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Recapturing the flavors and dishes we shared when traveling as a family—and keeping those memories alive—was the inspiration for writing this book. I find that whenever I re-create dishes from the trips we have taken, my family not only enjoys the fruits of my labor, but also shares the memories, stories, and laughter from those trips. It occurred to me that with everybody’s crazy schedule, these trips were really the only time when we were all together as a family—morning, noon, and night. Throughout the book, I share memories of our trips, the people we met, and the food we ate through a series of travelogues. What better way to organize the book than around the meals that we relished during those memorable holiday vacations?

You will find that the majority of these recipes are simple, nutritious, user friendly, and easy on the wallet, which in these chaotic times is a comfort. I am still on a mission to teach the world how to achieve the perfect pot of rice, and while I feel that I have made some progress on that front (you all know who you are!), I believe that there is still a way to go.

When I first embarked on this excursion into the Latin kitchen, I was so excited to learn about the similarities within the entire community. But when I stopped to think that Latin America is made up of thirty-eight countries, I realized that I had to be ready for some diversity as well. Today, I know that while some of us in the United States still think of Tex-Mex as “Latin food,” many more people have come a long way in regard to their understanding of the diversity of the Latino kitchen. I even like to think that maybe in a very small way I have had something to do with that. I could even go so far as to compare it to the phenomenon that we witnessed with Italian food, where people’s understanding evolved from “red sauce and cheese” to embracing the complexities of Italian cuisine and the specifcities of all of its regional cooking. And that’s just one country! Multiply that by thirty-eight, and then by the different regions within those thirty-eight countries, and you can see how that translates into a beautiful mosaic of color, flavors, and aromas!

While traveling with my family, I came upon something I’d never expected. I was surprised to find that contemporary cooking in Latin America mirrors the evolution that food has undergone here in the United States. In every country, I discovered many dishes that were part of the integral fiber of the cuisine but were actually adapted from those of immigrant populations that made that specific country their own. And so you find kippe in the Dominican Republic (which started out as kibbeh, a dish that is Arabic in origin) and chaufa, a Peruvian version of fried rice and a gift from that country’s Chinese population. And on and on. Now, if I could only find time to study the population of Puerto Ricans who have made their way to Hawaii: I’d give an eyetooth to learn the way they have developed dishes involving pork. It makes for very delicious and interesting food, not to mention a whole lot of fun in the kitchen!

I have had the pleasure of enjoying a very different journey as well. I’ve had the pleasure of meeting many of you and hearing your food memories and stories, and the experiences that you have had as Latinos or just as someone with an interest in Latino cuisine. I am eternally grateful that you have invited me to be part of your experiences as I have invited you to share mine, and it is with utmost warmth and pleasure that I invite you to pull up a chair, alongside my family, and enjoy a little bit of the Daisy experience morning, noon, and night.


I dedicate this book to the memory of my grandmothers,

Valentina Martinez Perez
and
Clotilde Rodriguez Gonzalez

“¡Abuelita, tus refranes me hacen reir!”

—WILLIE COLÓN
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Asparagus with Brown Butter and Pecans (page 231)
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INTRODUCTION


To say that I am a bit obsessed when it comes to Latin food would be the understatement of the year. I’ve been known to chase people down the street in pursuit of the perfect tamale or to engage the cashier at my corner supermarket in a conversation about healthier refried beans. (If you were behind me, sorry!) But even though I took every opportunity to ask, probe, research, and eat in New York’s incredibly diverse Latino restaurants, I found that, with time, I had begun exhausting my resources. At least, I hope that that was the case and not that people ran the other way when they saw me coming!

A new source of inspiration and way to feed the fire of my curiosity occurred to me when my youngest child, Angela, turned eight and Santa Claus, coincidentally, stopped visiting our house. I sat my children down (all four of them!) and said that in previous years, my husband, Jerry, and I had spent a small fortune on gifts for Christmas that were all but forgotten within two weeks. From now on, Mom and Dad would be giving them memories as holiday gifts. You could have heard a pin drop in that room. Before they could shake off their shock and begin to protest, I explained that starting the following year, we would travel as a family to a different country each year during the week between Christmas and New Year’s Day in order to experience that country through its food, historic sites, and culture. The whoops and hollers were exactly the response I had hoped for.

Since that conversation, I have been able to gift my family with visits to Barcelona and Madrid, Cuzco and Lima, Oaxaca and the Yucatán, Puerto Rico, and, most recently, the beautiful city of Buenos Aires. I am positive that my children can’t remember what they received for the Christmas of 2003, but I can guarantee you that they can tell you exactly what we had for Christmas dinner in 2005 in the enticing city of Cuzco, Peru.

Of course, as time goes by, and the children grow up, go away to college, and move out on their own, it is more and more challenging for me to get my family to sit together and share meals and memories. But never let it be said that I’m not one to rise to the occasion and meet a challenge head-on!

During all those wonderful trips, I kept careful notes on the food we enjoyed, including what dishes were whose favorites. I’m not above making Erik’s favorite chocolate dessert, Tierrita Dulce (“Sweet Earth,” page 236), which he first tasted in Puerto Rico, to lure him back from Philadelphia, where he lives now. If David and Marc get distracted by school, work, and their social schedules, I let it leak that I’ll be whipping up an ají de gallina (chicken in a yellow pepper puree—David’s favorite, page 273) so we can reminisce about climbing the Sorcerer’s Temple in Chichén Itzá, or a batch of arroz con pollo (page 270; pull up a chair, Markie!) so the boys can laugh about the ice-cold waterfall in El Yunque while we pass the plates around. Angela and Jerry are the two I can rely on to share dinner with me almost every night, so they are subjected to a constant flow of experiments and recipe testing, thereby reaping a lot of benefits. It’s a tough gig, but they put themselves on the line and take one for the team!



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Dig into the recipes in this book however you like. If you are new to Latin food or to cooking in general, start off with a simple side dish from the Weeknight Dinners section or start your day with a simple recipe from the Everyday Breakfasts section.

Some menus and prep schedules are included. So, if you’re looking to plan a weeknight dinner for four or host a party for sixteen, make use of these menus and prep schedules on pages 294 through 302. I would, of course, love it if you ended up incorporating these recipes into your daily life and mixing and matching them in ways that suit you (and may never have occurred to me!).

Just because the Quinoa Polenta (which is delicious, BTW; page 229) ended up in the Side Dishes section of the Dinner Parties chapter doesn’t mean it can’t be a side dish for a week-night meal. It is certainly fast and easy enough to qualify. And while the Banana and Dulce de Leche Strudel (page 242) does make an elegant finish for a dinner party, it would be equally at home at a weekend barbecue.

