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Introduction

Did you know that Tex-Mex cooking is the oldest regional cuisine in America? You would think that such a time-honored cuisine would have clear-cut recipes and menus and be easy to define. But it's hard to say exactly what Tex-Mex cooking is. There are as many definitions as there are dishes!

Generally, Tex-Mex cooking consists of recipes and foods native to Mexico, updated with the foods and customs of the state of Texas and, as the cuisine expanded, France, Spain, and the rest of America. These recipes range from Frito Pie to Caramel Flan, from Barbecued Brisket to Ceviche, and the foods include everything from processed cheese food to fresh herbs, shrimp, lard, chiles, and tortilla chips.

Tex-Mex cooking is scorned by many sophisticated cooks and restaurants, but it can be a delicious and inventive style of cooking. Of course, ingredients such as yellow cheese, raw onion, and refried beans can be used judiciously and well, or can be overdone. The food can be complex and subtle or truly searing and obvious, depending on the taste and mood of the cook.

Of all the Tex-Mex, Texas, and Mexican cookbooks on the market, very few have included some commonly used appliances: the crockpot and the indoor dual-contact grill. Since these tools save time and money and produce high quality foods, they have been incorporated into the book. Crockpot Ranch Casserole made in the crockpot is creamy and rich and is ready when you get home. Texas Toast Grilled Sandwiches and Cheese Quesadillas are crisp, golden, and perfectly done when made in a dual-contact grill.

If you are following a special diet, whether low-fat, low-carb, or South Beach, Tex-Mex cooking can fit into your lifestyle. If you are eating low-carb, most of the meat and vegetable dishes are made for your diet. For low-fat devotees, the vegetarian, side dish, and salad recipes are all good choices. The special foods of Tex-Mex cooking, especially chiles and sauces, are excellent choices to add flavor and variety to any diet and many recipes. And the most commonly used ingredients, corn and chiles, are very high in vitamin content, especially vitamins A and C.

Sauces are very important in Tex-Mex cooking. Once you have mastered Enchilada Sauce, Chili Gravy, and different types of salsas, you will be able to make most dishes in this cuisine. Read the chapter on sauces carefully, as they are the finishing touch to many recipes in the book.

As in all cooking, you choose the level of seasoning and spices. If your family isn't fond of spicy hot food, omit the chile peppers in these recipes or substitute milder peppers for the hotter varieties. Use parsley instead of cilantro for a milder taste, and choose ground black pepper over red pepper flakes for less heat. You can also increase the heat level. Learn about the heat and flavors of chile peppers and spices and you will always be able to control the taste of the food you serve.

This book will teach you about the foods, cooking techniques, and tastes of Tex-Mex cooking. You'll learn about calcabacita, nopales, burritos, pasilla chiles, quesadillas, enchiladas, tacos, epazote, churros, chalupas, frijoles, gorditas, and more, expanding your knowledge of the world along with your kitchen repertoire. There's no better way to travel without leaving your home than to learn a new cuisine.
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Chapter One

Tex-Mex Basics

The phrase “Tex-Mex” was first mentioned in the media in 1973 as a style of food combining Mexican and Texan cuisines popular in the southern part of the United States. To food snobs, the term meant fast food served to the undiscerning masses. The foods and recipes evolved and the cuisine borrowed ingredients from other cultures as it grew. This cuisine, built upon the foods and recipes of the ancient Aztec and Mayan Indians, is now much more than fast food: it's the most popular ethnic cuisine in the world!

Origins of Tex-Mex

Mexican cooking is an ancient cuisine that stretches back thousands of years. It is a combination of native Indian and Spanish foods and recipes brought to the country by the Conquistadors. There's even a bit of French, Austrian, and Italian influence! Before Spain invaded Mexico, there was no wheat, cattle, pigs, butter, rice, almonds, or walnuts in the cuisine. That means before the Conquistadors, Mexican cooking did not use pork, beef, cheese, or rice, but was based on corn, tomatoes, squash, beans, game, and pumpkins. The food was very healthy and mostly vegetarian. The Spanish invasion greatly expanded the Mexican cuisine, which even used indigenous animals like the armadillo and iguana.
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The transcontinental railroad, or more specifically the Texas Mexican Railway, was a huge undertaking in the 1800s that helped create the Tex-Mex cuisine. As the railroad pushed west, ranchers and cowhands had more ingredients to work with, including flour, meats, and sweet-eners that were not as available in Mexico.



