stock advances several points during the blowout. A little beer even makes its way into the chili.

I must admit that as a boy growing up on a ranch near Crane, Texas, I heard about chili a lot more often than I got a chance to taste it. Despite its reputation as a staple of ranch fare, it only occasionally surfaced at the McElroy Ranch. On those occasions when Mother served it, she usually got it from a can of Wolf Brand. That is no disparagement of Wolf Brand, whose motto used to be “How long has it been since you had a hot, steaming bowl of Wolf Brand chili? Well, that’s too long.”

I thought it tasted pretty dern good. Still do.

I often heard that chili was a staple of chuckwagon menus, but I don’t remember the McElroy cooks fixing it much. They leaned more toward what was euphemistically termed “son of a gun” stew. Around the wagon it was more often “son of a bitch,” and sometimes “gentleman from Odessa.” Teacher and folklorist Paul Patterson said he used to wonder why it was called that until he met a gentleman from Odessa.

In recent years, chili has become a staple in the Kelton home during winter months. In a house where the central heating system leaves much to be desired, chili heats from the inside, satisfying the taste buds and warding off the common cold.

In hindsight, it is almost unbelievable that fundamentalist churches in McKinney, Texas, once campaigned to have chili outlawed on grounds that it was a sinful indulgence, the soup of the devil. Good chili has been described as a preview of heaven. At its extreme, it can provide a foretaste of the alternative.

In that light, it is akin to a sermon.

 


Elmer Kelton





INTRODUCTION

a bowl o’ red


Love is like a bowl of chili: The hotter the better.

 


—Anonymous



Chili con carne can be, and often is, different things to different people, even different cultures. To some, chili is just a dish, a meal, nothing more than a bowl of spicy food. To others, it is primarily a topping for hot dogs. But to those who hold this special food in high regard, chili con carne represents an experience that can blend elements of history, geography, the culinary arts, and recreation.

Among purists, the preparation and consumption of chili have been elevated to an art form. Many consider cooking and eating chili a form of recreation; some regard it as a type of therapy. Chili cook-offs and parties are now a common and widespread form of entertainment that includes costumes and music. To a rapidly growing number of chilimeisters, cook-offs represent an opportunity for competition and provide a level of culinary excitement not encountered with most foods. There are even some who regard chili as an aphrodisiac, and a few have claimed eating a good bowl of red is akin to a spiritual experience.

Margaret Cousins, the venerable editor at Doubleday books years ago, once stated that “chili is not so much a food as a state of mind.” Harry James, the famous bandleader and trumpet player, and a man who knew his chili, said, “Next to jazz music, nothing lifts the spirit and strengthens the soul more than a good bowl of chili.” Francis X. Tolbert, a Texan long associated with chili, wrote, “A bowl of chili is a haunting, mystical thing.”

Chili con carne has diffused from its original points of origin into a variety of different cultures, with its form and content modified along the way. But chili, real chili as it is perceived by serious chili cooks, serious chili eaters, and even chili scholars, is so much more than mere food. This special dish, in its many forms and in so many different ways, has become part and parcel of the culture of North America as well as some other parts of the world.

The late, great humorist Will Rogers loved chili con carne and spoke of it often. Rogers rated the quality of life in towns around the United States on the basis of the chili found in each one. His simple survey was a forerunner of today’s popular places-rated surveys. Rogers’ only criterion for rating a place, however, was the chili. According to him, Coleman, Texas, was at the top of the list.

To the devoted, a good bowl of chili is all of these things and more. Well-prepared, authentic chili, according to the believers, transcends everything and truly becomes, as suggested by Cousins, a state of mind.

Food historians are in near-complete agreement that chili has its origins in Texas, though other locations also claim the honor. During its formative years and early evolution, chili was beef (chopped or cubed), peppers (anchos or pequins, pulped or crushed), garlic (minced or chopped), cumin, oregano, and salt. All was cooked together and allowed to simmer for at least a couple of hours. Chili purists today vary little, if at all, from this tried-and-true recipe.