Almost all of the ingredients in these recipes can be found in any well-stocked grocery store. I have given Internet sources for those that may be a bit more difficult to track down. Ingredients that may be less familiar to some are highlighted in green, indicating that a description for each can be found in the Ingredients section (starting on page 310).

Churros (page 22) and Chile-Spiked Hot Chocolate (page 12)



MORNING


Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” We’ve all heard this a thousand or so times. How come no one ever adds, “And the easiest to skip”? Modern life doesn’t include much room for a mom dressed in a frilly apron turning out round after round of made-from-scratch waffles on a weekday morning. Apart from keeping fruit, healthful cereals, and whole-grain breads for toast on hand, I have come to rely on this handful of trusty morning recipes. Some of them are ready in minutes, like Breakfast Polenta (page 8)—a holdover from my childhood that became part of my children’s childhood, and beyond. (My oldest, Erik, still asks—at twenty-six!—for a bowl of “creamy maíz” on occasion.) The Mayan Omelet (page 2), another made-in-minutes marvel that I picked up in my travels, fits nicely into morning routines. Not only is it delicious, it gives you a leg up on the five-to-seven daily servings of fruits and veggies. If you can’t coerce your kids (or yourself) into sitting still in the morning for the classic Latin-Caribbean breakfast of fried eggs, chorizo sausage, and sautéed sweet plantains (page 5), you may at least be able to hand them a toasty-warm breakfast sandwich (page 9) on their way out the door. That sandwich, by the way, like the Spanish French Toast on page 6, can be set up the night before and cooked lickety-split the next morning. So, no excuses—eat your breakfast!
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EVERYDAY BREAKFASTS


Mayan Omelet

Chaya—a plant that tastes like spinach with a little kick—was a part of the ancient Mayan diet. Chaya isn’t readily available in the States, so I played around with the idea, using a mix of spinach and arugula. The intense flavor that is coaxed out of the mushrooms and greens with just a few minutes of cooking time is really pretty remarkable. Fairly high heat is the trick.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 5 MINUTES PER OMELET (20 MINUTES TOTAL, OR 10 MINUTES WITH 2 PANS; SEE TIP)

1 packed cup baby spinach leaves

1 packed cup baby arugula leaves

4 tablespoons unsalted butter

One 10-ounce package cremini mushrooms, cut into ½-inch slices

8 extra-large eggs

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

1. Toss the spinach and arugula together in a bowl. Heat 3 tablespoons of the butter in a large (about 10-inch) nonstick pan over medium-high heat until foaming. Add the mushrooms and cook, stirring, just until they begin to brown, about 4 minutes. Remove from the heat, scoop out all but one-fourth of the mushrooms, and set them aside.

2. Beat 2 of the eggs in a bowl. Put the mushrooms remaining in the pan over medium-high heat and wait until they’re sizzling. Add one-fourth of the greens and a small dab of the remaining butter and cook just until the greens are wilted. Pour in the beaten eggs and tilt the pan until the eggs coat the bottom. With a wooden spoon or heatproof spatula, lift the edges of the omelet so any uncooked egg from the top runs underneath the omelet, and cook just until the eggs are set, about 1 minute. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Roll out onto a plate by tilting the pan and freeing the edge of the omelet closest to you, then nudging it into a roll and onto the plate. Repeat with the remaining mushrooms, greens, and eggs, adding a little of the remaining butter and heating the mushrooms until sizzling before cooking each omelet.


TIP: Once you get the hang of omelet making, you may want to work two pans at once, cutting your time at the stove to a mere 10 minutes for 4 omelets.
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Eggs with Chorizo and Ripe Plantain


Think of this as the Latino version of the classic American diner breakfast—two sunny-side-up eggs with home fries and bacon. Here chorizo stands in for the bacon, and ripe, sweet plantain takes the place of home fries. It is a very simple breakfast, and a very satisfying one, too.

MAKES 2 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 10 MINUTES

1 ripe plantain (the skin should be mostly black with a few streaks of yellow; see photo, page 315)

2 links Spanish chorizo

Olive oil

4 extra-large eggs

1. Peel the plantain and cut it on a sharp diagonal into ½-inch slices. Slice the chorizo links the same way.

2. Pour just enough olive oil into a large skillet (nonstick is nice) to coat the bottom of the pan and heat over medium heat. Add the plantain and chorizo slices and cook, turning once, until they are well browned on both sides, about 5 minutes. Check the plantain slices often— depending on how much sugar the plantain contains, they may brown and/or stick fairly quickly. Drain both on paper towels.

3. Cook the eggs: Return the pan to medium-low heat and add a little more oil if necessary to coat the bottom. Crack the eggs into the pan and cook just until the tops of the whites are set, about 4 minutes; the yolks should still be runny.

4. To serve, lay 3 or 4 plantain slices side by side on one side of each plate. Top each with a slice of chorizo. If there are extra slices of chorizo, tuck them between the slices of plantain, nibble on them while you cook the eggs, or set them aside for another use. Set the eggs on the other side of the plate. To enjoy, make sure you get a little bit of chorizo, plantain, and egg (especially the runny yolk!) in each bite.


Spanish French Toast [image: Image] TORREJAS


Although this sounds like a breakfast dish with dual citizenship, it is really Spain’s take on what we commonly think of as French toast. Of course, every country where there is leftover bread has some version of it. Torrejas is not a delicate dish—it should be made with thick slices of dense-textured country bread that is slightly stale. You will probably be surprised by how much of the orange-scented egg-and-milk bath a single slice will soak up. But that, along with slow, even cooking, is what gives torrejas its custardy texture. The other thing to note is that this isn’t really a sweet dish, though a little sugar sprinkled over the warm toast right before digging in is nice.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES (PLUS 30 MINUTES OR UP TO OVERNIGHT UNATTENDED SOAKING TIME) • COOK TIME: 10 MINUTES

1 cup milk

Four 1-inch-wide strips orange zest, removed with a vegetable peeler

8 extra-large eggs

1 teaspoon sugar

½ teaspoon almond extract

Pinch of salt

Four 1½-inch slices crusty country-style bread

Unsalted butter or vegetable oil cooking spray

Confectioners’ sugar, for serving

1. Heat the milk in a small saucepan over low heat just until steaming. Drop in the orange zest, remove from the heat, and let stand for at least 15 minutes, or up to 2 hours, at room temperature. (The milk and zest can be refrigerated for up to 1 day.)