This cuisine came to the United States in the 1800s, when Spaniards and Mexicans arrived in Texas to work on the ranches and settle in the cities. These immigrants found Indians eating regional foods and crops such as rabbits, deer, pumpkins, and cactus. The huge ranches of western Texas added beef products to the cuisine, along with recipes and entire meals cooked over a fire: campfire cooking, smoking, and barbecue. This was simple food made of available and inexpensive, sometimes free, ingredients.

As Tex-Mex cooking spread across the country, chili was introduced at the Chicago World's Fair in 1893, and tamales became a popular street food in Chicago during the Depression. During this time the term itself was considered something of an insult, mocking Mexican dishes that were “Americanized” with lots of cheese, instant rice, and cheap cuts of meat. Even today it's easy to find food advertised as “Tex-Mex” characterized by large combination platters of overcooked food covered in yellow cheese and all tasting the same.
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In the 1890s, women workers from the laundries in town, called Chile Queens, had established themselves in San Antonio and the surrounding country, serving foods such as chili, tacos, and enchiladas to cowboys after dark. When strict food safety laws were enacted in the twentieth century, the Chile Queens were forced out of business.

A Cuisine Is Born

As other cultures discovered Tex-Mex cooking, it lost its junk-food status. The French, Brazilians, and even countries in the Middle East adopted the flavors and textures and added their own twists.

What didn't change is that the most important foods in Tex-Mex cooking are tomatoes, beef, beans, chiles, and corn. In fact, corn is so deeply embedded in the culture that many of the names for foods made of corn come directly from the Aztec language—for example, tamal (tamale) and tlaxcalli (tortilla). Tex-Mex cooking is an Americanized form of Mexican cooking, but with its own twists added from other cultures. Ingredients combined with an eye for color, texture, and flavors, based on regional tastes, are what Tex-Mex food is all about.
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Tex-Mex cooking became popular in France in the 1970s; the French loved the combinations of tastes and textures and the idea of the wild frontier. They put Gruyère cheese in quesadillas, and picadillo in puff pastry shells and helped put the cuisine on the map; it's now loved everywhere in the world.



There are many different variations of Tex-Mex cooking that incorporate food combinations of other ethnicities, like French-Mex, Cal-Mex, New Mex-Mex, Nuevo-Mex, and Lou-Mex. Tex-Mex cooking, which embraces them all, differs from Mexican food in that it uses more acceptable combinations and more common ingredients. These include canned condensed soups, processed cheeses, fried tortilla chips, and canned tomatoes and chiles, which are not used in Mexican cooking.

Pickled chile peppers, especially jalapenos, are commonly used in Tex-Mex cooking, and the plain beefsteak tomato is very popular. Peppers from California, including the Anaheim, along with root vegetables from the South such as sweet potatoes, have made their way into the Tex-Mex cuisine.

Nachos, which are a combination of fried tortillas, sauce, and melted cheese, is a quintessential Tex-Mex food not found in the Mexican cuisine. Chips and dip are not served as an appetizer in Mexico. Flour gravies are an important part of Tex-Mex cooking, made with the drippings created when meat is browned. In Mexico, sauces are almost always made of tomatoes and chiles and are more complicated than Tex-Mex sauces.

The food is simpler than most Mexican cooking, while some classic Mexican dishes are remade in the Tex-Mex mold by using prepared sauces, chili powders, and purchased convenience foods such as taco shells, premade tortillas, and even precooked meats. Flour tortillas are more Tex-Mex than Mexican, and fajitas, especially those eaten in flour tortillas, are an American addition to the cuisine. And margaritas, those popular happy-hour beverages, are not served in Mexico.
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Is it chile or chili?

