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Introduction

For much of the past three years I have traveled back and forth across the United States talking to hundreds to hundreds of Mexican-American cooks, hearing their stories, and collecting their recipes. Seldom were the ingredients or instructions written down, but I learned from watching, listening, and talking. Cocina de la Familia is the tale of these many cooks—all of whom have adapted the family dishes and traditions they remember from their past to accommodate a life considerably different from the lives of their parents and grandparents.

This is a transition that deserves to be understood. As society changes, our eating habits change. Most home cooks, whether in Mexico or anywhere else in the world, were women who did it out of necessity and not because of a creative urge. What they cooked came less from individual fancy than from knowledge passed on from generation to generation.

Today’s Mexican cooks may use oil instead of lard, canned instead of fresh tomatoes, or a food processor instead of grinding on a slab of volcanic rock, but food is still the strand that ties them to their past. María, who lives and works in Sacramento, California, but whose family is from a small village near Guadalajara, says it best: “In our culture, food is much more than just nourishment. It connects us. It isn’t just served at a celebration, it is a celebration.”

It is this celebration of the food—the spirit of the country itself—that I have tried to focus on in these contemporary recipes from Mexican-American kitchens. I think it is important to stress that I use the word “contemporary” to mean real food eaten every day by Mexican-American families, whether they live in cities such as Los Angeles, or Chicago, the border towns of Texas or Arizona, farming communities in the Pacific Northwest, or the isolated villages of New Mexico and southern Colorado. This is food that has its roots in the prehistoric soil of Mexico but has branched out, survived, and flourished in this modern world.

I am not Mexican by birth, heritage, or citizenship. But my relationship to the food of Mexico spans more than half a century. My father was what is called a carlot produced distributor, which means that he bought produce such as onions, potatoes, and citrus fruits from the fields and orchards, and sold them by the railroad car to wholesale buyers in Chicago and New York. By necessity, I grew up following the rhythmic cycle of the growing seasons throughout southern Texas, the Central Valley of California, and southern Idaho. I slept at night in hotels and motor courts, and I learned about food by sharing meals with the Mexican and Mexican-American migrant field-workers.

I must have aroused the passionate maternal nature of the Mexican women as I trailed my father around in the fields. No matter that they were living out of cars and cooking over a butane burner, they showed their compassion in the way they knew best: by having me share the flavors and textures of their foods—and lives. When I was about eleven, I think, I worked the crops with my Mexican-American friends. They showed me the fastest way to top onions for seed, to pick peaches from the top of the tree without falling off the ladder, and to weed corn without disturbing the roots. Then they shared with me their midday meal. I remember thick tortillas wrapped around a chile-pungent stew of meat, all tied together in a bandanna and left in the shade until time to eat. My hands were small, and it took many tries before I could tip to rolled tortillas just right, curling my fingers around the far end so that none of the sauce squished out and ran down my chin.

I remember one large family that seemed to be all male, every age and every size. They often brought a large red coffee can filled with slightly but still crispy potato cakes made with lots of springy cheese. We would pile them with a salsa made of freshly picked tomatoes so ripe that they popped open when pricked with a thumbnail. The tomatoes, a milky white onion, and very tiny, very hostile chiles where all chopped together on the lid of the can with a sharp, shiny knife. We’d eat sitting beside the irrigation ditch, kicking our feet in the slow-moving water and splashing ourselves to cool off.

I can still recall a young girl, about my age, making up a bed of old blankets in the backseat of a beat-up old Ford, then laying down tired toddler and gently fanning him to sleep with corn leaves. One full-moon-faced had a new baby every year—always wrapped tightly in a dark-colored rebozo while she bent over weeding up and down the furrows. This was my first conscious sight of a nursing mother, milk dribbling out around the baby’s mouth and sweat running down the woman bare neck and chest. I admired the men with their muscular arms and would know envy when one would stop by his wife and casually stroke her neck. I watched it all, absorbing the love I felt around me. It was then too, that I began to equate Mexican food with that unusual balance of contentment and excitement.

Decades later, after raising my own family in largely Scandinavian and Yugoslavian communities, I set out to rediscover these foods of my past. They certainly weren’t being serve in Mexican chain restaurants that dotted the strip malls near where we lived. I began to wonder If they were anywhere but in my memory.

The logical place to search seemed to be in Mexico itself. And, like Columbus, I found a culinary world that I didn’t know existed—one more vast and varied than I had imagined. The more my husband, Fredrick, and I traveled and tasted, the happier I became.

Early on, I was lucky enough to become friends with Diana Kennedy, who is perhaps the greatest living expert on the traditional cooking of Mexico. With her guidance I began to reorganize the ingredients and cooking techniques common throughout the country and, just as important, to search our and understand the divergent characteristics of regional food. I was intrigued by all of the dishes but always wondered where I could find similar ones in the United States if I did’t prepare them myself.

The answer came when I was in Oaxaca sharing a late evening meal with Emilia Arroya de Cabrera, a friend of several years. Her dinning room table held a bowl—the same sun-glazed earth tones as the parched hillsides—filled with clear broth. Tendrils from young squash plants were twisted among the submerged hunks of pale yellow corn, the kernels still attached and encircling the cob. A platter held a curds of soft scrambled eggs gashed by vivid red streaks of colorin blossoms, There were two salsas, one red and one green, and a basket of corn tortillas, heat-freckled on the comal.

Emilia’s mother had cooked this satisfying supper just as she prepared most of the family food. Though a simple meal, the visual contrasts of color and texture, the harmonizing tastes of fresh seasonal ingredients, and the aroma that filled the room made it very special.

After supper I sat on the couch with Aurora, one of Emilia’s daughter, who had recently married a Texan. When I casually asked what she cooked in her new home, she replied, “The dishes I learned from my grandmother, of course.”

“The dishes I learned from my grandmother” became the starting place for my new culinary search—one that would lead across the United States and into the kitchens of many Mexican Americans like Aurora. I set out to discover how 13 million United Stages citizens of Mexican heritage—those of first, second, third, and even eighth generations—were creating their traditional dishes.

I found that Mexico’s indigenous ingredients—primarily corn, beans, chile, and tomatoes—continue to be the foundation of all Mexican cooking. Squash, turkey, and avocado are as important now as they were in the days when Cortés came ashore in Mexico. Equally important are rice and wheat, as well as the many types of citrus fruits and all different livestock and their products, incorporated into the cuisine by the Spanish. In the face of both the opportunities and the restraints of today’s world, what has changed is the use of time-saving equipment and products, the introduction of many other ethnic influences, and an emphasis on healthier eating.

This was a way of cooking that I wanted to learn more about and then to share. I asked these cooks for their hoarded taste memories. I ate and I cooked with them, observing how they modified the traditional foods of remembrance and wove them into the fabric of their everyday lives.

In Los Angeles I discovered an unusual chicken dish with a prune and raisin sauce; its flavor was heightened with chipotle chile and soothed by Coca-Cola. From Miami, by way of Guanajuato, came traditional rustic enchiladas together with chile-sauced chunks of carrots and potatoes. But in Detroit a more diet-conscious cook substituted bean curd, spinach, and yogurt. In Illinois, a cook added chocolate to the classic Mexican rice pudding, and mustard enhanced a shredded beef salad in El Paso. The list goes on and on.

Most of the recipes are quite simple, but even the more complex dishes—moles or tamales—can be made in stages. The ingredients should be easy to find unless it is an out-of-season product. In that case, a substitute will be listed.

Throughout all my journeys I discovered one consistent theme: During the many years as Mexicans became Mexican Americans, whether by annexation or by immigration, and in times of discrimination and estrangement, they kept their past alive in their homes through the stories they told and the food they cooked. Everywhere I went I saw how for most Mexican Americans the family has played a major role as a defense against an often indifferent, even hostile, society, and the family is extended to include grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins related by either blood or marriage. It is through this larger family that the Mexican customs and culinary heritage are being preserved.

Many experts say that home cooking is becoming obsolete. More of us have the means to eat out often or, if in a hurry, to buy already prepared foods, but then we find that these mass-produced meals rarely satisfy: They lack heart. The conditions that created the recipes in this book cannot be duplicated, but those who use the recipes will learn where the dishes originated, the history and tradition behind them, who makes and eats them now, and how to recreate the dishes in their own kitchens to enjoy with their own families.


Basic Techniques of the Mexican-American Kitchen

ROASTING, TOASTING, SEARING, AND SOURING

Most of the vibrant flavors and rustic textures of Mexican food are created using a few basic techniques that seemingly haven’t changed over the centuries, whether the cook is living in Acapulco, Guerrero, or Albany, New York. There are also some useful utensils, appliances, and cooking equipment that most Mexican-American cooks find essential.