2. Strain the milk and discard the zest. Beat the milk, eggs, sugar, almond extract, and salt together in a baking dish large enough to hold the bread slices in a single layer. Lay the bread in the dish and let it soak until it is saturated and has absorbed nearly all the egg mixture. This will take at least 30 minutes. Turn the bread several times so it soaks evenly. (The bread can be soaked overnight in the refrigerator—handle it carefully in the morning.)

3. Heat a large griddle over low heat. A few drops of water flicked onto it should dance for 2 to 3 seconds before they evaporate. If they evaporate any faster than that, turn down the heat and wait a few minutes. The griddle can’t be too hot, or the bread will overbrown before the egg mixture in the center of the slices has a chance to cook through. Grease the griddle lightly with butter or cooking spray.

4. Lay as many slices of soaked bread on the griddle as will fit comfortably. Cook until the undersides are deep golden brown, 4 to 5 minutes. If the bread browns before that, remove the griddle from the heat, lower the heat, and wait a few minutes before returning the griddle to the heat. Flip the bread and cook until the second side is deep golden brown and the centers of the slices feel firm when gently poked, about 4 minutes. Serve hot, sprinkling some confectioners’ sugar over each slice.


TIP: If your bread is fresh, cut it into slices the night before to give it a chance to dry out a little.
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Breakfast Polenta [image: Image] CREMA DE MAÍZ


This is my idea of the ultimate comfort food—perfect for a gray winter morning (or any morning you’re feeling a little gray). When Mami made this for us as kids, she used to pour a little bit of milk around the edges of the plate. We’d pull some of the milk into the hot polenta with our spoons to cool it off a little before we ate it.

MAKES 2 SERVINGS • COOK TIME: 10 MINUTES

2 cups milk, plus more for drizzling if desired

1 extra-large egg

1½ tablespoons sugar

½ teaspoon vanilla extract

1/8 teaspoon ground nutmeg, preferably freshly grated

Heaping ½ cup coarse yellow cornmeal (see Note)

1. Whisk 2 cups milk, the egg, sugar, vanilla, and nutmeg together in a small saucepan. Put over medium-low heat and stir in the cornmeal. Cook, stirring constantly, until the milk starts to bubble and the mixture is thickened, about 10 minutes.

2. Spoon the cereal onto the center of flat plates and let it run slowly out the edges. If you like, drizzle a little milk around the edges of the cereal.


NOTE: You can also make this with fine cornmeal. Fine cornmeal makes very creamy and smooth crema de maíz, while coarse cornmeal gives you something with a little more texture. Try them both and see which one you prefer.




Pressed Turkey, Ham, and Cheese Breakfast Sandwich with Roasted Pepper Spread


This sandwich, called a media luna in Argentina, sounds more like lunch than breakfast—and it does make a great lunch—but I first had something like it as part of a memorable breakfast at a café in Argentina. The recipe makes a lot of the red pepper spread, but that is no accident: its sweet-and-tangy flavor make it perfect for serving as a dip with crudités or chips, tucking into an omelet, or using as a sauce for grilled fish.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 5 TO 10 MINUTES

FOR THE SPREAD (MAKES 2 CUPS)

1 cup whole-milk ricotta

½ cup mayonnaise

1 red bell pepper, roasted, seeded, and peeled (see page 274) or 1 bottled roasted red pepper, well drained

FOR THE SANDWICHES

4 croissants, split

4 thin slices deli ham

4 thin slices turkey

4 thin slices cheddar cheese

1. Make the spread: Process the ricotta, mayonnaise, and bell pepper in the work bowl of a food processor until smooth. Scrape the spread into a bowl or storage container. (The spread can be refrigerated for up to 1 week.)

2. Brush one cut side of each croissant generously with the spread. Layer a slice of ham, turkey, and cheese over the spread, folding them as necessary to make a more or less even layer of each. Top off the sandwiches with the remaining croissant halves. (The sandwiches can be assembled the night before you plan to serve them. Wrap and refrigerate.)

3. Cook the sandwiches in a panini press until the centers are warmed through and the croissants are grill-marked, about 5 minutes. (See Tip on page 78 for grilling sandwiches without a press.) Serve warm.


VARIATION: For a heartier lunchtime sandwich, substitute firm crusty rolls for the croissants. (Portuguese rolls work well.) Double the amount of ham, turkey, and cheese, and proceed as above.



The Media Luna

Christmas morning 2007 found us starving after an evening of festivities with our friends, the Strada family. It was already about 11:30 by the time we’d woken up and ventured out from our apartment in Buenos Aires, hoping to find a restaurant that was serving breakfast. We didn’t have to venture far: on a nearby corner was the busy Santa Fe Café. We found a table and settled in, ready to eat every single thing on the menu! I dove into a cup of coffee and the kids enjoyed a submarino—hot milk served with a little chocolate bar, the “submarine.” Sink the submarine, stir, and you’ve got hot chocolate!

Sitting outside at a sidewalk table is not what immediately comes to the mind of a native New Yorker thinking “Christmas breakfast.” But watching the locals greet each other with hugs and kisses and exclamations of ”¡Feliz Navidad!” put us right in the spirit. Families on their way to church services in their holiday best smiled as they passed. I could make out a faint tango coming from a radio somewhere close by.

We did end up ordering practically everything on the menu: crisp empanadas filled with creamy corn and picadillo (pages 65 and 24), of course, and also paper-thin golden brown milanesas (page 142) served with wedges of lime, fluffy omelets fat with prosciutto and mozzarella cheese, and what turned out to be the highlight, a media luna sandwich. When we ordered our media lunas (“half-moons”), we were asked if we’d like them crudo o cocido (crudo is cured, uncooked ham, like prosciutto or serrano, while cocido is more like deli ham) and plancha o sin plancha (plancha means “grilled”). Order a media luna plancha, and the sandwich is put in a press like a cubano. We opted for crudo con plancha, and what we were served was a little piece of heaven on a croissant (hence the “half-moon” moniker). The saltiness of the ham was balanced by the sweetness of the roll and the tang of the Argentinean Sardo cheese, which was melted to a gooey rapture on the crispy, buttery croissant. It was such a hit that we ordered another one, sharing and enjoying it as we watched the traffic go by on our balmy Navidad morning.

At home, I can re-create those little shivers of delight we shared on Christmas morning while breakfasting alfresco in Buenos Aires, because this quick but delicious breakfast sandwich fits in well with our crazy schedules here. I used to make them in a pan, but since my girlfriend Loni gave me a fancy Breville sandwich press as a gift, I can rock three or four of these babies in no time!

