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Praise for Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger

             "Mom was never as amusing as Susan Feniger and Mary Sue Milliken . . . the two banter and bicker as they cook Latin American food and dispense cooking tips . . . " — Forbes

            "They exhibit a patience, a palpable love for their work." — Los Angeles Times Magazine 

            "Milliken and Feniger . . . [are] friendly, familiar, and unabashedly enthusiastic about all sorts of food." — Los Angeles Times Magazine

            " . . . Their philosophy is avante garde: They want to bridge the gap between their formal French training and the world’s ethnic cuisines with their bold flavors and rustic textures . . . multiculturalism at its best. As superb teachers, hip personae, and (in their own words) ‘serious sensory junkies,’ Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger are doing much more . . . " — Camille Paglia, The Advocate

            Praise for Border Grill

            "So-Cal’s most innovative Mexican cuisine . . . " — Esquire

            Feniger and Milliken’s knowledge of and reverence for Mexican food runs as deep and rich as its flavors . . . They are (among) its pre-eminent American translators." — New York Newsday

            "The fiesta-bright Border Grill is a stylishly funky, pleasantly raucous place, serving wildly authentic Mexican and Central American food." — Travel and Leisure

            Praise for Ciudad

            "This is lighthearted yet gutsy cooking. The kitchen revels in bold flavors and exotic ingredients." — Los Angeles Times Magazine

             "Ciudad’s menu is a fantasy, a giddy, Bacardi-fueled Latin American journey . . ." — Los Angeles Magazine

            " . . . an exciting world on the plate . . . Feniger and Milliken are true visionaries — and Ciudad shows us the rich diversity of Los Angeles at the turn of the twentieth century." — Gourmet

            "The Too Hot Tamales have done it again. At Ciudad, Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger have renewed their passports as intrepid intercultural trendsetters with a wildly inventive menu that showcases the tastes of Central and South America . . . " — "The Top Ten" new restaurants, Los Angeles Magazine

            " . . . And if there ever was a Roy Rogers and Dale Evans of the kitchen range, it’s the Too Hot Tamales, Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger . . . With influences from Havana to Rio and Buenos Aires, and across the Atlantic to Lisbon and Barcelona, Ciudad pays tribute to the bold flavors of the Latin world . . . From Ecaudorian salmon tartare and quinoa fritters to plantain gnocchi and grilled Argentine gaucho steak, these Too Hot Tamales deliver." — Flaunt

            " . . . For a parade of Pan-American dishes in a sleek, humming setting, head for Ciudad . . . the latest venture of the Too Hot Tamales team of Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger. The ingredients, not to mention the exotic house cocktails, may be unfamiliar, but plunge in the mixed Spanish antipasto plates . . . and you’ll never look back." — The New York Times



             About the Authors

            
               Mary Sue Milliken and Susan Feniger may be “two gringas from the Midwest,” but they fell deeply in love with Mexican food when first introduced to it more than 20 years ago. The two chefs became friends in the late 70’s while working in the otherwise all-male kitchen of a prestigious French restaurant in Chicago called Le Perroquet. After honing their skills in fine restaurants in France and America, they opened their first restaurant, the highly celebrated City Cafe, in Los Angeles in 1981. These days, they divide their time between their three restaurants, Border Grills in Santa Monica and Las Vegas, and the upscale Ciudad in downtown Los Angeles. They also have authored four previous cookbooks, host the popular Television Food Network series, Too Hot Tamales, and are heard regularly on Southern California radio.

            
               Helene Siegel is the co-author with Mary Sue and Susan of City Cuisine, Mesa Mexicana, and Cooking with the Too Hot Tamales. She also is the author of The Ethnic Kitchen series and 32 single-subject cookbooks in the best-selling Totally Cookbook series. Her articles have appeared in the Los Angeles Times, the Times Syndicate, Fine Cooking, and on the Web at cuisinenet.com.

            Mary Sue and Susan value your feedback and would love to hear from you! Visit their Web site at www.bordergrill.com.
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         Introduction

         
            I f you like to eat Mexican food, you’re going to love cooking it. This casual style of cooking relies on the same few easy-to-find ingredients — tomatoes, limes, onions, cilantro, and chile peppers — simple home-based techniques like roasting and frying, and nothing more complicated than a blender in terms of equipment.