EQUIPMENT

For Grinding, Blending, and Processing Ingredients

Preparing Mexican food is extremely labor-intensive. For centuries ingredients that needed to be pulverized or roughly crushed were ground by hand in a carved-out rock molcajete. When the liquadora (blender) was inroduced to Mexican cooks, it was jubilantly welcomed, and today very few kitchens in that country are without one. The heavy-duty blender quickly reduces nuts and seeds, soaked dried chiles, and tomatoes to the proper consistency for smooth sauces with the addition of just a little liquid.

The more versatile—and expensive—food processsor may simplify chopping chores but doesn’t take the place of a blender for pureeing. It can, though, with a brief, careful whirl of the blades, make a very satisfying salsa.

To create the chunky texture needed for salsas and guacamole, many Mexican-American cooks still grind the ingredients in a molcajete. This three-legged gray or black volcanic rock bowl is used as a mortar with a pestle (tejolote/metlapíl/mano) of the same rough-surfaced material. The small end should fit into the palm of your hand, with the wrist used to rotate it. For Estella Ríos-Lopez of El Paso, Texas, her most prized possessions is the century-old molcajete of her great-grandmother. As another young woman in Chicago said, “Besides being awfully useful, it looks a lot more attractive on my counter than a food processor, and I can serve directly from my molcajete.”

Look for your own molcajete in Mexican neighborhood stores or bring one back from a trip to Mexico. It should have the darkest poosible color and very small pores. So as not to grind rock into your salsas, first put a handful of uncooked rice in the bowl and grind it to a powder with the tejolote. Rinse out the molcajete and repeat the process three or four times, until no grit can be seen mingling with the rice. Then it’s ready to use.

When making a salsa, always start with the most solid ingredients first, rotating the pestle until they are pulverized, then add the softer ones and continue grinding until the mixture is of the desired consistency. The molcajete is also useful for grinding certain foods to a rough texture, such as the tougher-skinned dried chiles, fresh corn, or meat.

Spices wake up your sense of smell and taste, and are an indespensable element of Mexican-American cooking. To ensure a well-balanced, highly aromatic mixture it is important to use freshly ground spices. Although I still use my molcajete for grinding small amounts, these days I couldn’t be without my electric coffee/spice grinder. The spice grinder is equally helpful for grinding nuts and seeds for moles and pipianes. If possible, don’t use the same one for grinding your coffee, because the assertive taste of the spices always seems to cling. I find the best way to clean it is to finely grind one-quarter cup of white rice in the bowl, toss it out, and wipe out any remaining powder with a paper towel.

For Stirring, Cooking, Rolling, and Pressing

I don’t have a heavy-duty mixer, such as a KitchenAid, with all its attachments, but I know it would be useful for beating the air into my tamal masa. I still rely on a smaller handheld electric beater for whipping egg whites, and I use wooden spoons and long, blunt-edged wooden spatulas for virtually everything else.

In Mexico a clay or thin metal comal placed over an open flame would be used for cooking tortillas, toasting dry ingredients such as seeds and dry chiles, and roasting fresh chiles, garlic, onions, and tomatoes. Most of the Mexican-American cooks I know use a griddle or heavy cast-iron skillet for these purposes.

Mexican sauces are seared over high heat, so heavy-bottomed pans are essential. I use the same ten-inch cast-iron skillet that my stepmother gave me in 1951. It’s blackened and deeply crusted with, I like to think, the memories of all the best meals I’ve ever cooked. With such a skillet, some similar ones in smaller sizes, and a heavy cast-iron Dutch oven, you will have most of the cookware needed for preparing a pipián or mole. I also recommend many of the Spanish and Mexican earthenware cazuelas, which, though somewhat breakable, are ideal for cooking and serving because they heat evenly and retain the heat for a long time. An enameled cast-iron casserole with a lid is another useful and versatile type of cookware to use. For enchiladas and other tortilla dishes, shallow ceramic or earthenware baking dishes are very useful. Pyrex-brand glassware can be used, but it is not as attractive to take directly to the table.

You must have at least one big pot for beans, soups, and stews; I like to use a Mexican earthenware olla, a large round pot with quite a small neck opening on the top. It may just be my imagination, but I think the clay imparts a traditional taste that I favor. I also use it to make café de olla, a special spice-infused coffee. Almost everyone in the United States now seems to use regular metal stockpots, Dutch ovens, or large saucepans for those dishes. They may be more practical, but they’re certainly not as attractive to have around.

Tamales are the only other traditional dish that requires a particular pot for cooking. You will don’t need to have an authentic tamal steamer—any big pot with a tight lid will work. I’ve seen a wide variety of improvisations that have steamed the tamales to the texture and consistency the cook wanted. What is needed is a perforated rack that can be popped up at least two to three inches above the bottom so that a goodly amount of water can simmer away underneath, creating steam that will envelop the tamales. For very small amounts or for reheating tamales, a perforated aluminum or bamboo steamer is perfect.

If you’re planning to make your own flour tortillas, the best rolling pin to use is one at least twelve inches long, about an inch in diameter, and without handles. It is almost identical to the Italian pasta rolling pin. A metal tortilla press is useful for making your own corn tortillas. However, most Mexican-American cooks I met confessed to using premade tortillas, which are widely available.

TECHNIQUES

Roasting Fresh Chiles, Onions, Garlic, Tomatoes, and Tomatillos

Something magical happens when fresh chiles, onions, garlic, tomatoes, and tomatillos are roasted. The high heat concentrates flavors and adds texture.

Fresh Chiles

When selecting fresh chiles for roasting, look for those with the fewest indentations because they will roast much more evenly. The easiest method is to place them directly in or over the flame of a gas stove for about five minutes, turning with tongs as they char and blister on all sides. The idea is to char the skin but barely cook the flesh. The aroma is unforgettable. The chiles can be roasted on a very hot charcoal or gas grill as close to the coals as possible. As a last resort, the chiles can be broiled close to a preheated element, turning occasionally until blackened on all sides, usually about ten minutes. The chiles are usually too soft to stuff, however, but can be used for rajas (thin strips) or blended into sauces.

After the chiles are roasted, put them in a paper or plastic bag or in a bowl covered with a heavy kitchen towel. Let the chiles sit for about five minutes before removing the skin.

Everyone develops his or her own technique for removing the charred skin, using one’s hands to rub, pick, and/or peel it away. If you are fixing many chiles or if your skin is sensitive, wear latex gloves or slip a plastic bag over each hand, if necessary, rinse the chiles quickly under water, and don’t worry if some charred bits of chile skin remain on them. Slice open the chiles, depending on how they are to be used, and cut and scrape out the membrane with its seeds.

Onions and Garlic

Roast thick slices or quarters of onions directly on a grill or over medium-high heat on a hot griddle or heavy cast-iron skillet. I’ve learned from experience that it helps to line the griddle or skillet with a layer of heavy foil so that the flesh of the onion doesn’t stick to the surface. Roast, turning from time to time, until the onion is blackened in spots and has begun to soften, about ten minutes.

Roast garlic the same way, separating but not peeling each clove. Roast until the paper skin is blackened, and remove when the cloves are cool enough to handle.

Tomatoes and Tomatillos

I roast my tomatoes and tomatillos (husks removed) in a heavy skillet or on a griddle over medium heat for eight to ten minutes, turning from time to time, until the skin begins to blister and blacken and the insides become soft and oozy. Line the skillet or griddle with a layer of foil so it is easier to save the sweet juices and add them to the tomatoes to be chopped or pureed. I add all but the most burned skin to my soups and sauces, but that is personal choice. I like the rustic texture.

To use the broiler, preheat it and put the rack as close as possible to the heat source. Ideally, the tomatoes should be only an inch or so away from the heat. Line a broiler pan with foil and roast the tomatoes until the flesh is soft and the skin is charred in patches. You will need to flip the tomatoes over at least once.

Toasting Dry Chiles

The process of toasting dry chiles is very similar to roasting fresh ones. The difference is that you just want to brown the chiles very lightly, enriching the natural flavor before the necessary soaking in hot water. Stem and break open the chile; scrape out the seeds, and tear the chile into pieces. Heat a heavy skillet or griddle over medium heat and, when hot, put in the chile pieces, skin side down. Press the chile down with a spatula for only a few seconds, turn it over, press down again, and quickly take the chile off the heat. Be very careful not to burn the skin, or you will have to throw the chiles out and start again. You want the chile to only start changing its color and give off a rich, pungent aroma.