And if I close my eyes, I can almost make out a faint tango in the distance.

[image: Image]

Angela, Marc, David, and Santa enjoy a submarino at Santa Fe Café.


Cinnamon-Scented Coffee [image: Image] CAFE DE OLLA


A distillery may seem like an odd place for a memorable meal, but Rancho Zapata restaurant, at the Mezcal Beneva distillery in Oaxaca, was the setting for one of the best meals we had in Mexico. The tour included a trip through the agave fields and the cellar of the distillery, where the hearts (or piñas) of the agave plant are ground by mule power between two millstones before they are fermented and distilled into mezcal. Lunch at Rancho Zapata featured caldo de gato, or “cat soup,” which thankfully featured no cat, but rather ox spine (which looks similar to oxtail) that was roasted and made into a beautiful, rich broth finished with noodles and a squeeze of lime. There were tamales, as well, and cochinita pibil—the classic pit-roasted pork that is to the Yucatán what barbecued brisket is to Texas. All we could manage after the meal was a light fruit dessert and this delicious, fragrant coffee, which we asked for everywhere we went in Mexico. The cinnamon provides a lovely top note of flavor, and the chocolate adds richness and depth.

MAKES 8 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 10 MINUTES

½ cup packed dark brown sugar

3 cinnamon sticks

4 whole cloves

1 tablespoon molasses

5 heaping tablespoons Latin-style coffee, such as Bustelo or El Pico, or ground espresso beans

2 cups milk

¼ cup finely chopped unsweetened chocolate (about 1½ ounces)

Dark brown and/or granulated sugar, for serving

1. Bring 6 cups water, the brown sugar, cinnamon sticks, and cloves to a boil in a large saucepan over medium-high heat, stirring until the sugar is dissolved. Stir in the molasses and return to a boil, skimming any foam from the top.

2. Remove the saucepan from the heat, stir in the coffee, and let steep for 6 to 7 minutes. Strain and set aside.

3. Heat the milk in a small saucepan until the edges begin to bubble. Discard any skin from the top of the milk and whisk in the chocolate until it is melted.

4. Divide the milk among 8 warm coffee cups. Fill the remainder of the cups with the hot coffee. Pass brown and/or white sugar at the table for people to adjust the sweetness as they like.


Chile-Spiked Hot Chocolate


It may seem that I love my chiles so much that I’m even sneaking them into hot chocolate—but that’s only partly true. The pairing of chocolate and chiles goes back to pre-Columbian Mayan culture, so I am just the latest in a long line of chile-and-chocolate lovers. I wouldn’t call this rich, cinnamon-scented drink spicy; it just gets a little extra warmth from the tiny bit of chile in it—enough to warm up even the chilliest morning.

MAKES 2 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 10 MINUTES

1 smallish dried chile de árbol (see Note) or a pinch of cayenne pepper

1½ cups milk

2 cinnamon sticks

One 3-ounce round of Mexican chocolate (Nestlé’s Abuelita, Ibarra, and Cortés are all good choices), grated on the coarse side of a grater

2 tablespoons dark brown sugar

1. Heat a small saucepan (the one you’ll use to make the hot chocolate) over medium-low heat. Toast the chile, turning it once, just until it begins to change color and smell wonderful, less than a minute. Remove the chile and let cool, then grind it fine in a spice mill.

2. Warm the milk and cinnamon sticks in the saucepan over low heat until bubbles form around the edges. Let steep over low heat for at least 5 minutes, or up to 10 minutes for a stronger cinnamon flavor.

3. Remove the cinnamon sticks and set aside. Add the chocolate, sugar, and a large pinch of the ground chile to the milk. Whisk vigorously to melt the chocolate and foam the milk. Pour into warm mugs and slip a cinnamon stick into each one.


NOTE: Chiles de árbol are long, very thin dried chiles with a brick-red color and fair amount of heat. Usually the seeds from dried chiles are discarded before the chiles are toasted, but that is not the case with chiles de árbol. Toast and grind the chile, seeds and all. You will find chiles de árbol in all Latin markets and some well-stocked supermarkets. Often they are found among the other spices and labeled simply “dried chiles.”



[image: Image]



LEISURELY BREAKFASTS AND BRUNCHES


“Maybe This Will Shut You Up” Eggs


[image: Image] HUEVOS A LA PALOMA


My son David has a particularly impish sense of humor. Never was it more evident than on the morning I had just finished enjoying this delicious dish. My family and I were on one of our holiday trips to Mexico, staying in a hotel. That day, the plan was to tour the nearby famous Monte Alban ruins in Oaxaca. But right after breakfast, I learned that the concierge had misplaced our reservations. He and I had a long “conversation,” and eventually we cleared up the misunderstanding. By the time I got back to my room (which was next to the boys’ room), the hotel had delivered a fruit basket with a note attached. I felt much better about the whole situation until I looked at the card on the basket, which read, “Maybe This Will Shut You Up.” To put it mildly, I went ballistic. I was in the middle of telling Jerry that he had to go to the front desk and complain about this rudeness, when he noticed a banana peel in the trash and said, “Wow, they ate a banana from the basket!” I was ready to pass out from indignation.

While I was ranting at Jerry to get down to the front desk, Angela sauntered into the boys’ room to let them know that Jerry was going to the manager to complain and that I was ready to blow a gasket! Upon hearing this, David jumped out of bed and ran into my room, yelling, “It was me! It was me! It’s only a joke!” It took me a minute to comprehend, but eventually it sank in. I would have boxed his ears, but I was laughing too hard. Now, every time I serve these eggs, we all laugh, remembering how, once again, David got one over on me. Banana peels and rants aside, to say that I couldn’t wait to make this dish at home would be an understatement. And from the first time I tried these eggs, they have been a staple at my table. They are too good, in fact, to serve just for breakfast—paired with a lovely green salad, they make a terrific light supper.

MAKES 6 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 35 MINUTES (INCLUDES MAKING TOMATO SAUCE) • COOK TIME: 15 MINUTES (INCLUDES FRYING EGGS)

FOR THE TOMATO SAUCE

1 tablespoon olive oil

2 tablespoons coarsely grated Spanish onion

1 clove garlic, minced

1¼ teaspoons chile powder

½ teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon dried oregano

One 8-ounce can Spanish-style tomato sauce

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

¼ cup vegetable broth or water

__________

1½ cups Mexican chorizo (removed from casing and crumbled)

2 ripe Hass avocados

Juice of 1 lime

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

Vegetable oil cooking spray

1 dozen extra-large eggs

1 cup shredded Oaxaca cheese or mozzarella cheese

½ cup crema Mexicana or sour cream

Minced fresh cilantro, for garnish

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Layer the sliced avocados over the chorizo in each casserole.