         Mexican food is also great for serving to large groups. We love to serve Mexican food family-style, in great heaping platters or tureens placed in the middle of the table, for sharing.

         When Mexican food is on the menu, fun and high spirits are bound to follow.

         
            How to Use This Book

            You can use this book as your one and only, all-inclusive Mexican cookbook, or you can use it as your jumping-off point to go deeper into Mexican cooking and culture. We’ve been exploring the world of Mexican cooking both in our travels and our kitchens for the last 20 years, and it’s a world rich with thousands of years of culinary culture.

            Our goal has been to boil our cooking experience down to its essence so that you can open the book at any point, roll up your sleeves, and start producing real Mexican food with ease and confidence. After cooking a few dishes, you should be as comfortable around Mexican cooking as you would be making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

         

         
            How This Book Is Organized

            This book is organized according to the traditional cookbook, or menu, format. There’s a soup chapter, a salad chapter, and so on, straight on through to dessert. The other chapters, at the front and the back of the book, introduce the beginner to new ingredients, techniques, and equipment and give you ideas for how to put the food together for parties and special occasions. Like most cookbooks, it is not meant to be read from cover to cover. But if you feel like doing so, we hope it’s a page-turner.

            
               Part I: Getting the Juices Flowing

               Everything you need to know to set up your kitchen for maximum Mexican cooking enjoyment is here: how to shop for ingredients, tame a wild chile pepper, and cook perfect beans. Refer to this part if you’re following a recipe and you suddenly draw a blank on how to toast seeds or forget the difference between a chipotle and a poblano.

            

            
               Part II: Taking a Quick Trip

               The foods in this part represent some of the best and easiest party foods. If you’re more interested in wowing your guests with the best margaritas in town and a selection of homemade salsas than creating a complex mole, this is the part for you. Start with great guacamole, a fresh fish ceviche, one or two of our excellent tacos, or any of the street snacks in this part and work your way up to the moles when you’re ready for a commitment.

            

            
               Part III: Enjoying an Extended Tour

               When you’re feeling comfortable in your huaraches (Mexican woven sandals) and you’re ready to delve more deeply into the heart and soul of Mexican cuisine, turn to this part. Here you can find the great traditional stews, soups, tamales, roasted and grilled meats, fish, and poultry. These more complex foods pay back many times for the time you spend in the kitchen with complex, soul-satisfying flavors and aromas. We finish your tour with a chapter on desserts.

            

            
               Part IV: Menus for Every Occasion

               Here’s where we put it all together for you. Mexican food is meant to be shared, so this part gives you ideas on how to do that. We offer suggestions on how to throw several great Mexican theme parties and include some new recipes, music and lighting tips, instructions for building a beach barbecue, do-ahead game plans, and a whole chapter of brunch recipes. 

            

            
               Part V: The Part of Tens

               This part of the book includes those little lagniappes (a fancy word that simply means gifts with purchase) that round out a meal (or a cookbook). We give you more party tips for making the scene sizzle, suggest what to do with a pantry overflowing with yesterday’s tortillas, provide a few Spanish food phrases for your first trip to Mexico, and recommend the best places to visit on the Internet for food and Mexican cooking information.

            

            
               Part VI: Appendixes

               For reference we include an alphabetical list of the Spanish words that appear in the text, including pronunciations. In this part, you also find a helpful appendix of common substitutions, abbreviations, and equivalents.

            

         

         
            Conventions Used in This Book

            Okay, you’ve heard this advice a million times in cookbooks, and frankly you’re bored. But trust us. Read the recipes all the way through and pay attention to the stuff in the notes at the beginning and end of the recipes before cooking. You’ll be glad you did. You’ll know whether you need any special equipment, how much time to allow, and whether you need another recipe from a different part of the book to complete the dish. We also include tips and hints that can make your cooking easier — wouldn’t want to miss those!

            To keep the ingredient lists in this book concise, we follow certain conventions:

            
               	[image: bullet]	All milk is whole unless noted.

               	[image: bullet]	All butter is unsalted.

               	[image: bullet]	All salt is coarse kosher salt.

               	[image: bullet]	All pepper is freshly ground black pepper.