Searing Sauces

Sweetening, concentrating, and melding the often harsh and disparate flavors of ingredients used in Mexican cooking is accomplished by bringing the pureed mixtures of chiles, tomatoes, or tomatillos into contact with a very hot oil-coated surface. It is an essential technique, though a bit scary at first if you are unprepared, because the sauce erupts and spatters everything around it. But it’s not hard to do.

It helps to use a heavy cast-iron skillet or Dutch oven, something with deep sides and that holds heat. I use my earthenware cazuelas. Warm the pot over medium-high heat, add the amount of oil or fat needed for the particular recipe, and let it heat for a brief time. Pour in the tick sauce all at once and stand back as it sputters and spews. You can lower the heat to medium, but the sauce should always continue to bubble. Stir frequently for four to five minutes, until the mixture thickens and darkens in color, then pour in the liquid that is called for in the recipe and let the sauce simmer a bit longer.

Souring Cream

True Mexican crema is very similar to France’s crème fraîche—thick, rich, and slightly soured. Many stores carry a commercial crème fraîche that can be substituted for crema, though the real thing is very simple to make and will keep, refrigerated, for at least a week. An adequate substitute for most dishes that cry out for the luscious textures and the taste of the thick acidic cream is commercial sour cream slightly thinned with whole milk or half-and-half. The result works quite well to top most antojitos, those “little whims” or “sudden cravings,” such as tacos and burritos, that are Mexico’s street and market foods.

To make about one cup of Mexican crema, mix one cup of heavy cream (not ultrapasteurized) in a small bowl with one tablespoon of buttermilk or a good-quality plain with active cultures. Cover with plastic wrap that has a few holes poked in it, or a kitchen towel, and put in a warm place (about 85 degrees Fahrenheit) until the cream sets, anywhere from eight to twenty-four hours, depending on how active the culture and how pasteurized the heavy cream. When it is quite thick, stir the cream again, cover with plastic wrap, and put it in the refrigerator for about six hours or more so that it will chill and become firm. If the cream becomes too thick, it can be thinned with a little whole milk or half-and-half.

I found commercial Mexican crema being sold in quite a few Mexican neighborhood grocery stores. I had opportunity to taste only a few brands, all of which appeared to have additives.


Everyday Basic Ingredients

COOKING OILS AND FATS

Use a good-quality cooking oil such as safflower or canola that has a healthy fatty acid profile and can sustain high temperatures (at least 375 degrees Fahrenheit or higher without smoking). For fritters, I like the flavor of peanut oil, and sometimes for frying tortillas, corn oil. For tamales and, once in a while, for a pot of beans, rich-tasting rendered pork lard—not the hydrogenated supermarket type—is the only thing that will give that traditional taste and texture (see page 291).

SUGAR

Except for desserts and baking, piloncillo, or unrefined sugar, is the basic sweetening used in Mexican cooking. It is formed out of boiled cane syrup that is molded into cones or bars of dark brown crystallized sugar. Piloncillo can be found in most supermarkets’ ethnic food sections or in Mexican grocery stores. The small one-inch cones, commonly sold in the United State, weigh about one ounce, and the larger cones about seven ounces. If the sugar isn’t too hard, I usually chop off what is needed, but it can also be easily dissolved in the liquid that is used in the recipe. Raw sugar or dark brown sugar can be substituted, but they do not have the same deep molasses flavor.

SALT

All salts do not have the same flavor or the same degree of saltiness. For Mexican food I prefer the more pronounced flavor of medium-grain sea salt. It is a perfect mate for the cuisine’s assertive flavors; I keep mine in a salt grinder. Coarse kosher salt has a much milder flavor. The common table salt used in the United States contains additives that produce a harsh, strong taste. Because of these differences, and because many people are restricting their intake of sodium, we usually do not specify the amount of salt to use in a recipe unless it plays a crucial role in balancing the flavors of a dish. If it is a long cooking process, such as the simmering of soup, always add salt at the end because the saltiness becomes more concentrated as the liquid is reduced.

HERBS

There are six common herbs that you should not be without if you plan to do any Mexican cooking:

• Mexican oregano: Dried or fresh Mexican oregano has quite a different flavor from the more common Greek variety. Schilling and some other spice companies market the dried oregano leaves, and it is also often available in small cellophane packets in the ethnic food section of grocery stores or in ethnic markets.

• Bay leaf, thyme, and marjoram: These aromatic herbs (hierbas de olor)—are usually used together, either fresh or dried, in soups, stews, pickled dishes, and some cooked sauces.

• Cilantro: Fresh cilantro is used in dishes and as a garnish. Always look for the freshest cilantro, preferably with the roots attached, because it is highly perishable. I store mine like a bouquet, in a small glass of water in the refrigerator, and enclose the leaves loosely in a plastic bag.

• Flat-leaf parsley or Italian parsley: This is the only parsley that should be used in Mexican cooking and for garnishing. You may need to ask your produce manager to carry it, or you can easily grow your own, as I do.

There are many, many other herbs used regionally in Mexico. Two of the most important, epazote (page 223) and hoja santa (known also as hierba santa, acuyo, or momo; page 96), are ingredients in some of our recipes. For an authentic flavor, do try to locate them.


New Mexico Impressions

New Mexico is a severe land. Winter arrives early in the high arid plains that roll to a halt beside desert mountains. Windstorms come with the spring, but the green haze of leafing cottonwood trees is a sign of renewal to the generations of Spanish, Mexican, and Indian people who have made this land their home for many centuries. This is a world where the past is alive and the sacred strands of tradition still bind.

Most of the cooks I met in New Mexico shared interwoven family ties stretching back to the first decades of the 1600s. One day I tried to set up appointments with people in three different communities, only to be told over and over, “We are going to a funeral. Maybe we can get together tomorrow.” I wondered at the number of deaths until someone explained it was only one. “Here we are all cousins or related to the godparents.”

I can trace my family tree to before the Revolutionary War, but the family of Carmen Barnard Baca, one of my closest friends in Mexico, was living in what is now the state of New Mexico a hundred years earlier. Many of us are unaware that even before the English colonized Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607, the forebears of many Mexican Americans were a presence in the western part of the country—first as explorers and then in the 1590s as early colonists in the present state of New Mexico. Miguel Baca, Carmen’s grandfather, who just died at 104 while still living on his own 2.5-acre farm near Albuquerque, was known to his neighbors as el viejito, “the little old man.”

Carmen, who has a face framed by a mass of copper-red ringlets, can trace this side of her family back to Spain, where the family name was Vaca, shortened from the ancestral Cabeza de Vaca (head of a cow). Cristobel, son of Juan de Vaca, arrived in New Mexico in 1600; the name changed to Baca.

In Santa Fe, reading the history of New Mexican families in a genealogy of the Spanish colonial period, I noted the exploits in the year 1681 of one Ignacio Baca, an army captain who at twenty-four was “tall, slim, with an aquiline face, fair complexion, no beard, and wavy red hair.” When I told Carmen that I had discovered the genetic explanation for her red hair, she said, “Oh, you’ve found Nacho. My abuelito [grandfather] Miguel always calls him by his nickname.” Today there are Bacas in the little towns of Española, Chimayó, Velarde, and Socorro as well as in Santa Fe and Albuquerque, all places accessible from Mexico by the royal road, El Camino Real, now U.S. 25.

In no other state does the food so completely reflect its historical roots. Its original austerity remains today despite modern conveniences, an increase in affluence, and the ever-growing influx of outsiders, from the first Anglo-American settlers to the scientists of Los Alamos, the New Age types who came seeking a close spiritual relation to the land and sky, and the legions of tourists, artists, and retirees seduced by Santa Fe’s unique charm.

The land-based way of life may have given way to a different life-style, but in practically all of the homes I visited they prepared the same food as their parents and grandparents. Most of the foods are seasoned heavily with New Mexico’s long, skinny chiles. It is a matter of taste which ones are used—the dried, mature red chile, like the ones braided into ristras, or the same variety picked and dried when still green. Perhaps a dish of red chile colorado or chile con carne with beans is served one day, the next a green chile stew or pozole, a hominy stew. The tortillas are usually flour, and a surprisingly large number of women of all ages roll out a goodly supply for any meal—and for after-school snacks with peanut butter and jelly. I was blessed to be able to share some dishes with direct descendants of these first settlers.