The inevitable craving for chili eventually began spreading beyond its point of genesis during the late 1800s. Regional cultures sometimes modified the dish on the basis of available ingredients and taste preferences or just to experiment with the basic recipe. Over time, some found adding certain ingredients to their liking: onions, tomatoes, cayenne, thyme, beer, and broth. Still others have gone to what the traditionalists regard as unnecessary extremes by adding such nontraditional ingredients as celery, bell peppers, beans, tequila, whiskey, sugar, and even spaghetti! Those who like a thick chili often add flour, masa harina, cracker meal, and even oatmeal. Devotees of thinner chili add various kinds of liquid ranging from water to canned juices to almost any kind of hard liquor, including whiskey, bourbon, vodka, brandy, and schnapps.

Nutritionists are now giving chili a second look and finding some good things to say about it. As a food, chili, if prepared correctly, can be good for a person. Trimmed of fat and cooked in a high-quality olive oil, the meat provides necessary protein. The peppers traditionally used in chili are rich in vitamins A and C. According to folklore and contemporary practice, these peppers have been used to treat a number of conditions including toothaches, gout, colic, ague, seasickness, colds, sore throats, and dropsy. Chile peppers have been known to aid digestion and clarify the blood. According to physicians, a regular diet of chiles helps rid the body of fats, lowers cholesterol levels, and reduces the possibility of heart attack. Several studies have shown that regular consumers of chile peppers, such as Southwestern Indians and Mexicans, generally experience a lower incidence of heart disease than do most Americans.

Chili may also be the most misunderstood food in America, if not the entire world. Many believe chili is a Mexican food, a notion fostered by inaccurate references in cartoons and movies. Chili con carne, though made with some ingredients that come from Meso-America, is a uniquely American dish, and some would argue uniquely Texan.

Many are also convinced that chili must be fiery hot. It can be, and often is, but doesn’t need to be, and more often isn’t. The chili served in authentic chili parlors across Texas and the American Southwest is spicy but seldom hot, and garnishes such as chile peppers and onions are generally available at the table so that the diner may adjust the flavor as desired. Arguments have been waged and fistfights fought over whether or not beans should be included in chili con carne, a debate that wages to this day. There even remains some confusion over the appropriateness of adding tomato to chili.

Chili con carne was once banned by fundamentalist churches as being Satanic. During the 1890s, chili was a relatively new dish and generally unknown outside of Texas. During the latter part of that decade, Myers’ Café opened in the small town of McKinney, located several miles north of Dallas. The new café featured chili con carne, a decision that caused immediate controversy.

Several McKinney residents were leery of this somewhat unknown food and claimed it could ruin a person’s insides. Testimony to that effect was solicited from physicians, sometimes concocted, and passed around as fact. Parents were soon forbidding their children to eat chili, claiming it would stunt their growth, cause disfigurement, and render them idiots. Then, as now, all one had to do to encourage a youngster to try anything was to forbid him to do so. In no time at all, the youth of McKinney were spending their allowances on bowls of chili down at Myers’ Café. At all hours of the day, according to newspaper reports of the time, the tiny eatery was filled with boys from twelve to sixteen years of age gobbling up chili at twelve cents a bowl.

This kind of disobedience could not go unpunished. Angry letters began appearing in the McKinney newspaper describing the loose morals of the town’s youth. Food was for sustenance, claimed one of the letter writers, not for enjoyment, and for a child to take so much pleasure from a simple bowl of food was an evil thing that could only lead him down the road to greater sins.

Soon McKinney’s fundamentalist churches got into the act. Ever on the lookout for something to ban, many of the town’s preachers were condemning chili from the pulpit and preaching sermons about the “sinful indulgence in a food that was prepared by Satan himself.” In fact, for a long time in McKinney, chili was referred to as the “soup of the Devil.”

All of this anti-chili ranting did little more than generate a keener interest and curiosity among normal people about this new and forbidden dish. As a result, soon there was standing-room-only at Myers’ Café from morning until night, seven days a week, as McKinney citizens lined up to sample this youth-corrupting food. Some also reported that one or two of the town’s fundamentalist preachers were actually spotted slurping up some of Satan’s soup. Eventually, common sense intruded, and “the great chili furor,” as it was called by newspaper columnist Francis X. Tolbert, died down.