[image: Image]

Arrange the fried eggs over the avocado.

[image: Image]

Top the casseroles with the tomato sauce and cheese.

1. Make the tomato sauce: Heat the olive oil in a small saucepan over medium heat. Add the onion and garlic and cook, stirring, until the onion is translucent, about 5 minutes. Stir in the chile powder, cumin, and oregano and cook, stirring, until fragrant, 1 to 2 minutes. Stir in the tomato sauce and broth and bring to a boil, then adjust the heat so the sauce is simmering. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the sauce is slightly thickened. Season with salt and pepper and remove from the heat.

2. Meanwhile, cook the chorizo in a medium skillet over medium heat, stirring to break up clumps, until cooked through and fragrant, 3 to 4 minutes. Drain on paper towels.

3. Cut the avocados in half, remove the pits, and peel the halves. Cut each half lengthwise into 6 thin slices. Toss together in a medium bowl with the lime juice.

4. Set the rack about 4 inches from the broiler and preheat the broiler. Divide the chorizo among 6 flameproof 5½-inch casseroles (see Note). Top the chorizo in each casserole with 4 slices of avocado.

5. Cook the eggs: Spray a large skillet or griddle with cooking spray and heat over medium heat. Add only as many eggs as will fit without touching and cook until the undersides of the eggs are set, about 1 minute. Season lightly with salt and pepper, reduce the heat to low, and cook until the whites are completely set, about 3 minutes. Place 2 eggs on top of the avocado in each casserole. Repeat with the remaining eggs.

6. Spoon the tomato sauce over the eggs, topping them with a thin, even layer of sauce. Sprinkle the cheese over the sauce, dividing it evenly. Put as many of the casseroles onto a baking sheet as will fit comfortably. Broil just until the cheese melts, 2 to 3 minutes. Repeat with the remaining casseroles if necessary. Drizzle a teaspoon of crema over each casserole and sprinkle with minced cilantro. Pass the remaining crema separately.


NOTE: Individual 5½ × 1-inch clay cazuelas from Spain or Mexico are ideal for this dish. You can find them in some Latin markets and specialty cookware stores or online at www.tienda.com.




Egg, Refried Bean, and Mushroom Casserole [image: Image] HUEVOS BALAM


I love it when kitchen magic happens, as it does in this casserole. The sauce is super-simple and rich with flavor, thanks to the two types of mushrooms that steep in the mushroom broth (page 304). The magic happens when the sauce meets the beans and eggs—an unusual combination but a delicious one. The mushroom sauce would be equally at home with grilled skirt steak or short ribs (pages 90 and 88) or even plain white rice or pasta. This is nice when the beans are freshly made and still warm. If you make the mushroom broth in advance, the rest of the prep for the casseroles can be done while the beans cook. However, if you want to save even more time, make the beans a day or two ahead and rewarm them gently, loosening them up with a little mushroom broth or water.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 1 HOUR (INCLUDES MAKING REFRIED BEANS AND MUSHROOM SAUCE) • COOK TIME: 15 MINUTES

FOR THE MUSHROOM SAUCE

2 cups Mushroom Broth (page 304)

One 10-ounce package cremini mushrooms, thinly sliced

1 bay leaf

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

3 tablespoons cornstarch

_________

New-Style “Refried” Beans (page 162)

8 extra-large eggs

Unsalted butter or vegetable oil cooking spray

2 cups grated mozzarella or Monterey Jack cheese (7 to 8 ounces)

1. Make the mushroom sauce: Put the broth, sliced cremini mushrooms, and bay leaf in a small saucepan and bring to a simmer. Cover and simmer over low heat for 20 minutes. Discard the bay leaf. Season the broth with salt and pepper to taste. (The sauce can be made to this point up to 2 days in advance. Refrigerate right in the saucepan. Heat to a simmer before continuing.)

2. Stir the cornstarch and ¼ cup water together in a small bowl. Stir this slurry into the mushroom broth and simmer until the sauce is slightly thickened, a minute or two. Set the sauce aside.

3. Set the rack about 8 inches from the broiler and preheat the broiler. If necessary, rewarm the beans over very low heat. Spread one-fourth of the beans over the bottom of each of four 5½-inch flameproof casseroles (see Note, page 16)

4. Cook the eggs: Butter a skillet or griddle or spray with cooking spray and heat over medium heat. Add only as many eggs as will fit without touching and cook until the undersides of the eggs are set, about 1 minute. Reduce the heat to low and cook until the whites are completely set, about 3 minutes. Place 2 eggs on top of the beans in each casserole. Repeat with the remaining eggs.

5. Ladle one-fourth of the mushroom sauce (about ½ cup) over the eggs in each casserole. Scatter the cheese over the sauce, dividing it evenly. Broil the casseroles until the cheese is bubbly and lightly browned, about 3 minutes. Serve.

Soft-Scrambled Eggs with Shrimp

A double boiler (or improvised double boiler) is a must for this recipe, which I borrowed from Café Biela in Buenos Aires. The delicate heat cooks the shrimp to tenderness without any trace of rubberiness and gives the eggs a beautiful velvety texture that would be impossible to duplicate in a skillet, even over very low heat. The bonus is the sweet, subtle shrimp flavor that permeates the eggs.

This could easily make a weekday breakfast, even though it feels so special. It is very quick to make, and who doesn’t need a little “special” on the occasional weekday morning? But it is in the “leisurely” section because, to enjoy this dish at its best, it should be made one serving at a time. Maybe your house is that serene during the week, but mine sure isn’t! This could, of course, be lunch too, or dinner, with a salad.

MAKES 1 SERVING (REPEAT AS NEEDED) • PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 5 MINUTES

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

¼ pound medium shrimp (30 to 40 per pound), peeled and deveined

3 extra-large eggs, well beaten

2 tablespoons heavy cream

1 teaspoon chopped fresh chives

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

1. Melt the butter in the top of a double boiler set over simmering water (or in a heatproof bowl set over a saucepan of simmering water). Pat the shrimp dry with paper towels, add them to the butter, and turn them with a rubber spatula until they start to turn pink, about 1 minute.