Some women, such as Leóna Medina-Tiede, have turned tortilla making into a profession. Formerly a Pan-American Airline flight attendant, Leóna grew up as the eldest of eleven children, in a family that raised its own beans, corn, chiles, and even wheat. After she married and returned to the small remote community of Chimayó, she opened a small tortilla and tamal concession, adjoining the famous Santuario de Chimayó Church. Leóna’s reputation spread, and she now owns and operates a large tortilla factory specializing in natural, preservative-free products, including flavored tortillas and vegetarian tamales that are distributed throughout the western United States. Even with her growing success you may find Leóna at the take-out window of her tiny restaurant, serving hungry visitors a variety of filled tortillas and burritos to enjoy at tables and counters under the large shade tree facing the Santuario.

Fall is chile time. The air at this time of year is rich with the pungent aroma of roasted chiles. The chiles are now largely the product of consolidated businesses, especially around Hatch in the southern part of the state, but many families still grow their own, bringing the chiles to local roadside stands to roast them in their propane chile roasters. In Santa Fe, Mary Jane Chavez described the way it was when she was growing up, in her great-grandmother’s home: “We spent many long hours roasting the green chiles over a hot wood stove. Then we peeled them and strung them up to dry on a clothesline. If it looked like rain, we brought the chiles in, only to hang them up again until they were dry enough to store in an old cloth bag for use during the cold winter spring.”

For many of us, holidays bring a return to traditions. As Christmas approaches, even those who have been popping frozen dinners in the microwave succumb. Cooks are busy steaming tamales, baking spicy mincemeat empanaditas and bischochitos, those rich aniseed cookies, and frying fritters of chile and shredded meat. During Lent, especially on Ash Wednesday, panocha, a long-cooking, caramelized pudding of swollen grains of sprouted wheat, is baked, or a syrup-drenched bread pudding is prepared that is called by the deceptive name of sopa. It is not a soup but the New Mexican version of the traditional capirotada. Dora Chavez, with many of her forty-five grandchildren and twenty-six great-grandchildren in attendance, will separate dozens of eggs, add garlic and red chiles, and quickly fry up her special tortas de huevos, egg fritters that are sometimes flavored with pulverized dried shrimp. From what I saw, more than a few of Dora’s grandchildren will make sure New Mexican traditions survive.



Beginnings
Botanas


Since growing up I have come to realize that the essence of Mexican hospitality is to socialize with an epic-scale family of relatives and friends.

—ZARELA MARTINEZ

LATE ON A HOT JUNE AFTERNOON we parked beside a large two-story house in Detroit. The tide of the party spilled well-wishers out onto the porch and front lawn. They were celebrating the high school graduation and acceptance to Princeton of Pedro Hernandez, an African Mexican American.

As we made our way through the crowd, we were stopped by an impressively good-looking young man. It was the guest of honor himself. Though we had not met, Pedro greeted us as though we were part of the family, introducing us to the people around us, who in turn made sure we met everyone else. We were taken into the house; each room was packed with a loving hodgepodge of all races and ages. Babies slept on the downstairs beds, toddlers wandered among the grown-ups’ legs, needing only to stretch up their arms to be lifted and hugged. It was a wonderful party, with the joy of the occasion reflected in the exuberance of the food.

In Mexico as in Spain, hundreds of tidbits are offered for casual eating. They can be as simple as a crisp wedge of jicama enlivened with a squirt of lime and ground chile, a few marinated carrots, or a quick bite of a taco or tostada. We chose from a continually changing array of botanas—foods for instant gratification. There were chile-fired nuts, baskets of fresh-crisped tortilla chips to scoop up guacamole or to dip in salsa, meatballs and turnovers so tiny that they scarcely made a bite. All were savory treats for relaxed sociable eating—to snack on while standing, talking, or moving around, and usually with a drink of some sort in one hand. Botanos are not as much a type of food as a way of life—to briefly enjoy something in convivial surroundings and then try a different taste while turning to talk with yet a different friend.

Spicy Nuts and Seeds

Nueces y Pepitas Picantes

ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

MAKES 4 CUPS  When the first settlers came from central Mexico to the northernmost frontier lands, they utilized local ingredients that were frequently part of the local Indians’ diet. In New Mexico, pine nuts and the seeds of native squash were used as snacks, and in California even a greater variety of seeds and nuts were available. Nuts and pumpkin seeds are still popular nibbles at parties or for casual snacking, especially when enlivened with chiles and garlic.

1-2 tablespoons peanut oil

10 cloves garlic, peeled

1 cup raw peanuts, papery husk removed

1 cup pecan halves

1 cup shelled pine nuts (optional)

1 cup hulled green pumpkin seeds

1 teaspoon sea salt, or more

about ¼ teaspoon ground cayenne or ground pequí chile

Preheat the oven to 275 degrees F.

Warm the oil in a heavy skillet and sauté the garlic over low heat about 2 minutes, until it turns yellow. Stir in the nuts and seeds, and mix until well coated with the oil. Add the salt and stir in the cayenne or chile, a pinch at a time, until the mixture has the pungency you want; ¼ teaspoon is usually plenty.

Spread the nuts and seeds evenly on a baking sheet and bake for 20-25 minutes, stirring occasionally.

When the nuts and seeds begin to toast lightly and give off a rich nutty aroma, transfer to a paper bag. Sprinkle with more salt if needed. Serve warm or at room temperature. The mixture will last in a sealed container for several weeks.

PINE NUTS OR PIÑÓNES

(Pinus cembroides edulis)

Man and animal alike relish the nutty flavor of the teardrop-shaped seeds that nestle in the small cones of the piñon pine (Pinus cembroides edulis), a small, hardy tree that thrives throughout the dry open slopes of the Southwest and parts of Mexico. As a little girl I used to stay with my grandmother in Colorado Springs, and I remember scavenging for the tiny pine nuts by reaching into the shallow burrows of ground squirrels and helping myself to a handful of their abundant hoard.

While all pine trees have seed cones, fewer than a dozen different species are prized for their edible nuts. The three most common are the North American piñon; the pignolia (Pinus pinea), rich and sweet and grown primarily in Spain, Portugal, North Africa, and Turkey; and the larger Chinese or Korean pine nut (Pinus koreinsis), the one most commonly sold in the United States. They have different characteristics, so when you have the opportunity, try cooking with all of them.

What makes these nuts expensive to buy is the labor involved in the shelling and their tendency, like that of all vegetable products, to easily become rancid. Though pine nuts keep well in the shell, once shelled they should be stored tightly sealed in the freezer.

Tortilla Chips

Totopos

SERVES ABOUT 6  You can just walk into any grocery store and buy enormous cellophane sacks filled with plain or even flavored tortilla chips, but fresh homemade ones are so much more delicious and a perfect way to use up the remaining corn tortillas taking up space in your refrigerator or freezer.

Though the chips can be eaten plain, they are perfect for scooping up your favorite salsa, Guacamole (page 274), or Chile con Queso (page 42), or in Nachos (page 35). In New Mexico these crispy corn chips are used to make tortilla “pie”: A handful of chips are dropped in a bowl and stirred together with cooked beans, chopped onions, lettuce, and lots of salsa.

16 store-bought corn tortillas (see Note)

corn or peanut oil for frying

sea salt (optional)

Stack the tortillas in piles of 3-4 each. With a sharp knife, cut each pile into 4-6 wedges.

Spread the wedges out in a single layer, cover with a kitchen towel so they do not curl up too much, and let them dry for several hours.

Pour the oil to a depth of at least 1 inch and heat to medium-high (375 degrees F.). It should not be smoking but hot enough that when a test piece of tortilla is added, it should crisp quite quickly. Fry a few chips at a time, tossing them with a slotted spatula so they are crispy and just a light golden brown, about 30-45 seconds. Do not let them darken, or they will be bitter.

Drain the chips on absorbent paper and repeat with the remaining pieces. Keep warm in a 250-degree F. oven until all the chips are fried. Salt them, if you want, while still warm.

These tortilla chips are much better when eaten warm. If you can’t serve them right away, cool and store in an airtight container, then reheat them in a 250-degree F. oven.

NOTES:  If you like tortilla chips and tostadas are very crispy, buy the thinnest tortillas you can find. Purchase those that are light in color and with no preservatives if possible.

VARIATION: CRISPY TORTILLA STRIPS OR SQUARES  For garnishes and as an ingredient in some soups, cut the store-bought tortillas into ¼- by 1-inch strips or ½-inch squares.

VARIATION: OVEN-CRISPED TORTILLA CHIPS  While not as tasty as fried chips, acceptable ones can be made by spreading the tortilla pieces in a single layer on a baking sheet and baking in a 350-degree F. oven for about 10 minutes. Rick Bayless suggests placing an inverted cooling rack on top to keep the tortillas from curling as they bake.