That final vowel makes a difference! Chile refers to the fresh, canned, or dried hot green or red pepper, while chili refers to the classic Tex-Mex soupy stew made of beef, tomatoes, and ground chiles, and to the powder made of a blend of chiles and other ingredients.



There are differences too between the types of food eaten by West Texans, Southern Texans, and Coastal Texans, depending on the ingredients readily available in those areas. Thus the West Texans may eat more foods based on beef and wheat, while the coastal Texans' diet is rich in seafood and herbs.

So don't feel limited by ingredients called for that may or may not be available where you live. Substitute your own favorite foods! Since the cuisine is all about combining the best of many different cultures, don't be afraid to add your own twist.

Tex-Mex Ingredients

There are some special ingredients and food you will need in order to cook Tex-Mex, but the vast majority will be those with which you are already familiar. Once you master the new techniques and learn about the ingredients, you'll be able to create your own dishes using your family's favorite foods and flavors.

Specialty Foods

Over the years it has become much easier to purchase many of the special ingredients that make this food unique. Look for them in the ethnic, Hispanic, or Tex-Mex aisles of your grocery store.



•  Masa harina: Processed corn flour used to make tortillas and tamales.

•  Hot sauce: Ranges from mild to mind-blowing with hundreds of varieties.

•  Chile paste: Chiles are picked and processed like tomatoes to make a paste.

•  Colored tortillas: Tortillas that contain red chile powder or are made from blue or yellow corn.

•  Hominy: Corn kernels processed in lime to remove the tough outer skin.

•  Corn husks: Tough corncob leaves used to wrap tamales while they steam.

•  Cactus pads: Thick leaves that can be bought precleaned and then scrubbed if necessary before use.

•  Tomatillos: Can be purchased fresh or canned; should be husked and rinsed before use.

•  Chorizo: Spicy hard sausage made of pork, garlic, salt, oregano, and chiles.

•  Adobo sauce: Vinegar-based sauce; packed with chipotles or plain.



When you try a new ingredient, you will have to choose between several brands and varieties. Read labels closely to make sure you know what you are getting. You will also find favorites among different brands; when you do, write down the brand name next to the recipe it's used in.

Be sure to carefully follow preparation instructions for these foods. Tomatillos, for instance, must be rinsed to remove a sticky residue before chopping or cooking, and nopales, or cactus pads, sometimes need to be scrubbed with a plastic scrubbing utensil to remove tiny hairlike thorns, while corn husks are soaked in hot water before use.

Spices and Seasonings

Good quality spices and herbs are a critical part of the Tex-Mex cuisine. These ingredients add subtle or not-so-subtle flavors to most dishes. Many spices can be substituted for each other as long as you use approximately equal quantities.



•  Chili powder: A blend of ground dried chiles, oregano, garlic, salt, and cumin.

•  Ground chile powder: Dried chiles toasted and ground.

•  Cayenne pepper: Cayenne chile, dried and ground into a red pepper.

•  Cumin: A spice with a smoky flavor, used often in Tex-Mex cooking.

•  Cilantro: A fresh herb with strong, citrusy, and almost astringent taste.

•  Epazote: A very pungent herb used with cooked beans.

•  Mexican oregano: More flavorful and intense than the Mediterranean variety.

•  Vanilla: Used as a liquid extract and as the whole vanilla bean.



Other herbs such as basil, thyme, and marjoram also have their place in Tex-Mex cooking and can be used according to your tastes and mood. Remember when using herbs that 1 tablespoon of fresh herbs equals about 1 teaspoon of dried leaves or [image: c01] teaspoon dried and ground.

Special Techniques

Many ingredients have special preparation methods. Each technique brings out the best characteristics of each food, whether to remove a tough skin, enhance flavors and aromas, or remove more undesirable parts of the ingredient.

Roasting Peppers

Many peppers are roasted and peeled before being added to dishes. Roasting adds a smoky flavor and removes the tough skins that may add an unpleasant texture to dishes. To roast peppers, broil them 4-6" from the heat source, turning frequently, until blackened all over. Or you can place them on the grill or hold them over a gas flame and char them.