2. Add the eggs and continue stirring just until they begin to set, about 1 minute. Add the heavy cream and chives and continue stirring until the eggs are just barely set and very creamy, about 3 minutes. You may see a little liquid given off by the shrimp—that is fine. Scoop the eggs onto a warm plate, season with salt and pepper, and eat right away.


Plantain Fritters (“Little Spiders”) [image: Image] ARAÑITAS


The nickname “little spiders” comes from the shape of the finished fritters. They resemble fat little spiders with spindly legs. (Maybe that’s why kids love them.) Arañitas are made with a mix of green and ripe (maduro) plantains. The green plantains lend the starch needed to hold the fritters together and the maduros cut the starch and add sweetness. If your house is like mine, there are always plantains in varying stages of ripeness—this is a way to make use of the greenest and the ripest.

MAKES ABOUT 16 FRITTERS • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 15 TO 20 MINUTES

2 sweet (mostly-but-not-all-black) plantains

2 green plantains

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 teaspoon ground cumin

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

Canola oil, for frying

Vinagre (page 308) or Cilantro Pesto (page 104)

1. Peel the sweet and green plantains (see page 315). Shred them both on the coarse side of a box grater into a large mixing bowl. Add the garlic, cumin, and salt and pepper to taste.

2. Heat about an inch of canola oil in a large heavy skillet until the tip of the handle of a wooden spoon dipped in the oil gives off a steady sizzle (about 350°F). Carefully slip the batter by heaping tablespoons into the oil, frying only as many fritters as will fit without crowding in each batch. Cook, turning once, until browned on both sides, about 4 minutes. Lift the little spiders out of the oil and drain them on paper towels. As you fry the rest of the fritters, adjust the heat so the little bits of batter that fall into the oil don’t burn. Serve as hot as possible, with the vinagre or cilantro pesto for dipping.

[image: Image]


Arepas [image: Image] CORN CAKES


Arepas are gluten-free corn cakes that are popular in Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador. In Venezuela, they are served as a side dish with huevos pericos (scrambled eggs with tomato, bell pepper, and onion). They can also be split, some of the creamy filling scooped out (or not!), and filled with mozzarella cheese, any type of ham, or the above-mentioned scrambled eggs, among other things.

MAKES ABOUT TWENTY 3-INCH AREPAS • PREP TIME: 30 MINUTES (MOSTLY UNATTENDED RESTING TIME) • COOK TIME: 35 MINUTES

1 cup precooked white cornmeal (The most common brand is Harina P.A.N.)

1 cup finely grated cotija cheese

1 tablespoon minced fresh chives

1 teaspoon salt

1. Stir the cornmeal, cotija, chives, salt, and 1¼ cups hot water together in a large mixing bowl. Stir to make a slightly sticky dough. Set aside to rest until the dough is softer and no longer sticky, at least 20 minutes, or up to 2 hours.

2. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

3. Form 3 tablespoons of the dough into a ball, then press it flat to make a 3-inch disk about ½ inch thick. Repeat with the remaining dough. Line the disks up on a baking sheet as you form them.

4. Heat a large well-seasoned cast-iron skillet or heavy nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add as many of the cakes as will fit without crowding and cook, turning once, until browned in spots on both sides, about 8 minutes. Transfer to a separate baking sheet and repeat with the remaining dough.

5. Bake until the cakes are crisp and feel light when picked up, about 25 minutes. Let stand for a few minutes before serving.


VARIATION:

AREPAS FILLED WITH HAM AND CHEESE: Form 4-inch arepas using about ¼ cup of the dough for each. (This recipe will yield about twelve 4-inch arepas.) Panfry and bake as above. Slice fresh mozzarella ¼ inch thick (you’ll need 8 to 12 ounces) and cut into pieces more or less the size of the arepas. After the arepas have rested for a few minutes, split them into top and bottom halves and scoop out most of the creamy center, or leave it in if you like. (Careful, the centers will be quite warm.) Lay a slice of cheese and a thin slice of deli ham, folded as necessary, over the bottom of each arepa. Top them off and serve warm.




Churros [image: Image] MEXICAN CRULLERS (see photo, page 1)

You think people get out of bed fast when they smell coffee brewing or bacon cooking? Try frying up a pan of churros some morning and then, while they are piping hot, tossing them in a cinnamon-sugar coating. This dough is nothing more than the classic French pâteà choux used to make cream puffs, éclairs, and the cheese puffs laced with Gruyère cheese known as gougères. Fried, as it is here, the dough puffs up just as nicely but gets even crisper.

MAKES 12 TO 15 CHURROS • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 30 MINUTES

4 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 tablespoons light brown sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

¼ teaspoon salt

1 cup all-purpose flour

4 or 5 extra-large eggs

Canola oil, for frying

½ cup granulated sugar

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

1. Combine 1 cup water, the butter, brown sugar, vanilla, and salt in a medium saucepan and heat over medium-high heat until the liquid starts to bubble around the edges. Add the flour all at once and stir briskly with a wooden spoon until well mixed and no lumps of flour remain.

2. Remove from the heat. Add 4 eggs one at a time, beating well with the wooden spoon after each addition, making sure to get into the corners and all along the sides and bottom of the pan. The dough should look soft and glossy and keep a “hook” shape when the spoon is pulled from the dough. If it does not, beat in the last egg.

3. Scrape the dough into a pastry bag fitted with a large star tip. Pour enough canola oil into a deep heavy skillet (cast iron is ideal) to come to 1 inch. Heat over medium heat until the tip of the handle of a wooden spoon dipped in the oil gives off a steady stream of tiny bubbles (about 350°F). Carefully pipe the dough into the oil, forming 6-inch-long crullers, and making only as many crullers as will fit comfortably. Overcrowding the pan will result in soggy crullers. Fry, turning once, until golden brown on each side, about 6 minutes. Drain on paper towels. Repeat with the remaining dough.

4. Put the granulated sugar and cinnamon in a paper bag, crimp the top, and shake well to mix. Drop a few crullers at a time into the bag and shake until coated. These are best served as soon as possible.


VARIATION

FRIED CINNAMON DOUGH: Steep a cinnamon stick in the water over low heat for 10 minutes. Remove the cinnamon stick and proceed as above, but drop the dough by rounded tablespoonfuls— carefully—into the oil. Makes about 30 puffs.



[image: Image]

Scoop the dough into the pastry bag.

[image: Image]

Carefully pipe the churros into the hot oil.

[image: Image]

Remove the finished churros from the oil.


