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In late 2017, I was in Mexico City when Coco premiered, and it quickly became Mexico’s highest-grossing film at the time. For many of us, Coco felt like a breakthrough in Hollywood storytelling. It was original and playful but still honest and bittersweet. The filmmakers beautifully reimagined the real-world city of Santa Cecilia and the Land of the Dead, both recognizable places that felt familiar onscreen.

We all watched the story of Miguel Rivera, a young boy who dreams of becoming a musician, unfold despite his family’s generations-old embargo on music. In pursuit of his ambitions, he accidentally finds himself on a literal and figurative quest to reconnect and reconcile with the past. His adventures in the Land of the Dead—a glittering metaphor of an afterlife—tell a story that is both specific and universal.

Within weeks of Coco’s release, I saw it three times in theaters: once in Spanish and twice in English. By the end of the year, I listened to “Remember Me” enough times to make it my #1 Most Listened To Song of 2017. As someone from a generational Mexican-American family, I found that Coco’s storytelling resonated with me. I saw myself in the ways people casually slip in and out of untranslated Spanish. As a musician and dancer, I even related to Miguel’s drive to pursue a creative path. And like Miguel, I, too, set forth on a quest to recover my own lost roots.
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Now, as a chef and culinary ethnographer, sharing food is my favorite means to this end. I’ve met countless people and scoured stacks of books to better understand the histories and culinary traditions of Mexico. With the help of other trained chefs, writers, talented home cooks, and historians on both sides of the border, I’ve constructed bridges to connect the many worlds I inhabit. This cookbook is a product of that intentional and ongoing work.

The recipes in this book reflect the geographic and cultural influences depicted throughout Coco. Many of the recipes are pulled directly from the film; others add layers to a world it created. I’ve included a mix of dishes that are beloved standards of Mexican cuisine, such as Pozole and Chiles Rellenos, as well as some lesser-known and contemporary dishes, such as Nicuatole and Tamal de Fresa.

By cooking through this curated collection of memories and recipes, my hope is that we remember the parts of the film we fell in love with while immersing ourselves in an expansive and dynamic cuisine. May these recipes help you create beautiful plates of food that are as multidimensional and meaningful as Miguel’s journey.

—Gino Garcia
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INGREDIENTS GUIDE

The recipes in this book feature ingredients such as chiles, herbs, and spices that might be more readily available in some areas of the country than others. Some recipes offer substitutions for certain specialty items, but many of them can be found at online retailers and in some local ethnic markets. If you keep your kitchen stocked with these Mexican ingredient staples and become acquainted with how to use them, you’ll be set up to make many of the dishes in this book and take advantage of limitless other cooking opportunities.


Beans

One of the most emblematic ingredients of Mexican cuisine, beans are a fixture at every dinner table. The recipes in this book reference mostly pinto beans, white beans, and black beans. Cooking with dried beans is more economical and gives the ingredients more depth of flavor. Canned beans can be substituted, although the flavor of the final dish can vary.




Chiles

The recipes in this book use chiles in three forms: dried, fresh, and canned. Most of the chiles are easy to find in grocery stores or online.


DRIED CHILES

Shop for chiles that are pliable and deep colored. Brittle dried chiles are older and less flavorful. Store chiles in an airtight container at room temperature for several months, or extend their shelf life by keeping them in the freezer.


	GUAJILLO: Mild and fruity flavor, a versatile and foundational chile for many sauces

	ÁRBOL: Very spicy, slightly nutty, and acidic, used for its peppercorn-like heat

	MORITA: Smoky, but fruitier than a chipotle chile, with medium heat

	ANCHO: Mild to moderate heat, with a deep red color and a raisin-prune flavor

	PEQUIN: Very small, fruity, and spicy, used commonly in sauces and for making chile flakes

	MULATO: Key ingredient in making some moles, similar to an ancho chile but with more heat and a smoky flavor

	PASILLA: Smoky and fruity flavor similar to a raisin, less sweet than an ancho chile






FRESH CHILES

Buy chiles that are brightly colored, firm, and unwrinkled. To tame the heat, remove the seeds before cooking and serving.


	JALAPEÑO: Medium heat, vegetal and bright flavor

	SERRANO: More heat than a jalapeño, crisp and grassy flavor

	POBLANO: Large, thick-walled green chile with mild to no heat, commonly used for charring and stuffing






CANNED CHILES


	CHIPOTLES EN ADOBO: Contains a ripened and smoke-dried jalapeño chile that marinates in a spiced sauce. Both the chiles and the sauce are used in ingredients.