Then place the peppers inside a paper bag and let them steam for about 10 minutes. The skin will come off easily; use your fingers or rub them with a paper towel or kitchen towel. Do NOT rinse the peppers off; you'll wash away a lot of flavor that developed during roasting.

Toasting Chiles, Seeds, Nuts, and Spices

Before many spices, nuts, and seeds are ground, they are toasted to remove excess moisture and to enhance the flavors and oils. To toast seeds, nuts, and spices, place them in a dry skillet and cook over medium heat until fragrant, shaking the pan frequently. Cool on kitchen towels. Dried chiles are often toasted to increase their flavor. When you buy them, dried chiles should still be pliable. Place them in a 325oF oven and bake for 3 to 8 minutes, depending on size, until the chiles are almost brittle.
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Spices and chiles can be ground in a well-labeled spice grinder or a mortar and pestle, also called a molcajete. Traditionally, this implement was made of volcanic rock. Be sure that chiles, seeds, nuts, and spices are completely cool before grinding them.

Making Tortillas

Of course you can buy corn and flour tortillas, but making your own is easy and fun. Make the dough using masa harina for corn tortillas, or flour, water, and oil for flour tortillas, and form the dough into small balls.

A tortilla press looks like a waffle iron but is non-electric. Line the press with plastic wrap, or place the dough inside a plastic food bag, and then flatten the dough. Remove the plastic and cook the thin rounds on a comal or griddle until brown spots appear, turning once. Store them in an airtight container.

Preparing Tomatoes

Tomatoes may be peeled and seeded to remove tough skins and so sauces aren't diluted. To peel tomatoes, cut a small X in the end and plunge them into rapidly boiling water for about a minute. Remove and plunge into ice water. Let stand for 2-3 minutes, and then remove the peel with a knife. To seed tomatoes, cut them in half and squeeze out the seeds and clear liquid.

Using Lard

Lard is a common Tex-Mex ingredient that brings a unique flavor and texture to many foods, especially tamales. It actually isn't as bad for you as some think. It has half the cholesterol and one-third the saturated fat content of butter. Lard is easy to make yourself and better for you, too, since the processed types are usually hydrogenated.
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Remember that melted lard is quite flammable and very hot; be careful when you are handling it. In a new crockpot, the lard may render in less time than in older crockpots, since the newer crockpots cook hotter. Start checking the crockpot after 6 hours.



Buy fatback pork (ask the butcher; you may be able to get it free) and cut it into small cubes. Place 2 pounds in a 4-quart crockpot and cook on low for 8–11 hours until the fat is rendered. Turn off the crockpot and let the lard cool for at least half an hour. The small pieces of fat and skin that do not dissolve may not get crisp enough in the crockpot to use them as cracklings; you can remove them from the fat and sauté in a heavy saucepan over medium heat until they become crisp and brown. Remove the brown bits, or cracklings, with a slotted spoon, drain them on a paper towel, and strain the fat from the crockpot and the saucepan into a container. Refrigerate or freeze the cracklings.

Cover the strained fat and refrigerate overnight. In the morning, scrape the light brown gelatin from the white solid fat; discard the gelatin and freeze the fat. Use cracklings to flavor Corn Bread or tamales.

Making Tamales

Tamales are made of corn dough spread on corn husks that have been soaked in hot water, filled with meats or cheeses, then wrapped and steamed over boiling water. Making the dough is the tricky part. It is made by beating masa harina with fat and liquids until fluffy. The dough is ready when a spoonful of it, dropped into cold water, floats. Spread it evenly on the prepared corn husks to within 1" of edges, then top with fillings. Fold in the sides of the husks to meet in the middle and fold the top down and bottom up to cover the seam. Tie with string and steam until the corn husks pull away easily from the dough.

Cooking Methods

For your kitchen, you will need several good heavy skillets and saucepans, along with a selection of spoons, spatulas, and a good and sharp, well-balanced knife set. A sturdy charcoal or gas grill, a griddle, a crockpot, and a dual-contact indoor grill are also necessary tools.