Nachos

Nachos

AUSTIN, TEXAS

SERVES 6  This recent concoction of Mexican ingredients has been adopted by Mexican Americans throughout the country. Though it’s best with fresh-made Tortilla Chips (page 33), Miguel will often use packaged unsalted corn tortilla chips to make the preparation fast and easy.

1 cup well-fried beans (page 227) or canned

1 14½-ounce bag round corn tortilla chips or one recipe Tortilla Chips (page 33), about 36

4 ounces shredded Monterey jack cheese

3 pickled jalapeño chiles, sliced

For the Toppings (optional)

Guacamole (page 274) or Chunky Fresh Tomato Salsa (page 264)

shredded chicken or beef

tiny cooked shrimp or shredded crab

sour cream

chopped green onions

Preheat the oven to 400 degrees F.

Spread a thin layer of beans on each chip and place on a heatproof platter or baking pan. Sprinkle on the cheese and top with the chiles. Bake in the oven for about 5 minutes, until the cheese is melted. Serve immediately as is or add any of the toppings, alone or in combination.

Jicama with Cucumbers and Melon

Pico de Gallo de Jalisco

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON · JALISCO, MEXICO

SERVES 6 AS A SNACK, 4 AS A SALAD  Translating the name pico de gallo, which means rooster beak, is not much help in knowing what it is. The name refers perhaps to the sharp-angled bits of fruits and vegetables or to the mixture’s spicy bite. If you are in Texas or northern Mexico and ask for pico de gallo, you will be offered a fresh tomato salsa, but in Guadalajara it will be more like this delightfully crunchy, colorful medley of melon, jicama, and cucumbers.

Pico de Gallo is usually served as a casual snack with beer or shots of a good-quality tequila. Have a small container with toothpicks nearby for spearing the chunks of jicama, cucumber, and melon, though don’t be surprised if most people prefer to use their fingers.

As a salad, scooped into leaves of endive, this is a refreshing companion to Chicken Breasts in Green Sauce (page 155) and King Salmon Grilled in Cornhusks (page 142).

This recipe was given to me in Seattle by a group of folks from Jalisco who were active in establishing an official Washington—Jalisco sisterhood relationship.

1 small jicama, peeled and cut into ¾-inch cubes or wedges

2 medium cucumbers, peeled, seeded, and cut into ¾-inch cubes or wedges

½ cantaloupe, scooped into melon balls or cut into ¾-inch cubes or wedges, or ½ fresh pineapple, peeled and cut into ¾-inch cubes or wedges

4 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice

about ½ teaspoon sea salt

1 fresh serrano or jalapeño chile, chopped

ground cayenne or pequín chile, or a milder pure chile powder

Toss the jicama, cucumbers, and melon with the juice and salt to taste. Stir in the chile, cover, and refrigerate until chilled, stirring occasionally. Drain off any excess juice and arrange the pico de gallo in a bowl or on individual plates. Sprinkle with a little of the ground chile, starting with a small amount and adding to taste.

VARIATION: JICAMA STICKS  Peel and slice the jicama into ½-inch-wide strips and marinate with the juice of 2 limes and 2 tablespoons of finely chopped white onion for several hours. When ready to serve, sprinkle with 1 cup of chopped roasted peanuts and ground dried chile.

Tuna-Stuffed Jalapeño Chiles

Chiles Rellenos con Atun

SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA · VERACRUZ, MEXICO

SERVES 10 TO 12 AS APPETIZERS OR BOTANAS  It may seem absurd to use canned tuna in a recipe originally from Mexico’s premier seaport, Veracruz. However, Tila Muñoz finds using the canned fish is a convenient shortcut in putting together this mildly explosive party appetizer. The recipe actually comes from her brother, Ricardo, the food expert in the family. He tries to recapture the dishes they remember eating while growing up in Veracruz and Tabasco. The minilla, a mixture of shredded fish, capers, and olives, can be made with almost any freshly poached or leftover cooked fish, and even shrimp or crabmeat.

Any extra filling can be reheated and served over rice. This stuffed chiles are shown to their best advantage when they are the solo act at either an informal get-together or before a dinner party. If a heartier presentation is wanted, include less fiery snacks, such as Quesadillas with Cheese or Mushroom Filling (page 109) or Guacamole (page 274), and Tortilla Chips (page 33). In the summer, hot-pink watermelon water (page 378) is a refreshing beverage, and a glass of malty Dos Equis XX beer is always welcomed.

24-30 large fresh jalapeño chiles

2 cups mild vinegar

sea salt

½ cup piloncillo (page 25), in small chunks, or dark brown sugar

¼ cup olive oil

¾ cup finely chopped white onion

3 cloves garlic, minced

1½ pounds (about 4 medium) ripe tomatoes, finely chopped

½ cup raisins

½ cup chopped green olives

¼ cup finely chopped large capers

3 6½-ounce cans oil-packed tuna, drained

½ teaspoon dried oregano, preferably Mexican

3 bay leaves

1 tablespoon lemon juice

Carefully slit the chiles down 1 side from the top to the tip and scrape out the seeds and membranes. Place in a pot and cover with cold water, 1 cup of vinegar, and ½ teaspoon of salt. Bring to a boil and drain. Cover again with cold water and the remaining 1 cup of vinegar and ½ teaspoon of salt, bring to a boil, and drain. The third time you add cold water, dissolve the sugar in it, bring to a boil, and simmer about 6 minutes, until tender. Set aside to let cool.

Pour the olive oil into a large skillet over medium-high heat. Sauté the onion until translucent, then add the garlic and cook for about 2 minutes. Stir in the tomatoes, raisins, olives, and capers, and cook for another few minutes. Add the tuna, oregano, and bay leaves. Continue to fry and stir for 8-10 minutes, until the mixture is almost dry and has a wonderful aroma. Add the lemon juice and salt to taste, remove the bay leaves, and set aside at room temperature for 20-30 minutes.

When the tuna mixture is completely cool, fill each chile so it can barely close, still leaving a gap. Arrange attractively on a serving platter. The stuffed chiles can be refrigerated for several hours in advance, brought to room temperature, and then served.

NOTES:  Multiple blanchings soften the flesh of the chiles and subdue their heat a bit. Even so, because jalapeño chiles vary so much in degree of hotness, some may still prove a challenge to the taste buds.

Ceviche

Ceviche

AUSTIN, TEXAS

SERVES 6  Ceviche—which is often spelled seviche or cebiche—is seafood prepared in a centuries-old method of cooking by contact with the acidic juices of citrus fruit instead of with heat.

Miguel Ravago sometimes adds sweet bay scallops or shrimp to his seafood mixture. He prepares his ceviche as a cooling appetizer to be shared with friends on a hot day along with a chilled glass of a Mexican beer such as Bohemia or Superior, followed by a plate of Garlic Chicken with Spicy Prune Sauce (page 153) and Green Rice (page 236).

1 pound boneless red snapper, swordfish fillets, or other very fresh fish, cut into ½-inch cubes; shrimp or scallops can be substituted for some of the fish (see Note)

1½ cups freshly squeezed lime juice (about 7 large limes)

2 medium ripe tomatoes, finely diced

1 small red onion, finely diced

3 pickled jalapeño or seranno chiles, finely chopped

½ cup sliced green olives (optional)

3-4 tablespoons olive oil

2 teaspoons lime juice, if needed

about ¾ teaspoon sea salt

½ teaspoon coarsely ground black pepper

½ teaspoon dried oregano, preferably Mexican

1 firm but ripe avocado, peeled, pitted, and cut into ½-inch cubes

For the Garnish

6 Bibb lettuce leaves (optional)

3 tablespoons finely chopped cilantro

large crisp Tortilla Chips (page 33) or store-bought chips

Put the fish and other seafood in a nonmetallic bowl and cover with lime juice. Mix thoroughly, cover tightly with plastic wrap, and refrigerate for 4-5 hours, until the fish is no longer opaque. Drain off any excess lime juice. Ceviche can be refrigerated, after draining, for up to 12 hours, but it tends to become a little chewy after this much time.

About 1 hour before serving, stir in the tomatoes, onion, jalapeños, and olives, if using them. Add enough olive oil to lightly coat all the ingredients. Taste and, if needed, sprinkle on some additional lime juice. Add the salt, pepper, and oregano, and return to the refrigerator until just before serving. Taste again for seasoning and mix in the avocado. Spoon into a large attractive bowl or place on lettuce leaves on individual plates. Sprinkle with cilantro. Serve with the tortilla chips for scooping up the ceviche.