Chocolate

Mexican chocolate is a medium-dark chocolate that is roasted and coarsely ground. It is seasoned with cinnamon, coarse sugar, and sometimes chiles and nuts. The flavor is more intense and less processed than other types of chocolate sold in stores, making it perfect for champurrado and mole. Because of its unique flavor and texture, Mexican chocolate cannot be substituted for other types of chocolate in recipes.




Cinnamon

Most of the tightly rolled sticks we buy in grocery stores are actually a kind of cinnamon called cassia. This variety can taste harsher and almost spicy, and it is not a good ingredient for adding to a blender. Mexican cinnamon (also called canela) and Ceylon cinnamon are milder and more floral. The bark is longer and thinner and flakes easily, making it safe to use in a blender for sauces.
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Epazote

This pungent herb grows like a weed in warm and dry climates. Its medicinal aroma can be a bit curious, with notes of mint and oregano. It mellows out when cooked and gives many Mexican recipes an unmistakable earthy flavor. Epazote is typically added to long-cooking beans and soups, but it can also be used as a fresh garnish in quesadillas and savory salsas.




Garlic

Unless otherwise noted in a recipe, all garlic cloves should be peeled from their skins before prepping. Unpeeled garlic is necessary for charring; the cloves are peeled when cool enough to handle, to infuse sauces with toasted garlic flavor. Avoid pre-minced jarred garlic, which tends to have an acidic and fermented flavor.




Masa

Dried corn is treated with pickling lime (cal) using a process called nixtamalization. This allows the corn to be milled into a soft and pliable dough (masa) for making infinite Mexican dishes. Masa for tortillas is ground more finely, whereas masa for tamales is coarse and produces a fluffier texture. The two types of masa are not interchangeable.

Freshly milled masa can be found at some Latin grocery stores and specialized small businesses. Fresh masa is a ready-to-use dough that comes in two forms: masa preparada, which is seasoned with spices, and masa quebrada, an unseasoned dough that you can customize yourself. Corn masa flour (masa harina) is easily available in most grocery stores and can be substituted, but it is not as flavorful or soft in texture. You must add water to masa harina before using it in recipes.




Onions

I prefer white onions for their cleaner, milder flavor. Because they are higher in water content than other onions, white onions are crunchier and hold their structure better when cooked. Yellow onions can be substituted for white onions, but they are sweeter and can become mushy when cooked. Red onions are more assertive in flavor when raw, but they become sweeter when cooked. For this reason, a red onion is not an ideal substitute for a white onion.




Oregano

Despite sharing a similar-sounding name, Mexican oregano comes from a different plant family than the oregano grown and used widely in the Mediterranean. Mexican oregano has more citrus and anise notes, whereas Mediterranean oregano can be mintier, earthier, and more pungent. Both types can be used in any recipe, although, in my opinion, dried marjoram makes a better substitute for Mexican oregano.




Piloncillo/Panela

This brown, unrefined cane sugar is sold either in the shape of a cone (piloncillo) or as a disk (panela). It has a rich, molasses-like flavor and is used in both sweet and savory dishes. For some recipes, the entire cone or a large chunk can go directly into the pot. For specific measurements of piloncillo, grate the sugar on the large hole side of a box grater. Dark brown sugar can be substituted in equal parts, with some flavor and consistency differences.




Tomatoes

Most recipes in this book use Roma (plum) tomatoes, which are ideal for a couple reasons. When charring, their longer shape is convenient for blackening all sides evenly. Roma tomatoes are also more dense and do not have as much watery pulp, which makes them perfect for flavorful and substantial sauces. If ripe tomatoes are not available, canned tomatoes make great substitutes. For charred sauces, choose canned fire-roasted tomatoes; for most other uses, whole canned tomatoes are good substitutes.
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MENUS


La Tamalada

A tamalada is a gathering where friends and family come together to assemble, cook, and eat tamales. Making tamales together is one way to remember and connect to our past and present while also creating memories that last into the future. Here are a few tips for organizing your tamalada:


PREPARE THE MASA


	To offer both vegetarian and meat options, prepare multiple batches of masa that can be used for filling.

	If you are buying masa harina (dried corn flour), use the masa intended specifically for making tamales, which has a coarser texture than masa for tortillas.

	If you are buying fresh masa for tamales, called masa quebrada, you also have the option of buying masa preparada, which is already seasoned with spices and ready to use. If you buy the unprepared masa, you can add your own spices and flavorings.
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PREPARE THE FILLINGS


	Whatever fillings you choose, be sure they are cold when you assemble the tamales. This ensures that the fillings are easier to portion. Fillings are also a good task to have guests prepare at home before attending the tamalada.

	For smaller tamaladas, choose two to three filling types—at least one meat and one vegetarian—to make the work more manageable.