Smoking Meats

Many meats are smoked in Mexican and Tex-Mex cooking. This adds a wonderful flavor to the meat and makes the meat portable, so it's readily available while traveling across the huge state. You can buy smokers that are specially designed to cook meat to perfection; use mesquite or other woods such as apple to add more flavor. The mesquite tree grows as scrub all through Texas and Mexico and is burned in grills and smokers to give a piquant flavor to foods. Mesquite and other flavored wood chunks should be soaked in water for about 30 minutes before being placed on hot coals.
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There are many moreTex-Mex words that have their origins in the Aztec language. Our word “chocolate” comes from the Aztec word chocolatl, and tomatl is the Aztec root of “tomato.” The word “guacamole” is made from two Aztec words: agucate (avocado) and mole (mixture).

Barbecue and Grilling

There's a difference between barbecue and grilling. To barbecue (or BBQ), meats are cooked for hours over low and slow coals, while grilled meats and vegetables are cooked quickly over a very hot flame. Both techniques use a charcoal or gas grill: choose one with a large surface area and a tight-fitting cover. Indoor grills are a good choice for cooking sandwiches and vegetables.

To truly barbecue, you need to be able to control the heat of the fire. Drip pans and water pans can be placed in the coals and used to create smoke, which drifts upward and flavors the meat. Sprinkle mesquite chips and other hardwoods such as apple or oak on the hot coals to add even more flavor.
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For best results, use an oven thermometer to make sure that you are barbecuing and grilling your recipes at the correct temperature and an instant-read thermometer to test for doneness. A few degrees one way or the other can make a big difference in the quality of food.



The best meats for barbecue are cheaper cuts, which benefit from long slow cooking. For grilling, the meats must be more tender with a lower fat content: that means higher in quality and price.

Deep-Frying

Deep-frying is a common Tex-Mex cooking technique. Pour vegetable oil into a deep, heavy skillet or saucepan that is a bit larger than your burner, leaving at least 1" of space at the top of the pan to allow for expansion as cold and wet foods are added to the oil. Place pan over medium heat as directed in the recipes.

To judge temperature, use a deep-frying thermometer; also, at 350oF a 1" cube of bread will brown in about 1 minute; at 375oF the bread will brown in 30–40 seconds. When the oil is in this range, a few drops of water sprinkled into the oil will immediately sizzle and pop. You can reuse oil used for deep-frying up to five times—cool and strain it before storing—but for best results, use fresh oil each time you fry.

Cooking Beans

Beans are the backbone of Tex-Mex cooking; the cuisine uses pinto beans, pink beans, black-eyed peas, black beans, kidney beans, garbanzo beans, and pigeon peas. They are high in fiber and folic acid and other vitamins and minerals, and they taste delicious!

To cook dried beans, first carefully sort through them to remove any small stones or pieces of dirt. Then rinse the beans thoroughly and place them in a heavy saucepan. Cover with cold water to 1" over the beans, then bring to a boil; boil for 1 minute, then remove from the heat. Let beans stand for 1 hour. Then pour off the water and add fresh cold water or other liquid. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat, and simmer until the beans are tender. The cooking time can range from 30 minutes for tiny pink beans up to more than 70 minutes for black beans or garbanzo beans.

Of course, you can also use canned beans. Be sure to drain the beans and rinse well to remove the thick sweet liquid they are packed in.

The Name Game

Some names for Tex-Mex recipes and ingredients can be confusing. Many are named for their shape or appearance, and some recipes may even have more than one name.

For instance, chalupas are fried tortillas layered with ingredients. Tostadas are also fried tortillas layered with ingredients. Envueltos, or filled and folded tortillas, are so called because they look like envelopes. Flautas are tightly rolled, deep-fried filled tortillas that look like the flute they are named after; but the same dish is also called taquitos.

The names of chiles can also be confusing. Ancho chiles are sometimes called pasilla or Anaheim. But pasilla chiles are usually dried ancho chiles with a smoky flavor. It's best to ask when you shop for your recipes to make sure you're getting the pepper with the heat and flavor you want.
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The outer crust on smoked and barbecued meat is called the bark, referring to the crisp dark brown layer that forms as the meat cooks. And bark is also a variety of cinnamon, as well as a recipe made with melted chocolate candy coating.