NOTES:  If you worry about possible fish parasites, it is recommended that you use seafood that has been commercially frozen for two days, then thawed. The shrimp can be precooked.

Squid in an Orange Vinaigrette

Calamares en Vinagreta de Naranja

SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA · MEXICO CITY, MEXICO

SERVES 6  With an aromatic hint of citrus, tiny rings of quickly cooked squid, combined with green olives, pickled chiles, and golden carrot coins, become an unusual seafood snack. Ricardo Villareal serves this as an appetizer. It can be made into a refreshing salad or, after draining, used as a tostada topping. Together with Pickled Beets (page 283), Tuna-Stuffed Jalapeño Chiles (page 36), and a plate of Crab Turnovers (page 45), these make delicious party eating. Try serving them as a seafood prelude to a festive dinner with mole or before a meal of Chipotle Crab Enchiladas (page 207).

sea salt

1½ pounds small squid, cleaned and sliced, with tentacles (see Notes)

½ small red onion, finely chopped

1 cup fresh orange juice

½ cup fresh lime juice

12 pimiento-stuffed green olives, sliced

3 canned pickled jalapeño chiles, sliced into rings (see Notes)

6 marinated carrot slices from the chiles (optional)

2 tablespoons vinegar from the chiles

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

freshly ground black pepper

In a pan over medium heat, bring 2 cups of salted water to a boil. Add the sliced squid and tentacles, and cook for 1 minute.

Remove the squid from the water, rinse in very cold water, and drain on absorbent paper.

Mix the squid in a medium-size bowl with the onion and orange and lime juices. Add the olives, chiles, carrots, and vinegar. Stir in the olive oil and season to taste. Let sit, covered, in the refrigerator for at least 2 hours. The squid can be marinated 1 day in advance.

The squid is most flavorful served cool but not chilled or at room temperature. Arrange in a bowl that everyone can dip into with a fork for some tasty morsels of squid, or spoon the mixture into small individual goblets as a seafood cocktail.

NOTES:  When selecting the pickled jalapeño chiles at the store, try to buy those that include brightly colored carrots. The chiles may be variously labeled chiles en escabeche, chiles en vinagre, marinated jalapeño peppers, or pickled jalapeños.

Much of the squid sold in the store is already partially cleaned, but if not, it is quite a simple process. Hold the body of the squid in one hand and pull the tentacles away from the body. Cut them apart from the rest of the head, just below the eyes. Set aside the tentacles if they are to be used in the recipe and discard the rest. Pull out the quill in the mantle of the body and discard. Holding the squid in one hand, squeeze out the remainder of the material in the body cavity and rinse thoroughly. If possible, cut or pull off the fins from the body and remove the gray skin. Rinse and dry on absorbent paper. Turn the mantle inside out, rinse, then turn it back again.

VARIATION: SEAFOOD AND VEGETABLE SALAD  As a luncheon salad or when served with a bowl of soup for supper, the marinated squid can be combined with cauliflower, fresh tomato, and tiny shrimp. Simmer ¼ pound of cauliflower, cut in small florets, in just enough salted water to cover. Remove when just tender, cool, and fold gently into the squid mixture. Add 1 medium-size chopped tomato and 6 ounces of cooked bay shrimp before serving.

Bacon-Wrapped Shrimp Stuffed with Cheese

Camarones Rellenos

GIG HARBOR, WASHINGTON · OAXACA, MEXICO

SERVES 4 TO 6 AS APPETIZER  This is probably the recipe I am most often asked for by my Mexican-American friends. I learned to make it on one of my first trips to Veracruz, and it has been a favorite ever since. Camarones Rellenos are usually the beginning focus of any of my casual gatherings, especially those featuring Mexican food. With them I often serve Guacamole (page 274) and Tortilla Chips (page 33), and, for a more extensive seafood array, Tuna-Stuffed Jalapeño Chiles (page 36) and Crab Turnovers (page 45).

For the Dipping Sauce

1 cup sour cream

2 cloves garlic, minced

1-2 canned chipotle chiles, chopped

about ⅛ teaspoon sea salt

For the Shrimp

16 large raw shrimp, shelled and butterflied, but with the tail attached (see Note)

freshly ground black pepper

1 cup grated mozzarella cheese

16 slices lean bacon (half slices can be used if the shrimp are small)

¼ cup olive oil

For the Garnish

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

Blend the sour cream, garlic, chiles, and salt in a food processor or blender. Chill in the refrigerator. This is the best prepared several hours in advance, covered, and refrigerated.

Dry the shrimp with paper towels. Sprinkle with pepper and stuff with the cheese. Fold the sides of the shrimp together and wrap with a bacon slice, making sure all the cheese is covered so that it doesn’t ooze out. Secure the wrapped shrimp with a toothpick if necessary. The shrimp can be prepared in advance and refrigerated, covered, for several hours.

Heat a large, heavy skillet and add as much oil as necessary to keep the shrimp from sticking. Fry the shrimp over medium heat a few at a time, turning frequently, about 10 minuets, until the bacon browns. Remove from the heat and drain on absorbent paper. Keep warm.

Fill a small bowl with the sauce, sprinkle with the parsley, and place in the middle of a serving platter. Arrange the shrimp around the outside and serve right away. If preparing several batches, the shrimp can be only partially fried—for 6-8 minutes—drained, and set aside until time to serve. Then reheat the oil and continue cooking the shrimp.

NOTES:  Since most large shrimp are first frozen, then thawed, and deteriorate quickly, I recommend that you always ask to inspect one and give it the sniff test. The shrimp should have the fresh smell of the sea, not of ammonia.

Melted Cheese with Roasted Chiles

Chile con Queso

EL PASO, TEXAS · CHIHUAHUA, MEXICO

SERVES 8 TO 10 AS A DIP OR 4 TO 6 AS A FILLING FOR TORTILLAS  Thick with roasted chiles and onions, this melted cheese dish is a far cry from those gooey processed cheese versions sold in cans in supermarkets or served with nachos in some local taverns. Lucinda Hutson (who herself has published two cookbooks, one on herbs, the other on tequilla) got this recipe from her housekeeper, Hermila Contreras. When friends are coming over for a casual gathering, the chiles and melted cheese can be spooned into hot flour tortillas for a substantial snack or, more commonly, scooped up with tortilla chips, rather like a Swiss cheese fondue.

This is a natural with a Mexican beer such as Negra Modelo and as part of a light meal. A Cactus Salad (page 54) goes well as a companion dish.

2 tablespoons unsalted butter or safflower or canola oil

1 cup chopped onions

3 cloves garlic, chopped

2-3 fresh jalapeño chiles, seeded and chopped

16 fresh Anaheim or poblano chiles, roasted (page 21), seeded, and chopped

1 (5.33-ounce) can evaporated milk or ¾ cup chicken broth

sea salt

½ pound Monterey jack or other melting cheese, grated

2 teaspoons chopped fresh oregano, preferably Mexican, or other fresh herb

Melt the butter or heat the oil over low heat in a medium-size casserole dish—earthenware is ideal. Add the onions, garlic, and jalapeños, and sauté for 10 minutes. Add the Anaheim chiles and cook another 5 minutes. Stir in the milk, salt to taste, and simmer just until the mixture thickens slightly. The chiles can be prepared in advance to this point. Cool and refrigerate, covered, and reheat before continuing.

Mix in the cheese and oregano over low heat, stirring until the cheese melts and becomes soft and glossy. Serve immediately from the dish or pour into a smaller heated bowl. The cheese must be kept warm. If it will sit out for a long time, transfer it to a chafing dish over low heat.

Savory and Sweet Empanadas—the Dough

Masa de Trigo para Empanadas

GARDEN CITY, MICHIGAN · NUEVO LEÓN, MEXICO

MAKES ABOUT 16-20 EMPANADAS OR 30 EMPANADITAS  Half-moon-shaped empanaditas and their cousins, the larger empanadas, are extraordinarily versatile pastries. The tender crusts hold fillings of savory chopped meats, seafood, or sweet fruits. Empanaditas are ideal party fare because they can be assembled in advance, then refrigerated or frozen until baking time, or baked ahead and served at room temperature, or reheated. Best of all, they can be eaten with your fingers. Serve the more substantial empanadas with a salad for a light meal.

Every Mexican-American cook I met who prepared empanadas was eager to share his or her own special way of making the dough, and hardly any two fillings I tried were alike. We found the easiest dough with which to work was Maria Petra Vasquez’s low-fat cream cheese version. Its flaky consistency held up equally well whether it was fried or baked. Any of the fillings can be used with this dough.