Chili con carne remains controversial and misunderstood today for other reasons. In fact, there exists throughout the country a great deal of confusion about how it is spelled. According to chili scholars, the origin of the word may come from the Aztec Indians who thrived in Mexico around the time Columbus was visiting some of the Caribbean Islands. Over time, the word chili has become the only acceptable term, socially and culinarily, for the concoction of meat, peppers, and seasoning fans know and love today, the traditional “bowl o’ red.” An examination of the existing literature, however, as well as dozens of restaurant and café menus across the country, reveals multiple variations on the spelling of the word chili.

Sometimes chile is encountered. Chile, with an “e” at the end instead of an “i,” refers specifically to peppers of the capsaicin family. The word chile is synonymous with the term chile pepper, whether red or green. These peppers, of course, are an essential ingredient in the making of chili.

The American South seems to offer the greatest variations in the spelling of this notable dish. South of the Mason-Dixon Line, I have found chilli, chille, chilie, chillie, and even chililie. In the Midwest, I have seen chilly and chilley. Once, while stopping for dinner at a roadside café in Iowa, I saw a menu listing for something called chilly con carny. Chili purists recommend never eating at places where the dish is not spelled correctly.

Chili from the Southwest: Fixins, Flavors, and Folklore offers the siftings of nearly four decades of research on the history, geography, and lore of chili, as well as more than 135 tested recipes. While the subject of food, and in particular chili, easily lends itself to an academic treatment, it is far too much fun to be dragged through a jungle of tedious jargon and cumbersome footnotes. Chili is to be enjoyed, not endured.

The recipes included in this book are the results of decades of searching, sampling, and experimenting. Some of those offered here are quite traditional; some were provided by friends and fellow chilistos, all kindred spirits of chiliana. Many were collected on the road during travels from border to border, coast to coast. A few originally came from old, long out-of-print cookbooks as well as from extant literature. Most have been modified over the years as a result of experimentation, from adding something here and deleting something else there, and from a variety of innovations inflicted from time to time.

A number of the recipes encountered herein are of my own design. All have been tried, kitchen- and banquet-tested, and ultimately developed into what is presented in these pages. My hope is that you enjoy preparing and dining on these recipes as much as I have enjoyed creating and working with them over the years.

One of the glories associated with the cooking and eating of chili, in addition to those mentioned previously, is that they are never-ending processes. No matter how perfect a recipe, the experimentation and the quest for a greater bowl of chili continues. Such culinary exploration and discovery remain worthwhile—indeed, noble—goals that I shall pursue until the last pepper is sliced.

The recipes included in this book have been divided into traditional chili and its variations, wild game chili, and fitness chili. The section on traditional chili recipes includes a number from winners of important competitions as well as some from celebrities such as James Arness, Marty Robbins, and Francis X. Tolbert. Chili has become a popular way to prepare and serve wild game, and chili con carne is almost a required meal in many autumn deer camps across the country. In response to a growing awareness of the values of healthy dining, the section on fitness chili provides a number of alternatives for those monitoring fat and cholesterol.

Chili con carne is one of the original fun foods, and that notion has certainly influenced the approach incorporated in this book. Chili can be nutritious and tasty, to be sure, but most of all chili is fun—the preparation, the tasting, and the ultimate serving of this noble and delectable dish to friends and loved ones at birthday parties, tailgate parties, fiestas, cookouts, hunting camps, and any other kind of gathering.





ONE

the story of chili


Wish I had time for one more bowl of chili.

 


—Alleged last words of Kit Carson



Researching the history of chili con carne can be a rewarding yet in many ways a troublesome and difficult undertaking. The researcher encounters a multitude of earlier efforts, most of which yield a number of contradictory claims. As with most histories, the difficulties arise in trying to separate fact from fiction and, in some cases, fact from legend. As a result, the serious chili researcher winds up being confronted with a multitude of theories relating to the origin of the precious brew. Strong claims for any one of the theories can result in disagreements ranging from relatively quiet intellectual discussions to loud brawls. Each combatant remains steadfastly loyal to a particular theory and cannot be swayed by the opinions of others. Nor do the debaters seem to be in the least bit influenced by historical facts.

Ultimately, regardless of the specific theory of origin, who prepared the very first pot of chili will likely never be discovered. Chili, as fans know it and love it today, evolved over time and involved the contribution of a number of different cultures and individuals.