There are even different forms of tacos. A soft taco is filling folded inside a corn or flour tortilla. A puffy taco is made from a tortilla fried so the layers separate; it's a Tex-Mex pita bread, but very crisp, light, and crunchy. And a crispy taco is the traditional half moon shape you can buy packaged in any grocery store.

The point is to not be overly concerned with the names of foods, but be flexible and understand that, as with any fusion cuisine, there may be differences in food terms and ingredient definitions. Just relax and enjoy the process and the new discoveries!

Food Safety

It's important to follow basic food safety rules no matter which cuisine you're working with. Here are some of the basics.



•  Refrigerate perishable foods after 2 hours at room temperature.

•  Refrigerate perishable foods after 1 hour if the temperature is above 80oF.

•  Separate cooked and raw foods at all times.

•  Keep cold foods cold and hot foods hot—below 40oF or above 140oF.

•  When working with chile peppers, wear gloves and NEVER touch your eyes.

•  Wash your hands, cooking utensils, and work surfaces frequently.

•  Use a meat thermometer to check doneness of meats.

•  Do not serve raw or undercooked eggs, chicken, turkey, ground beef, or seafood.



Steaks can be cooked until medium rare or 145oF on a meat thermometer. Chicken should be cooked to 170oF; pork to 165oF; and all ground meats to 165oF.

When deep-frying, be especially careful. Keep the pot with the hot oil on a back burner and have a fire extinguisher and a tight-fitting lid nearby. Use oven mitts and tongs when putting cold or wet food into hot oil because spattering will occur. Don't leave the stove while you're frying, and carefully drain the food, first over the pot and then on paper or kitchen towels, before serving.

Remember to refrigerate and freeze foods promptly when you bring them home from the supermarket or farmer's market. Also, wipe off your counter-tops and cooking surfaces often with hot soapy water or antibacterial hand wipes. Just remember: cook, chill, clean, and separate, and your Tex-Mex kitchen will always produce safe and wholesome foods.

The Essential Cheese

Cheese is an important ingredient in the Tex-Mex cuisine. While the cuisine was evolving, yellow cheese was really the only cheese used: whether Cheddar, longhorn, or American, it was melted on top of many dishes. But fresh and cured Mexican and American cheeses such as queso fresco (“fresh cheese”), Monterey jack, Parmesan, and Muenster are now also used.

Look for these special cheeses in your grocer's dairy aisle, at the deli counter, or at a food co-op or farmer's market. Ask about the qualities of each cheese and also ask for a taste before you buy.



•  Queso fresco: Mild crumbly fresh cheese; substitute fresh goat cheese.

•  Queso blanco: Soft, mild white cheese that melts well; substitute Muenster.

•  Monterey jack: Mild white cheese that melts well; farmer and provolone are substitutes.

•  American cheese: Bright yellow or white mild cheese found in blocks or individually wrapped slices.

•  Colby cheese: A very mild form of Cheddar, with a slightly softer texture.

•  Queso asadero: Mexican string cheese, very mild; regular string cheese is a substitute.

•  Cotija: Salty and sharp white cheese; feta and Parmesan are substitutes.

•  Aged Manchego: Yellow sharp and salty cheese; Romano and aged Parmesan are substitutes.

•  Queso enchilada: Hard grating cheese coated with red chile paste; substitute Romano.



If cheese becomes moldy while stored, cut off the mold along with 1" of the cheese next to it. The rest of the cheese can be safely used. Store cheese tightly wrapped in the refrigerator to prevent spoiling and to stop the transfer of flavors.

Very soft cheeses will be easier to work with if they are frozen for 15–20 minutes before use. Remember that most natural, or unprocessed, cheeses should not be cooked over high heat as they can separate and become tough. Most cheeses are sprinkled on foods a few minutes before cooking is finished and are allowed to melt, bubble, and begin to brown.

All about Chiles

Chile peppers are one of the most commonly used foods in Tex-Mex cuisine. They range from sweet bell peppers to incredibly hot habanero peppers, and are used in the fresh and dried form.