Weekend Tamales


Tamales for breakfast? You betcha. In Mexico, the porky version given below can very easily be a breakfast entrée. In Peru, the olive-and-raisin variation makes a morning meal, maybe with a little scrambled egg on the side. The olive-and-raisin version can just as easily be made with vegetable stock, keeping it completely vegan.

I’m all about options—and that’s what you’ve got with this recipe. The pork picadillo makes enough for 24 tamales and either 10 or so empanadas (page 61) or a main course—with white rice, of course!— for four. My feeling is this: Aside from the time needed to shred the “extra” pork, which is all of 10 minutes, it takes no longer to make a healthy-size batch of pork picadillo, so why not do it? The picadillo will keep in the refrigerator, waiting to be turned into a weeknight dinner, for up to 3 days. Or, if you choose the bonus empanada route, they can be frozen before baking and then thawed and baked as need be. And in case you’re thinking, “What am I going to do with 24 tamales?” I have the answer—freeze any you’re not going to serve right away and then pop them, still frozen, into a steamer basket for a no-effort breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Just like with the pork picadillo, you’re already in the kitchen, so what’s a few extra minutes when it comes to that kind of payoff down the road?

MAKES 24 TAMALES, PLUS ENOUGH PICADILLO TO FILL 10 EMPANADAS OR TO SERVE 4 AS A MAIN COURSE • PREP TIME: 5 HOURS (INCLUDES COOKING THE PORK FILLING, MOST OF IT UNATTENDED) • COOK TIME: 1 HOUR (UNATTENDED)

FOR THE SHREDDED PORK

One 4½-pound bone-in pork butt, boned (by the butcher), bone reserved

1 large Spanish onion, unpeeled

1 big bunch cilantro

2 bay leaves

2 tablespoons kosher or fine sea salt

1 tablespoon black peppercorns

FOR THE PICADILLO

½ cup Achiote Oil (page 306)

1 cup Sofrito (page 305)

½ teaspoon ground cumin

1/8 teaspoon ground allspice

1/8 teaspoon ground cloves

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

_________

One 4-ounce package dried corn husks (see Note)

FOR THE MASA (MAKES 6 CUPS)

3 cups instant corn masa flour, such as Maseca

1 tablespoon ground cumin

1 tablespoon kosher or fine sea salt

1 tablespoon ancho or other chile powder

4 cups reserved pork broth (pork cooking liquid), warmed

1 cup vegetable oil

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F.

2. Put the pork bone in a small roasting pan and roast until mahogany brown, about 1 hour.

3. Meanwhile, put the pork butt, onion, cilantro, bay leaves, salt, and peppercorns in a pot large enough to hold them and the pork bone comfortably, pour in enough cold water to cover the pork completely, and bring to a boil over high heat. Adjust the heat so the liquid is simmering, and cook, skimming the foam and fat off the surface, until the pork is falling-apart tender, about 3 hours; add the bone when it comes out of the oven. (Skim often, especially at the beginning of the cooking—you’ll be surprised how much stuff surfaces.) Discard the bone and cool the pork in the broth. (The broth and pork can be made up to 2 days in advance. Refrigerate the pork and broth right in the pot and rewarm as necessary over gentle heat before continuing.)

4. As soon as it is cool enough to handle (or rewarmed enough to make shredding easy), remove the pork—set the broth aside—and coarsely shred the meat, removing most but not all of the fat as you go. The fat will add a melting tenderness and flavor to the pork. Set aside.

5. Make the picadillo: Heat the achiote oil in a large deep skillet over medium heat. Add the sofrito and cook, stirring, until the liquid has evaporated and the sofrito is sizzling. Stir in the cumin, allspice, and cloves and stir for a minute or two. Add the shredded pork. Season lightly with salt and pepper and cook, stirring, until the pork is heated through and coated with the seasonings. Continue cooking and stirring until the pork begins to stick to the skillet. Pour in ½ cup of the pork broth and stir until almost all of it is evaporated. Set the picadillo aside. (The picadillo can be made up to 2 days in advance. Reheat over low heat, adding a little water if necessary, until warmed through.)

6. Take the corn husks out of the package and put them in a large bowl. Pour enough warm water over them to cover them completely. Weight the husks down with a plate or overturned bowl to keep them submerged and soak until pliable, about 1 hour. Set up a steamer (see Tips).

7. Make the masa: Stir the corn masa flour, cumin, salt, and chile powder together in a large bowl until well mixed. Add the warm broth and the vegetable oil and stir to make a smooth, moist, but not sticky dough. Set aside.

8. Form the tamales: The corn husks will be different sizes—start with those that are at least 7 inches across or so at the widest point and save the smaller husks for backup. Open up a husk on the work surface with the shorter end closest to you. Center ¼ cup of the corn masa on the husk. Make a little indentation down the center of the masa, spreading the masa out as you go but making sure to leave at least 1 inch free along the top and bottom edges and 2 inches along the sides so the tamale can be folded up easily. Spoon 2 tablespoons of the picadillo into the indentation. Fold the sides of the husk over to completely cover the filling, then fold the end closest to you up and over the filling. Leave the other end open. Put the tamales seam side down on a baking sheet, and make 23 more tamales in the same manner, lining them up on the baking sheet.

9. Freeze as many of the tamales as you’d like to. Refrigerate or freeze any remaining picadillo (see headnote). Steam the remaining tamales until the dough is tender and moist—1 hour should do it. Check the level of the water every 15 minutes and replenish as necessary.

10. Serve the tamales hot on a platter. Let people help themselves and unwrap their own tamales. Careful, they stay hot for a while.


NOTE: Dried corn husks can be found in Mexican groceries and any supermarket with a well-stocked Latin food aisle. Because they vary in size within a package and are very inexpensive, you might want to pick up 2 packages to be on the safe side.




VARIATIONS

OLIVE-AND-RAISIN TAMALES: Toss a generous ¾ cup pitted small (such as Niçoise) olives and a generous ½ cup raisins together in a small bowl to mix them. Proceed from step 6, using a scant tablespoon of the olive-raisin mix to fill each tamale. If you run out of filling, simply toss together a little more of the olive-raisin mix.

If you prefer, make the filling substituting 4 pounds of boneless chicken thighs for the pork. The chicken thighs will need only about 30 minutes simmering time.




TIPS: To be honest, it’s hard to make pork broth interesting—it just doesn’t have that much oomph. Using the roasted bone is a big step toward giving it body and flavor.

