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Simply put, the
				quesadilla is a delightful package of flavorful foods and melted cheesy goodness—all
				sandwiched inside crispy tortillas. It is the ultimate blend of Southwest old-world
				tradition and new-world foods. When the Spanish conquistadores arrived in Mexico in
				the fifteenth century, they found the natives eating what they described as “corn
				cakes.” These were the ancestors of what we call “tortillas” today. The natives used
				tortillas like the Europeans used bread—as a side dish for their meals. They also
				used them as utensils, a sort of edible plate or spoon to hold other foods while
				eating. The Spaniards had enjoyed pastries stuffed with fillings and eaten like a
				sandwich, so the transition to using tortillas instead of pastry was an easy one.
				The word quesadilla loosely translates
				into English as “little cheese snack.” Since the popular filling for these bundles
				is cheese, the term fits.

			I grew up a few miles north of the Mexican border in Tucson, Arizona,
				where quesadillas were a staple in most households. They were a cinch for us kids to
				make—we just added a few handfuls of shredded cheese to a tortilla, folded it over,
				and cooked it in a skillet until the cheese melted and the tortilla browned. And,
				with the invention of microwave ovens, quesadilla time went from mere minutes to
				seconds. They were the perfect after-school snack food. The adults made fancier
				versions as appetizers for parties or with more fillings as a main dish.

			Over the years, quesadillas have become increasingly popular all
				across America. The foods and spices of many diverse cultures are now often captured
				inside a quesadilla. The two essential ingredients are tortillas, which form the
				crisp outside crust, and cheese, which when melted is the necessary “glue” that
				holds the quesadilla together.

			Quesadillas are so simple, delicious, and easy to make that their
				popularity has survived for centuries. 
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There are several
				popular methods for making quesadillas. They can be baked, grilled, or cooked in a
				dry skillet. There are even specialty quesadilla makers available in the kitchen
				department of many stores. All methods use high heat to ensure the crispiness of the
				tortillas.

			Baking

			To bake quesadillas, simply put the stuffed tortillas on a wire rack
				on a baking sheet and place in the middle of the oven. Bake for about 20 minutes at
				425 degrees. The actual baking time will vary according to how much filling is in
				each quesadilla. The more filling a quesadilla has, the longer it will take to bake.
				The goal is to have a quesadilla with the cheese fully melted, the filling heated
				through, and crispy tortillas. Watch closely the last few minutes of baking to make
				sure the tortillas don’t become too brown. Nut- or cheese-crusted quesadillas
				require the baking method because the nuts and cheese loosen and can fall off when
				turning the quesadillas in a skillet.

			Grilling

			For grilling, place the stuffed tortillas on a hot grill with very low
				flames, or place the quesadillas on the opposite side of the grill away from the
				flames. Close the cover and wait 1–2 minutes, watching closely so the tortillas
				don’t become too brown. Carefully turn the quesadillas over with a very wide
				spatula, close the cover, and grill for another 1–2 minutes, or until the tortillas
				have browned and the filling is cooked through.

			Toasting in a Skillet

			The best method for cooking quesadillas is in a dry, covered skillet
				over medium heat, or in a quesadilla maker. When using a skillet, it should be dry,
				without oil or butter, in order to prevent oily or burned quesadillas. This toasting
				method also ensures that the filling will be cooked through, the cheese will be
				melted, and the tortillas will be crisp and browned. I prefer making quesadillas
				with two flat tortillas rather than one folded tortilla because this ensures more
				even cooking. Choose a skillet that is just slightly larger than your tortillas. For
				example, I use a 10-inch skillet for tortillas that are 8–9 inches in diameter. 

			Start by placing a dry tortilla in a dry skillet that has been heated
				to medium heat. Place the filling ingredients on the tortilla, making sure that
				there is some cheese both underneath and on top of the filling. This will help the
				quesadilla stick together. Place another tortilla on top. Cover with a tight-fitting
				lid. This will hold in the heat and cook the quesadilla all the way through without
				burning the outside. Let the quesadilla cook for 1–2 minutes. Check to see if the
				bottom tortilla has browned. If so, carefully turn the quesadilla over with a very
				wide spatula. Cover and cook for another 1–2 minutes, or until the bottom tortilla
				has browned, the cheese has melted, and the filling is heated through.
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			Since there are so few
				ingredients in quesadillas, be sure to buy the best quality you can find.
				Ingredients must generally be cooked before being added to the quesadilla, because
				the purpose of the final cooking of the quesadilla is not to cook ingredients but to
				crisp the tortillas, melt the cheeses, and heat the filling through. Slice all
				ingredients thinly so that the quesadilla is relatively flat and has no large lumps
				or bulges.

			Cheeses 

			Cheese comes in three general categories: melting cheeses, hard
				cheeses, and soft cheeses. Combining different cheeses in one quesadilla gives a
				greater richness than just one cheese.

			In most quesadilla recipes, there is some type of cheese that melts
				well. This ensures that the quesadilla will be “glued” together. The most common
				cheeses for quesadillas are cheddar and Monterey Jack. Other types of cheeses that
				melt well are fontina, Havarti, Gouda, Gruyère, and mozzarella. 

			Hard cheeses are primarily used for strong flavor. The most common
				hard cheeses are Parmesan, Asiago, and Romano.

			Soft cheeses are also used for flavor and can be spread or crumbled.
				The most common soft cheeses are goat cheese, Brie, blue cheese, Gorgonzola,
				ricotta, Boursin, cream cheese, and mascarpone.
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			Tortillas

			Flour tortillas are the best to use for making quesadillas. Corn
				tortillas can be used but generally do not become as crispy as flour tortillas when
				cooked with the usual methods. Thinner tortillas are best, since the goal is to have
				a very crispy outside for the quesadillas. Try experimenting with flavored
				tortillas, such as those made with sun-dried tomatoes or basil. You may have to
				adjust the heat level or cooking time to make sure the flavored tortillas become
				crispy.
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			Filling Ingredients

			The wonderful thing about quesadillas is that the only essential
				ingredients are tortillas and cheese, and any other foods can be used as fillings.
				For the most part, all ingredients should be thinly sliced and then cooked before
				being used as filling.

			A good general rule is that 1 to 1-1/2 cups of filling is the perfect
				amount for 8- to 10-inch tortillas. If you use more, the cooking time will have to
				be increased to allow the filling to heat through completely. Also, thicker
				quesadillas are trickier to eat, so you may have to use a fork and knife instead of
				your hands.

			Since the cheeses mainly used in quesadillas are well salted, salt is
				not included as an ingredient in most of these recipes. Feel free to add salt and
				pepper to any of the savory recipes if you prefer your quesadillas on the salty
				side. The salt content of cheese varies according to brand and type, so taste the
				cheese first to determine saltiness.

			Another wonderful thing about quesadillas is that they are a great
				vehicle for using leftover meats, vegetables, and cheeses. Yesterday’s pot roast or
				other meat, thinly sliced or shredded, makes tasty quesadillas. They are a great way
				to clean out your fridge.

			Since quesadillas have Southwest roots, try using spicy chiles with
				more mellow cheeses. Be adventurous, and you just might discover new food and flavor
				combinations that will surprise and delight you!
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