The ingredient in chiles that makes them taste hot and spicy is called capsaicin, a molecule most concentrated in the membranes and seeds. It's important that you know how hot each chile variety is so you can choose the correct heat level for the dishes you make. That's where knowledge of the Scoville Scale is useful.
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Pure capsaicin has a Scoville rating of 16 million and can be quite dangerous; it's used in self-defense products. The hottest pepper ever recorded, the Naga Jolokia, purportedly has a Scoville rating of 577,000, although that measurement has been disputed. The hottest confirmed rating is a red habanero at 350,000.

The Scoville Scale

The Scoville Organoleptic Scale was developed by Wilbur Scoville in 1912 as a way to quantify a chile pepper's heat. Originally, tasters were asked to judge how many parts of sugar water added to one part of chile essence were needed to completely erase the chile's heat. Now a high-tech process called High Performance Liquid Chromatography (HPLC) measures capsaicin concentration in chiles in terms of parts per million.

It turns out that Wilbur Scoville knew what he was doing. The Scoville Scale is directly proportional to the HPLC tests, by a factor of a little less than sixteen. For example, a serrano pepper, with an HPLC number of 1,000, has a Scoville rating of 16,000.
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You may have noticed that it takes a few seconds for the heat of a chile pepper to register on your taste buds. That's because the receptors for capsaicin are located a few millimeters under the surface of the tongue, delaying the taste and burning sensation.



The most common chiles used in Tex-Mex cooking are the Anaheim and poblano, which are roasted, peeled, and canned in 4-ounce containers. These chiles have a subtle spiciness acceptable to almost everyone. The jalapeno is also a very commonly used chile; choose this chile if you want heat but are new to Tex-Mex cooking. The rules change when you are dealing with Chile Heads, people who take pride in being able to eat the hottest peppers like popcorn; if they are among your guests, go ahead and use serrano and habanero peppers.

Fresh Chile Peppers

The following table of pepper types is arranged in order from mildest to hottest. You can substitute peppers for each other if the size is approximately the same. Remember, peppers of the same variety will vary in heat levels depending on where they were grown.

Fresh Chile Peppers
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Generally, the smaller the pepper the hotter the heat level; as an example, pequin and habanero chile peppers are very small, while bell peppers and Anaheim chiles are larger.

Since chile peppers always have a hotness range, it's sometimes difficult to predict heat level when used in a recipe. It's wise to start with a small amount of diced, minced, or ground chile; you can always add more.
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When your mouth is burning after eating food that is too hot for your taste, do not drink water. Water spreads the oils around your mouth and makes the sensation worse. Drink milk or eat dairy products instead. The protein molecule casein, found in dairy products, binds to the capsaicin molecule and removes it from your tongue.

Dried Chile Peppers

These peppers are also arranged in order from mildest to hottest. Reconstitute these peppers by soaking in boiling water for 15–20 minutes, or rinse and use them dried in recipes. You can also toast and grind them to make your own dried chile powder. When peppers are dried, their heat content usually increases.

Chipotle chiles, which are usually smoked and then dried, can be purchased plain and also canned in a vinegar-based sauce called adobo, which preserves the chiles and also can be used as an ingredient.

For a milder taste, remove the membranes and seeds from any fresh or dried chile pepper before adding it to recipes. Capsaicin is concentrated in those parts of the fruit.

Chile peppers provide not only heat, but other flavors and textures to Tex-Mex foods. The mild peppers have a slightly fruity taste and a citrus background. The roasted peppers have a hint of tobacco and prune, and may even add a coffee or chocolate essence to foods. Roasted and dried peppers also have a smoky, nutlike quality. Mild peppers are sweet and may taste slightly grassy.

Dried Chile Peppers

[image: cook-book_0018_006] 

Let's Cook!

Have fun experimenting with chiles and other Tex-Mex foods and ingredients and don't be afraid to substitute your own favorite foods for less familiar ones. But try the unusual foods at least once; they may become your favorites!