6 ounces low-fat cream cheese at room temperature

1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter or margarine at room temperature

2 cups unbleached flour

½ teaspoon sea salt

If baking the empanaditas, preheat the oven to 375 degrees F.

Mix the cream cheese and butter together until well blended. Add the flour and salt, and mix well. Gently knead the dough, then form into a ball. Wrap with platic wrap and let the dough sit for 15 minutes in a coll place. The dough can be prepared in advance.

Spiced Pork and Apple Turnovers

Empanaditas de Cerdo

CHIMAYÓ, NEW MEXICO

While the biscochitos baked, she prepared the filling for the empanaditas. A bowl full of meat, cooked dried apples, a large pinch of salt, cinnamon, clove, ground coriander seed, a touch of ginger, two cups of thick molasses, and two handfuls of raisins made the filling. This would cook while she made the dough. Señora Martina was there to help with the frying and making of the empanaditas.

—FABIOLA CABEZA DE BACA GILBERT

MAKES ABOUT 30 EMPANADITAS, TO SERVE 10 TO 15  Little has change in the nearly fifty years since this description of making empanaditas was written; Nolia Martinez may vary the ingredients a bit, but the end result is virtually the same. Nolia prefers to fry her empanaditas, which she makes small enough so they can be eaten in a single bite, but they can be baked.

For the Dough

1 recipe Savory and Sweet Empanadas—the Dough (page 43)

For the Filling

¾ pound lean pork, ground

1 tablespoon safflower or canola oil

½ cup pine nuts or chopped pecans

1 cup raisins

½ teaspoon ground allspice

¼ teaspoon ginger

2 cups applesauce or cooked pumpkin

¼ cup sherry or sweet wine

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

For the Glaze

1 egg lightly beaten with 1 teaspoon water(optional)

Preheat the oven to 375 degrees F. to bake the empanaditas.

Prepare the dough according to the directions in the recipe.

In a large skillet, fry the pork in the oil over medium-high heat. Drain off any extra grease.

Add the nuts, raisins, allspice, ginger, applesauce, and wine, and continue to cook for 5 minutes. Season well with salt and pepper. If the mixture starts to stick, add a little water. Set aside to cool.

Roll the dough out on a lightly floured surface until it is less than ¼ inch thick. Divide the dough in half and roll again to at least ⅓ inch. Cut into 3-inch circles. Any remaining scraps of dough can be rerolled. Place about 1 teaspoon of filling in the center of each piece of dough. Fold one side over the filling and seal tightly with your fingers. Crimp the edges with the tines of a fork. Brush the tops with the egg wash and place the empanaditas on a lightly greased baking sheet. Bake the empanaditas for 12 minutes, then check to see if they are browning evenly. If not, rotate the pan and bake for another 4 or 5 minutes.

To fry the empanaditas: Omit the egg wash and heat ¾ inch of oil in a skillet until very hot but not smoking. Fry a few empanaditas at a time until they turn a crusty golden brown. Drain on absorbent paper.

Crab Turnovers

Empanadas de Jaiba

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA · VERACRUZ, MEXICO

MAKES 16-20 EMPANADAS OR ABOUT 30 EMPANADITAS  Seafood empanadas make delightful picnic treats , and this crab version was a specialty of Maria Teresa Ramirez when she was living in California. It comes from her mother, Carmen Ramirez Degollado, a well-known cook in Mexico City. The filling used for Tuna Stuffed Jalapeño Chiles (pages 36) is another favorite of ours, and in Chicago, Priscilla Gomez Satkoff stuffs smaller ones with bacalao for Christmas and the holy days of Lent.

For the Dough

1 recipe Savory and Sweet Empanadas—the Dough (page 43)

For the Filling

4 tablespoons olive oil

1 white onion, chopped (about ¾ cup)

3 cloves garlic, minced

1½ pounds ripe tomatoes, peeled and chopped

8 pimiento-stuffed olives, sliced

1 tablespoon chopped flat-leaf parsley

8 capers

1 bay leaf

sea slat and freshly ground black pepper

12 ounces crabmeat

1 fresh jalapeño chile, seeded and chopped

For the Glaze

1 egg slightly beaten with 1 teaspoon water (optional)

Preheat the oven to 375 degree F.

Heat the oil in a large skillet and sauté the onion and garlic until the onion is soft. Add the tomatoes, olives, parsley, capers, bay leaf, and salt and pepper to taste. Lower the heat and continue cooking about 20 minutes. The mixture should be well seasoned and quite dry.

Stir in the crabmeat and chopped jalapeño, adding a little at a time to taste. Cook 5 minutes more, discard the bay leaf, and let the mixture cool.

Roll the dough out on a lightly floured surface until it is less than ¼ inch thick. Divide the dough in half and roll again—to at least ⅓ inch. Cut into 3-inch or 5-inch circles. Place about 2 teaspoons of the filling in the center of each smaller circle of dough or 3-4 teaspoons in the larger. Fold one side over the filling and seal tightly with your fingers, then crimp the edges with the tines of a fork. Brush the tops with the beaten egg and place the turnovers on a lightly greased baking sheet. Bake for 15-20 minutes, until lightly brown.


California Impressions

Mexico’s presence in California is everywhere. With more than 20 percent of the population originally coming from Mexico, California’s cuisine, which includes the border foods that most Americans associate with Mexican cooking, has been continually infused with the richness of the diverse regional dishes from all over Mexico—especially from Oaxaca, Michoacán, Chiapas, and Veracruz.

North Fair Oaks is near Atherton, south of San Francisco Bay. In this community close to twelve thousand of the fourteen thousand residents are from Mexico, mostly from just one rural area in the “hot country” of Michoacán.

When I am in North Fair Oaks, I could just as easily be in a small town from that state. I buy pan dulces, flaky sweet breads, at Panaderia Michoacán, and a little farther down the street some Michoacán-style coconut in cream. At Taquería Apatzingán I eat a taco filled with savory carnitas, bringing back memories from Michoaán of the most sensational carnitas I’ve ever eaten—chunks of pork, tender on the inside and with a crispy, slightly orange-flavored exterior.

Walking along the sidewalk of the main street of Huntington Park near Los Angeles brought back different kinds of memories for Miguel Ravago. As a teenager he often went there with his sister, Betty, to attend regional meetings of LULAC (League of United Latin American Citizens), an organization that sponsored dances to raise money to teach Mexican children the five hundred basic American words. Today the street is much the same as it was more than thirty years ago. The evening we were there, we drank horchata, a refreshing beverage of sweetened groud rice and melon seeds enjoyed in all regions of Mexico and in most Mexican communities in the United States.

In Palm Desert I sat at the kitchen table with Rosa Nava. Her mother was from El Paso, her dad from central Mexico, but they moved to this part of California in 1918. Her experiences mirror the lives of so many Mexican Americans in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s. Rosa’s husband, Ramon, was a field manager at the Crane date ranch in Indio. Rosa told how the word would be spread around that workers were needed to prune or pick dates, and hundreds would gather in Sonoran towns along the California-Mexico border. A man in white straw hat, the enganchista, or labor contractor, would select fifty men for one ranch, thirty for another, and they would be driven to various destinations in the Imperial Valley. These braceros were paid $1.75 a day, and food was deducted from their wages. Since cooking was not permitted in the housing provided for the workers, Rosa began to serve meals in shifts to fifteen at a time. Her refrain went, “Fifteen in, fifteen minutes to eat, and out you go.” The men sat at oilcloth-covered tables; for breakfast they got a bowl of hot oatmeal cereal and two raw eggs, which they sucked, flavored with salt and lime. On Sunday the eggs would be cooked, and they received slices of white bread. The midday meal was a nourishing soup, salsa, and stacks of flour tortillas, and for dessert a sweet pudding; on Sunday always menudo. At supper she would set out a big pot of her economy picadillo, ground beef simmered with tomatoes and potatoes until it was a thick chunky gravy eaten with rice. Leftovers would be used the next day for tacos. Rosa cooked for the crews for over twenty years: now that she is virtually retired, her enchiladas, chiles rellenos, and tamales win her blue ribbons at festivals and lots of hugs from her forty-five great-grandchildren.