Before making the masa and putting the tamales together, set up a steamer based on how many tamales you will be steaming. To cook a small amount—6 to 8 tamales or so—a circular cooling rack or collapsible metal steamer basket set into a deep skillet with a tight-fitting lid or a Dutch oven will do. To steam larger amounts, it is helpful to have a large bamboo steamer or a large pot with a steamer insert. Lay the tamales seam side down in a row across the bottom of a bamboo steamer. Stack them, if need be, no higher than 3 layers. Or, for a pot with a steamer insert, stand the tamales up side by side (open ends up, of course!). You can always divide larger amounts of tamales between 2 steamers if they don’t all fit in 1. Pour enough water into the skillet or pot to come within ½ inch of the bottom of the steamer insert. Bring to a boil, then adjust the heat so the water is at a gentle boil.




Creamed Spinach Crepes with Mushroom-Tomato Sauce


This is one of the delicious recipes that we enjoyed on Christmas morning at the Santa Fe Café in Buenos Aires. The creamed spinach has a whisper of nutmeg, and the warmth from the spice balances nicely with the acidity of the tomato sauce and the earthiness of the mushrooms. This is another one of those recipes that can be enjoyed morning, noon, and night!

MAKES 6 SERVINGS • PREP TIME: 1 HOUR (MORE WITH HOMEMADE CREPES) • COOK TIME: 15 MINUTES

Twelve 7- to 8-inch Basic Crepes (recipe follows) or store-bought crepes

Creamed Spinach (page 279)

FOR THE TOMATO SAUCE

1 tablespoon olive oil

2 cloves garlic, minced

One 10-ounce package cremini mushrooms, cut into ¼-inch slices

One 29-ounce can tomato sauce

4 large fresh basil leaves, cut into thin ribbons

¼ teaspoon dried oregano

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

3 tablespoons chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley, for garnish

__________

2 cups shredded mozzarella

1. Make the crepes (if necessary) and the creamed spinach. (Both can be made up to a day in advance and refrigerated; rewarm the spinach in a saucepan over gentle heat before using.)

2. Make the tomato sauce: Heat the oil in a medium saucepan over medium heat. Add the garlic and cook until it is sizzling but not browned. Add the mushrooms and stir until they start to brown. If the mushrooms give off liquid, boil that off first, then start to brown them. Pour in the tomato sauce, add the basil and oregano, and season lightly with salt and pepper. Bring to a boil, then adjust the heat so the sauce is simmering and cook, stirring occasionally, until slightly thickened, about 20 minutes. Remove from the heat. (The sauce can be prepared up to a day in advance and refrigerated; bring to a simmer in a small saucepan before using.)

3. Preheat the oven to 400°F.

4. Spoon enough tomato sauce over the bottom of a 9 × 11-inch baking dish to coat the bottom. Spoon ¼ cup of the spinach filling down the center of a crepe, roll up the crepe, and put it seam side down into the baking dish (see Tip). Repeat with the remaining spinach and crepes. Spoon enough tomato sauce over the crepes to completely coat the tops. (Any remaining sauce can be reheated and passed at the table.) Scatter the mozzarella evenly over the sauce. Bake until the cheese is melted and the sauce is bubbling, about 15 minutes. Garnish with the chopped parsley.


TIP: Depending on the size and shape of your baking dish, you may want to tuck the ends of the crepes in or make the filled crepes either a little stouter or thinner. The idea is to end up with an even layer of crepes that fit snugly in the baking dish.




VARIATION

CREAMED SPINACH—FILLED TORTILLAS: A very good version of the dish can be made by substituting 12 store-bought corn tortillas for the crepes. It’s surprising how different the two versions “feel,” considering the only difference is the wrapper. Spray a medium skillet with vegetable oil cooking spray and heat over medium heat. Lay a corn tortilla in the skillet and cook, turning once, until warmed through and softened, about 1 minute. Transfer to a plate and repeat with the remaining tortillas, respraying the pan as necessary. Then proceed from step 3, using the tortillas in place of the crepes.



Basic Crepes

These are good all-purpose crepes. You can add a little more sugar if you’re using them for desserts, or leave it out altogether if you’re making a savory crepe dish, but the bit of sugar does help make a nice lacy golden brown pattern and doesn’t sweeten the crepes all that much. One thing to keep in mind when preparing crepes—and there is no way around it—is that the first few crepes will most likely turn out poorly. (Think of these as your offerings to the kitchen gods.) Once you get your rhythm down and the heat adjusted, you’ll sail through the rest of them.

MAKES ABOUT 12 LARGE (7- TO 8-INCH) OR 18 MEDIUM (6-INCH) CREPES PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES (PLUS RESTING TIME) • COOK TIME: 30 TO 45 MINUTES

1¼ cups milk

1 cup all-purpose flour

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted, plus more for cooking the crepes

1 extra-large egg

1 tablespoon sugar

¼ teaspoon kosher or fine sea salt

1. Put all the ingredients in a blender jar and blend on low speed just until smooth. Pour into a bowl or storage container and refrigerate for at least 1 hour, or up to 1 day.

2. Spoon a small amount (about ¼ teaspoon) of melted butter into a 6- to 8-inch crepe pan set over medium heat. Alternatively, brush the bottom of the pan with the butter using a pastry brush. (A nonstick or well-seasoned crepe pan will help tremendously.) The temperature of the pan is important too. The butter should take a few seconds to begin to sizzle. If the butter sizzles and browns immediately after you add it to the pan, the pan is too hot. Remove it from the heat and give it a few minutes to cool off. Pour enough batter into the pan to coat the bottom after you tilt the pan, about a generous 2 tablespoons for a 6-inch pan or 3 tablespoons for an 8-inch pan. Immediately tilt the pan as necessary to get the batter to coat the entire bottom of the pan as quickly and evenly as you can. (Try this: Tilt the pan slowly from left to right while simultaneously pulling the pan toward you and pushing it away rather quickly. It’s a bit like patting your head and rubbing your tummy—once you get the hang of it, it isn’t all that hard.) The batter should sizzle a little when it hits the pan, and the underside of the crepe should brown in about 2 minutes; if not, increase the heat slightly. Cook until the bottom is a beautiful, lacy golden brown. Flip the crepe and cook until the second side is a golden brown in spots (the second sides will never be the same lacy brown as the first). Remove to a plate and repeat with the remaining batter, giving the pan a few seconds to heat up between crepes. The stacked crepes can be wrapped in plastic wrap and stored at room temperature for up to 3 hours, refrigerated for up to 2 days, or frozen for up to 3 months.
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