As we've seen, all in all Tex-Mex food is a robust combination of many flavors, along with a wonderful variety of textures. There's nothing better than a warm quesadilla made with queso fresco and Gulf shrimp, served with a cool and chunky tomatillo sauce.

Don't forget the “scorned” foods too; a platter of bean enchiladas topped with melted cheese can be delicious! Tex-Mex cooks know that Velveeta cheese and corn chips have their place in the cuisine as well. That's what is so fun about the cuisine: just about anything goes.

Now that you're an expert on chiles, cheeses, spices, and herbs, it's time to get started on your first Tex-Mex banquet.


Chapter Two

Appetizers

Guacamole

Texas Caviar

Fiery Pecans

Mini Tamales

Jalapeño Poppers

Tortilla Chips

Ruby Red Grapefruit Salsa

Plain Nachos

Tex-Mex Egg Rolls

Bean Nachos

Fruit Salsa

Salsa Fresca

Peanut Butter-Stuffed Jalapeños

Queso con Chile

Spicy Shrimp and Scallop Cocktail

Ceviche

Tostaditas

Corn Tartlets

Queso Fundito

Mexican Layered Dip

Deep-Fried Nopales

Meatballs con Queso

Guacamole

Guacamole is a basic recipe that is the essence of Tex-Mex cooking.
You can make it mild or spicy, creamy or chunky;
just be sure to use nicely ripened avocados.
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Yields about 2 cups

3 ripe Haas avocados

3 tablespoons lime juice

[image: c02] cup sour cream

2 tomatoes, seeded and chopped

½ cup minced sweet onion

2 tablespoons chopped cilantro

¼ teaspoon ground cumin

2 teaspoons chili powder

½ teaspoon salt

[image: c01] teaspoon pepper



1.   Cut avocados in half. Using a chef's knife, hit the pit sharply, then twist the knife to remove it; discard pit. Using a large spoon, scoop out the flesh and place in a bowl. As you work, sprinkle lime juice over avocados to stop oxidation. Sprinkle any remaining lime juice over avocados when you have finished.

2.   Using a fork, coarsely mash the avocados, keeping some pieces intact for a chunky texture. Stir in remaining ingredients and mix well. You can serve this immediately, or cover by placing waxed paper directly on the guacamole's surface and refrigerating up to 24 hours.

3.   Serve with tortilla chips and crudités such as jicama sticks, celery, carrot sticks, and bell pepper strips.

A Choice of Avocados

Haas avocados, with their dark pebbly skin, are the best choice for guacamole. There are other avocados available in the market; those with a thin green skin, called Fuerte, have a higher water content and aren't as creamy, so the guacamole made from them isn't as rich.

Texas Caviar

Black-eyed peas are the base for this delicious and colorful dip;
their round shape mimics the fish eggs in caviar.
Serve with blue corn tortilla chips for an exotic taste.
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Serves 8

1 (15-ounce) can black-eyed peas, rinsed and drained

2 tomatoes, seeded and chopped

1 tablespoon seeded, minced jalapeño pepper

3 green onions, sliced

¼ cup chopped red onion

1 garlic clove, minced

2 tablespoons chopped cilantro

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 tablespoon apple cider vinegar

½ teaspoon salt

[image: c01] teaspoon cayenne pepper



1.   Combine all ingredients in medium bowl and stir until well blended. Cover tightly and refrigerate for at least 2 hours to blend flavors.

2.   Serve as a dip with blue corn and regular tortilla chips.

Fiery Pecans

This recipe can be made with just about any nut available.
A combination of pecans, cashews, and almonds makes an inauthentic but delicious snack mix.
Serve it with cold Mexican beer to start your party.
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Yields 3 cups

3 cups whole pecan halves

½ cup butter

3 tablespoons chili powder

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon cumin

¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper

¼ teaspoon white pepper

1 teaspoon cinnamon



1.   Preheat oven to 300oF. Place pecan halves on a rimmed baking sheet, spreading evenly.

2.   In small saucepan, melt butter and add remaining ingredients; stir until blended. Pour over pecans and toss to coat. Bake at 300o
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