During the early settlement of Texas and the Southwest, a number of literate and observant explorers, soldiers, and others passed through the region: the French explorer Pages in 1767; Zebulon Pike in 1807; German scientist Roemer in 1846; the intrepid Frederick Law Olmstead in 1854; and Benjamin Lundy in 1883. Although E. DeGolyer, the millionaire and scholarly chilisto, once wrote that this unique dish was likely started during the 1840s, not a single one of the observant and curious individuals who traveled through Texas and the Southwest and who wrote about the environment, geology, people, wildlife, plants, resources, and food ever mentioned chili in his journals and reports. If chili had existed in the region, it surely would have been noted by these chroniclers.

In 1862, Confederate soldiers assigned to San Antonio reportedly grew boisterous in the city’s plaza and wrecked a number of food stands. Although several different kinds of foods were mentioned as having been ruined, such as tamales and stews, there was not a single mention of chili. Around this same time, a visitor to San Antonio named Sidney Lanier wrote in detail of the wonders and delights of the city, but there was no mention of chili in his pages.

In 1874, Scribner’s magazine published an article about San Antonio by Edward King. He wrote about a number of things including the great variety of food he encountered there, but chili was not among them. Joe Cooper once wrote about a painting by Thomas Allen, an artist who spent some time in San Antonio in 1879. Cooper notes that in one of Allen’s paintings of the plaza, something that looks suspiciously like a chili stand is represented. During a journey through Texas in the early 1880s, two authors named Knox and Sweet wrote rather critically about Mexican, Texan, and Southwestern food, yet there was no mention of chili.

In 1882, however, Gould’s Guide to San Antonio mentions chili con carne and its availability at various locations around the plaza. This, as far as I can determine, is the first official mention of chili in print. Many years later, somebody named Frank H. Buschick wrote a book that included an entire chapter on San Antonio’s chili queens, the cooks and purveyors of freshly made chili. According to Buschick, the chili queens were in full operation in 1895.

In 1896, William Gebhardt began mixing the spices used in the making of chili and selling packets of them in San Antonio and throughout the surrounding area. Demand soon grew for his now famous chili powder, and by 1899, a full-fledged manufacturing and sales operation in the Alamo City existed.

In 1897, chili was mentioned again in print, this time in a novel titled Wolfville and authored by a man named Alfred Henry Lewis. In 1899, according to Cooper, a Mexican food restaurant opened in San Antonio that served, among other items, chili. The principal clientele were Americans. According to San Antonio lore, this is supposed to be the first Mexican food restaurant in the United States, though other cities and towns have had similar claims made for them.

The chronology pins down the origins of chili, more or less, to sometime between 1879 and 1882. Prevailing theories relative to the origins of chili have their supporters and detractors.


the new world theory

Peppers, such as those employed in the preparation of chili, are native to that geographic region called Meso-America, a vast region consisting of Mexico, Central America, and most of northern South America. This area was home to Aztecs, Incas, Mayans, Quechuans, and other Indian tribes.

Archeological and anthropological records note that the natives of this region regularly dined on chile peppers mixed with meat and herbs, and they apparently did so for centuries prior to the arrival of the Spanish explorers. This dish, which clearly resembled chili as it is known today, was a staple food of the Meso-Americans, who, in turn, introduced it to the visiting Spaniards. The Spaniards, unfamiliar with the capsaiscin vegetables we call chiles today, confused them with the more familiar bell peppers. Mistakenly, they named the chiles “peppers,” a name that has stuck over the ages.

Regardless of what the Europeans called the chiles, they certainly took a liking to this somewhat new and spicy food. As they continued their explorations and invasions throughout Meso-America and into what is now the United States, they carried along the ingredients and cooking techniques, probably adding a few of their own contributions to the pot now and again.




the lady in blue theory

One claim for the early existence of what seems to be chili or something closely resembling it does, in fact, come from a provocative legend, which the Roman Catholic church labels an old American Indian tale, that extends back to before the time of Spanish invasion and settlement in the western United States. A number of Southwestern Indian tribes told of being visited by a mysterious woman dressed entirely in blue. On these visits, according to the tale, she introduced the indigenes to the rudiments of Christianity and instructed them to prepare a glorious welcome for the eventual arrival of the Spanish missionaries. When the Spaniards finally came, they were mystified by all the stories about the lady in blue, whom they called La Dama de Azul. Missionary priest Alonso de Benarifes and the Spanish king Philip IV believed the lady in blue to be the spirit of Sister Mary of Agreda, who lived in a convent in Castile, Spain.