	Suggested tamale filling recipes include:

	Rajas con Queso

	Frijoles con Queso

	Pollo en Mole Rojo

	Pollo en Salsa Verde

	Picadillo










START THE ASSEMBLY LINE


	Assign at least one person for each of the following steps in the process: scraping the masa onto the husks, portioning the filling onto the masa, and folding the husks and placing the tamales into the steamer pot.

	Focus on finishing one filling at a time so you can keep track of the tamales. You don’t want guests to be surprised by a Pollo en Salsa Verde tamal when they were expecting a vegetarian one.






COOK THE TAMALES


	Depending on how many people are at the tamalada and how many tamales are being made, I recommend using either one very large steamer pot or multiple smaller pots. If you expect to make a lot of tamales, consider asking your guests to bring their own steamer pots.

	Tamales can be stacked in a pot either with the open ends facing up or horizontally. The latter technique allows for more tamales to fit into a pot, but you must also pinch and seal the open end of each tamal so that the filling does not spill out while cooking.






ADD ACCOMPANIMENTS FOR TAMALES


	Salsa Roja

	Salsa Verde

	Chiles en Escabeche

	Cebollas Encurtidas






OFFER BEVERAGES TO ENJOY BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER THE TAMALADA


	Champurrado

	Ponche









Snackworthy Bites at the Sunrise Spectacular

Small nibbles to enjoy at a larger-than-life show or cuddled up on the couch with a movie at home.


	Elote Callejero

	Churros

	Mexican Chocolate Popcorn

	Agua de Limón con Chía






Favors and Main Dishes for a Fiesta

In Coco, the town of Santa Cecilia, like many towns in Mexico, features a lovely plaza where people gather to hear music, shop, and connect with each other. These classic flavors and aromas transport you to the hustle and bustle of the Plaza.


	Xec

	Elote Callejero

	Roasted Squash Flautas

	Quesadillas con Hongos

	Pollo en Mole Rojo

	Mango Sorbet with Chamoy

	Agua de Jamaica






La Taquiza Mexicana

This homey, buffet-style meal is perfect for more casual gatherings. All it takes is a few simple taco fillings, warm tortillas, and a table full of loved ones to make this meal complete.


	Tortillas

	Tortitas de Papa

	Rajas con Crema

	Camarones a la Diabla

	Tinga de Pollo y Chorizo

	Picadillo

	Chicharrones en Salsa Verde

	Frijoles de la Olla

	Arroz Rojo
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Large-Batch Cooking

These recipes are easily scalable and technically simple, and they could feed a small town, if needed.


	Ensalada de Nopal

	Barbacoa de Pollo

	Pozole Rojo

	Birria de Res

	Frijoles de la Olla

	Nicuatole

	Agua de Limón con Chía
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Difficulty: Easy

Prep Time: 15 minutes

Yield: 6 to 8 servings

Dietary Notes: Vegetarian, Dairy Free, Gluten Free
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Xec Yucatecan Jicama and Citrus Salad


From tart and floral limes to honey-sweet tangerines, this savory and crunchy salad puts citrus fruits front and center. Miguel likes oranges the most, and he brings them to share with Mama Coco when he updates her on the day’s events. She doesn’t always remember everything he says (or who Miguel is), but he still loves to spend time with her.
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	1 pound jicama, peeled and cut into ¼-inch cubes

	Juice of 2 limes (about 2 tablespoons)

	¼ cup orange juice

	¼ cup grapefruit juice

	1 tablespoon honey

	½ habanero chile, finely diced (or ½ teaspoon cayenne powder)

	½ teaspoon kosher salt, plus more to taste

	2 large navel oranges, peeled and separated into segments, halved

	3 mandarins or tangerines, peeled and separated into segments

	1 pink grapefruit, peeled and separated into segments, halved (see note)

	2 tablespoons chopped cilantro
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1. Add the cubed jicama to a large bowl and toss with the lime juice to prevent browning. Cover the jicama with plastic wrap, and refrigerate while preparing the rest of the ingredients.

	
2. To make the dressing, combine the orange juice, grapefruit juice, honey, chile, and salt in a small bowl, and whisk the ingredients together. In a large bowl, add the oranges, mandarins, and grapefruit; then pour the dressing over the fruits, add the chopped cilantro, and mix well. Let sit for at least an hour to let the flavors meld before serving.
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NOTE

Alternatively, to wow your guests, you can supreme the grapefruit.


	
1. Cut both ends off the grapefruit.

	
2. Stand up the fruit on one of its flat ends and cut down along the rounded side with your knife to remove a piece of the rind and pith. Repeat until all the rind and pith are removed.

	
3. To remove the segments of flesh, cut along the interior of each membrane and pull the segments out. Make sure you’re working over a bowl to catch all the juice.

	
4. Squeeze out the remaining juice in the membranes and discard.
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