Almost everyone who lives in Chula Vista, a pleasant middle-class San Diego suburb just a hop, skip and jump from Mexico, thinks of Tijuana as a continuation of “their town.” Husbands and sons often work in Tijuana, and the women usually do their grocery shopping there, especially for breads such as bolillos and pan dulces (sweet breads). To them the border hardly exists. Gloria Anaya López’s family is typical. Born in Tijuana, they live in Chula Vista, where all five children went to school. Her children work in the United States, but her husband prefers Mexico, where he drives trucks on construction sites. Gloria continues to do the cooking when her grown children drop by the house. Seldom is there a meal with only two or three at the table. And for celebrations, it is still Gloria who oversees the cooking—turkey for Thanksgiving and Christmas, menudo for New Year’s Day, and dried shrimp tortas during Holy Week.

One of the most distinctive aspects of Mexican cooking in California is the unrivaled abundance of ingredients. Even before the advent of the Spanish, the California Indians had a more varied diet than those in the other southwestern territories. With the arrival of Spanish came plants native to Spain and other Mediterranean countries, including olives grapes, and artichokes, which flourished in California’s rich soil and aggreable climate, and trading ships, able to provide an even wider variety of foodstuffs to enhance their tables. The Spanish landowners—the Californios—were renowned for their numerous fiestas and generous hospitality.

Carlos Andrea Dondero arrived in New York from Italy in the 1850s and sailed to San Francisco through Panama. After crossing the Isthmus by foot and being shipwrecked on the trip north, the seventeen-year-old finally landed in San Diego. Dondero become a frequent guest in the home of Governor Pio Pico, the last Mexican governor of California. In Go West: Autobiography of Carlos Andrea Dondero, 1842-1939 (Garlic Press, 1992), he wrote, “[It was] nothing for them to invite hundreds of guests. The foods served were hardy and delicious. There were chickens, turkeys, enchiladas, tamales, tender tacos, peppery frijoles, huge platters of juevos, scrambled eggs, chiles rellenos, chiles fried in olive oil, and a huge platter loaded with joints of barbecued beef. The phrase given by the host when guests arrived, ‘my home is your home,’ was meant literally, and the abundance of the meals and entertainment offered knew few bounds.”



Salads and Seafood Cocktails
Ensaladas y Cocteles de Marisco


The weekly Saturday morning visit to San Juan market in Mexico City was mouth watering and time consuming. Slim bunches of the most delicate scallions—cebollitas de cambrai; delicate little radishes, crisp and nutty; avocados of all shapes and sizes; watercress, cucumbers, and every type of lettuce imaginable.… But it was on Sunday mornings that there was a brisk run on the salads already prepared and displayed on large shallow wheels of trays, of nopalitos or green or broad beans mainly, elaborately garnished with tomato and onion rings and sprinkled with chopped green coriander.

—DIANA KENNEDY

IN THE DRY HIGH COUNTRY OF Southern Colorado, crispy greens are always a welcome treat. Teresa Vigil will often rinse off a head of iceberg lettuce in icy pump water, shake off some of the water, and sprinkle the lettuce with sugar or spread the leaves with a little mayonnaise. Though on her table and in most other Mexican-American homes, green salads are commonplace, in Mexico lettuce, cabbage, tomatoes, and radishes are more likely to be a condiment for tacos or soups than a separate salad course. More distinctively flavored greens—perhaps spinach or watercress or combinations of different fruits and vegetables—are apt to fill the salad bowl when I am offered a salad. I also have grown accustomed to expect a colorful plate of lightly steamed vegetables such as green beans, chayote, or something more substantial made with meat or seafood. In the United States some of these more traditional Mexican salads are still treasured. The methods and ingredients may have changed a bit, but they retain their Mexican identity.

Gardening has added immensely to the enjoyment and understanding of my own life. Experiencing the inevitable rhythm of the seasons has helped me cope with and accept the unexpected, whether it is a bed of spinach devoured by marauding slugs or the much greater tragedy of a life-crippling accident to one of our children. It is my way of keeping my day-to-day life in perspective. Gardening coaxes me out of doors and into the benign weather of the Pacific Northwest, where some blossom is beckoning every month of the year. A part of many of our meals was still growing, only hours before, in either my garden or in the garden of one of our daughters. Jessica, Amy, and Lisa all share their crops with us, and another daughter, Sara, helps me tend my own parch where in season I grow epazote and other Mexican herbs and an abundance of tomatoes, greens, fruits, and vegetables.

In Mexico, even tiny villages have their markets where locally grown and foraged plants are brought to sell, to be transformed into simple but distinguished dishes. Happily, nowadays many towns and cities in the United States have at least weekly farmers markets during the summer growing seasons. For those without the space, time or inclination to garden, wondering up and down the open-air stalls is a convenient and pleasant way to obtain the same wonderfully fresh produce.

Caesar Salad with Chipotle Chile

Ensalada Cesar con Chile Chipotle

SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA · MEXICO CITY, MEXICO

SERVES 4  The now world-famous Caesar salad was created in Tijuana, Mexico, by an Italian. These days almost every restaurant serves some sort of Caesar salad, and the grocery shelves stock a plenitude of different bottled “Caesar” dressings. It’s a long way, though, from the original salad from Tijuana. Ricardo Villareal’s version adds a truly Mexican touch—the warm smoky-flavored chipotle chile.

If there was ever a salad to accompany a steak, it is this bold Caesar salad. Start with Melted Cheese with Roasted Chiles (page 42); add some Cowboy Beans (page 226) and end with Chocolate Rice Pudding (page 354) for a most satisfying meal.

For the Salad

1 head romaine lettuce, leaves separated, or the inner leaves from several heads

For the Croutons

2 tablespoons virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

4-6 cloves garlic, minced

2 thick slices stale or partially dried-out French bread, cut into ½-inch cubes

For the Dressing

5 oil-packed anchovy fillets, coarsely shopped (optional)

3 cloves garlic, coarsely chopped

¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

½-1 canned chipotle chile en adobo with ½-1 teaspoon adobo sauce

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

sea salt

⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon peanut oil

For the Garnish

1 small chunk Parmesan cheese

freshly ground black pepper

Rinse the lettuce leaves and pat dry. If small enough, leave the lettuce leaves whole; otherwise, tear them into large pieces. Wrap in a towel and refrigerate for several hours to crisp the lettuce.

Preheat the oven to 275 degrees F.

Warm the oil, butter, and garlic in a large skillet over medium-high heat. When the butter melts, add the bread and toss for several minutes.

Spread the bread cubes on cookie sheet and bake for about 20 minutes, until crisp and browned. Turn several times so they toast evenly.

Place the anchovies, garlic, cheese, mustard, and ½ of the chipotle chile, vinegar, and salt in a blender or food processor and process until smooth. Taste and add more chile if you want. With the motor running, pour the olive and peanut oils into the blender in a fast stream as the dressing thickens. Transfer to a bowl, taste for seasoning, and add additional salt to taste. Cover and set aside. This can be refrigerated for up to 3 days, but stir and return to room temperature before using.

When ready to serve, place the lettuce leaves in a salad bowl. Add the croutons and enough dressing to coat each leaf, and toss. Using a vegetable peeler, shaven thin slices of Parmesan over the top and sprinkle with the pepper. Serve immediately.

VARIATION: CAESAR SALAD WITH GRILLED SHRIMP  Marinate 12 large peeled shrimp for 1 hour in a small amount of the dressing. Grill for about 5 minutes, turning once, until the shrimp turn pink, then remove from the fire and cool slightly. Use the shrimp to top the salad.

Watercress Salad with Pine Nuts

Ensalada de Berros

EL PASO, TEXAS

SERVES 4 TO 6  Watercress, with its sharp peppery tang, is a popular salad green throughout Mexico. Since it is found quite easy year-round in the United States, I’ve never understood why it is not used more often in this country. Adding pine nuts was the suggestion of Aída Gabilondo, who still remembers family outings as a young girl to gather watercress. For texture I’ve added Belgian endive and mushrooms.

This elegant salad is a good choice to partner with Minted Lamb Shanks with Thin Pasta (page 187) followed by Eggnog and Raisin Ice Cream (page 355).

For the Dressing

2 tablespoons good-quality sherry vinegar

1 clove garlic, finely minced

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

4 tablespoons virgin olive oil

For the Salad

2 bunches watercress

3 white Belgian endive

4 ounces fresh white mushrooms, stemmed and sliced (about 1 cup)

For the Garnish

½ cup pine nuts, lightly toasted

Whisk the vinegar, garlic, and salt and pepper to taste in a small bowl. When the salt is dissolved, which in the oil. Taste and add more seasoning if necessary.

Tear the leaves of the watercress from the thick stems. Rinse in a colander and pat the leaves dry.
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