The story goes that Sister Mary entered the convent in 1618 when she was sixteen years of age. Not long afterward, she fell into a series of trances, some of which lasted for several days. When she finally recovered, she told of visiting a distant land where she walked among the natives and spoke to them about Christianity. With amazing accuracy, Sister Mary of Agreda described the landscape and inhabitants of the American Southwest and provided information about their language and foods. One particular dish she recorded consisted of venison, onions, tomatoes, and chile peppers, the earliest known recipe for what easily could be taken for, or mistaken for, chili.




the Canary Islander theory

The Canary Islands are a Spanish possession located in the Atlantic Ocean a couple of hundred miles off the northwest coast of Africa. A popular theory holds that chili con carne was first concocted by immigrant Canary Islanders who arrived in San Antonio during the early 1700s. Canary Island cuisine was often characterized by the use of curry, but finding none of that seasoning in San Antonio, the newcomers substituted locally grown chile peppers as well as other herbs and seasonings, eventually creating a prototype of chili that no doubt resembled something they ate back home. The Canary Islander theory claims a high number of adherents and is one of the most often quoted in the available literature on the history of chili.




the cultural mix theory

Another theory holds that chili may have been a dish that evolved simply as a result of the mixing of a variety of cultures that settled in San Antonio during the early to mid-1700s. Among these were the Canary Islanders, who were joined by Mexicans, a few French, and even some Italians and American Indians who resided there. As a result of the subsequent interaction, mixing, sharing, and borrowing, the dish called chili resulted, likely out of expediency.




the missionary theory

Some believe chili con carne originated during the time of religious conversion of Indians in the American Southwest. According to writers Susan Hazen-Hammond and Eduardo Fuss, a Jesuit priest observed some natives preparing a stew consisting of chile peppers and meat all cooked together in lard. Hazen-Hammond and Fuss even included a recipe for this early “chili” in their book Chile Pepper Fever: Mine’s Hotter Than Yours.

No one doubts the observations of the Jesuit priest, and likely the Indians had been preparing and eating this stew centuries before the missionaries ever showed up. Author and chilisto Joe Cooper offers a somewhat different point of view on the missionary theory. He suggests that the Jesuit priests themselves may have actually arrived at the recipe for chili as a means of stretching the meager food supplies, a situation that often existed at the early missions.




the Texas army theory

Dogged researcher Joe Cooper also found a reference to a chili-like dish that had been assembled to feed the Texas army in 1835. According to Cooper, when military officials were mobilizing recruits in San Antonio, they needed to feed large numbers of people. Mexican cooks were hired to prepare whatever was available, which often turned out to be a hearty stew concocted from beef cooked with red chile peppers, a kind of prototypical chili.




the Gold Rush theory

Some historians insist the origin of chili came much later than the Texas army, around the time of the California Gold Rush. Based on some rather scanty evidence provided by a man named E. DeGolyer, this theory suggests that during 1850, a party of Texans, while searching for an easy-to-prepare food they could quickly cook along the trail on their way to the California gold fields, came up with a mixture of beef, salt, black pepper, and chile peppers, all dried and carried in a tow sack. At dinner time, they simply broke off a piece of the mixture into a pot of boiling water and cooked it until it was ready to eat. If true, this could have been the first chili mix.




the poor people theory

According to authors Maury Maverick Jr. and Charles Ramsdell, the poor people living in San Antonio invented chili sometime during the 1850s. Maverick stated that poor folks purchased inferior cuts of meat at low prices, cut them up into bite-sized pieces, cooked them in a pot until tender, and added chile peppers and onions for flavor.




the Texas prison theory

This explanation for the genesis of chili also has its origins in Texas during the mid-1800s. In an effort to provide relatively nutritious meals at a low cost to criminals incarcerated in the state’s prisons, somebody came up with a stew consisting of cuts of cheap and tough beef chopped into small cubes and mixed with chile peppers and a few spices. Though probably apocryphal, a story goes that this stew was reportedly so delicious that released and paroled prisoners, unable to obtain similar fare in the free world, committed crimes in order to be returned to prison and their jailhouse chili.




the Texas cowboy theory

One of the most enduring theories, this explanation also seems to be one of the most quoted among a lot of chili historians, particularly those from Texas. Cowhands who were out rounding up cattle and driving them to the railheads in Kansas, Nebraska, and other points north during the 1860s and 1870s were in need of a filling, easy-to-prepare, stick-to-the-ribs type of fare to sustain them on their journey. Cooks often fixed stews on the trail simply because it was easy to do. The meals were prepared from cuts of beef accompanied by onions, herbs, and various seasonings. As one version of this story goes, a cook ran out of black pepper for the stew and allegedly added a handful of crushed red pepper from some chiles he found growing along the way.




the San Antonio chili queen theory

Regardless of how chili originated and evolved, by the 1880s and 1890s, it was fairly well established throughout much of Texas and a few other parts of the American West and Southwest.

During the 1880s, a ubiquitous feature of many Texas cities, San Antonio in particular, was the presence of sidewalk chili vendors. The vendors, who were mostly women, spooned out bowls of hot, steaming chili to hungry customers on the plazas, squares, and streets. The chili queens, as they came to be called, went to great lengths to decorate their booths with elaborate designs and eye-catching colors to lure customers. Some even hired musicians to perform during business hours, a kind of precursor to the modern-day chili cook-offs.

For decades, the San Antonio chili queens served bowls o’ red to thousands, if not millions, of people. Local merchants and laborers frequented the chili stands for lunch, and before long, these sidewalk chili vendors grew to become a cultural phenomenon and were often written about in travel magazines. Tourists to the Alamo City made visits to the booths a de rigeur stop. This extremely popular outdoor dining activity came to a screeching halt in 1943, however, when the city health officials shut down the chili queens, claiming unsanitary conditions.

However you interpret the history of chili, the clear consensus is that, while contributed to by other cultures, it is unquestionably American in origin. Even more specifically, chili in its traditional form was originally a Texas food. Arguments continue to rage, however, as to where in Texas this special cuisine had its beginnings. According to a vast number of passionate chili researchers, San Antonio has been generally recognized as the birthplace of the bowl o’ red.

Another school of thought, one that claims equally passionate adherents, places the origins of chili con carne in the brush country of South-Central to Southwest Texas during the time of the vast cattle ranches and trail drives, where range cooks made do with what ingredients they had. The first chili, these fine folks claim, may very well have come from the back of a chuckwagon.

While demonstrably American and Texan in origin, chili would not be chili without some important ingredients borrowed from the Meso-Americans who provided chiles—anchos and others, fresh, crushed, and powdered—which had their origins in that region.

In spite of the overwhelming evidence that chili was birthed in the Lone Star State, many continue to believe it possesses a specific Mexican origin. A lot of people still labor under the misguided assumption that if a dish is spicy hot it must come from Mexico. This kind of false lore is perpetuated in film, cartoons, comics, and simple lack of culinary and dining experience. Many who pursue chili adventures around the hemisphere have traveled throughout much of Mexico and have encountered many varieties of delicious stews containing meat and chile peppers but have yet to find chili con carne as it exists today. Others who have traveled extensively throughout Mexico, Central America, and even South America claim they have never encountered a single bowl of chili at any of those locations.

Some who travel to Mexico and insist on dining at restaurants that cater exclusively to American tourists have reported finding chili con carne on the menus. There is a simple explanation: Mexican restaurant entrepreneurs are well aware that many Americans, as well as others who vacation south of the border, maintain certain expectations about food. Many, believing chili to be Mexican, expect to find it in their wanderings. As a result, Mexicans make chili and sell it, just as they do other kinds of Texas dishes such as fajitas and nachos.

Employing impeccable logic, Joe Cooper once wrote that if chili had come from Mexico it should still be found there. The truth is, chili con carne is rare in Mexico, seldom being found in cafés and restaurants and in the kitchens of the natives.
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