               	[image: bullet]	All cream is heavy unless noted.

               	[image: bullet]	All eggs are large.

               	[image: bullet]	All flour is all-purpose.

               	[image: bullet]	All sugar is granulated unless noted.

               	[image: bullet]	All herbs are fresh unless noted.

               	[image: bullet]	All citrus juices are freshly squeezed.

               	[image: bullet]	Tomatillos are husked and rinsed unless noted.

            

            In the recipes, we tell you when you need special equipment or gadgets to complete the recipe. Here’s what we assume you have in your kitchen:

            
               	[image: bullet]	A few frying pans or skillets, preferably cast iron, 10 or 12 inches wide and a small 8-inch skillet for spices and small quantities.

               	[image: bullet]	A medium or large heavy saucepan.

               	[image: bullet]	A large, heavy Dutch oven or soup pot with cover that can be used for stewing and braising.

               	[image: bullet]	A large glass, ceramic, or metal roasting pan and rack.

               	[image: bullet]	A large pot with cover that can be used for soups, pasta, stews, and improvising a tamale steamer. (See Chapter 8 for more information on soup pots.)

               	[image: bullet]	A steamer basket.

               	[image: bullet]	One or two baking sheets or cookie trays with edges.

               	[image: bullet]	Small everyday tools like wooden spoons, ladles, a slotted metal spoon, spatula, tongs, strainer, whisk, measuring spoons, and dry and liquid measuring cups.

               	[image: bullet]	A cutting board, kitchen towels, and mixing bowls.

               	[image: bullet]	Paper towels, aluminum foil, and plastic wrap.

               	[image: bullet]	A blender.

            

         

         
            Icons Used in This Book

            Look for these icons next to tidbits of useful information.

            

            
               [image: MarySueSays]
            

            	Even business partners can disagree sometimes. This icon flags Mary Sue’s personal pet peeves, ideas, and suggestions.

            

            
               [image: SusanSay]
            

            	When you see this icon, expect some words from Susan — she’s the short one who can’t stop cooking and talking, in her own words.

            

            
               [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
            

            	These are technique tips or shortcuts for reducing kitchen stress. They usually show an easy, fast way to do something.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	This icon indicates ways to avoid common pitfalls and problems. Remember, you’ve been warned!

            

            
               [image: Variation]
            

            	A variation following a recipe gives instructions for different ways to tweak and turn the preceding recipe to give it another twist or flavor. Variations can help you make a dish even though you are missing an ingredient, and they can also help you develop a more flexible way of viewing recipes in general.

            And for you vegetarians out there, we put a little tomato icon next to the vegetarian recipes in the “Recipes in This Chapter” list that begins each chapter. That way, if you’re looking just for veggie dishes, you can simply scan for the tomato icon and then flip right to the recipes that you want.

         

      

      

   
      
         Part I

         Getting the  Juices Flowing

         

         
            [image: CN001-molcajete-5169-8]
         

         

         In this part . . .

         
            You don’t have to read this book from beginning to end (but, of course, we’d be thrilled if you did). 			However, if you’ve never cooked Mexican food before, we suggest that you stroll through this part of the book before moving on to the recipes. Doing so will give you a basic introduction to Mexican cooking, the ingredients and tools used in the Mexican kitchen, and a few basic techniques that you’ll need along the way.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 1

         Understanding Mexican Cooking

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Debunking common Mexican food myths

            [image: bullet]	Getting a taste for Mexican cooking

         

         
            E xperiencing pasta overload? Burnt out on grilled chicken breasts and left cold by one more turkey burger? Ready to take a culinary adventure full of sizzle and spunk, exciting seasonings, terrific party foods, and world-class cocktails? Open your heart, mind, and kitchen to Mexican food, and your guests and family will thank you a thousand times.

         Forget about those cheesy restaurant combination platters of yesterday, with their heaping portions of rice, beans, and fried foods. Our style of Mexican cooking is much lighter than that, and it can be as hot and spicy as you like. Big flavors, inexpensive ingredients, ease of preparation, and casual presentation are what our kind of Mexican cooking is all about.

         The recipes in this book include a range of dishes—a whole fish marinated in citrus juices and spice and tossed on the grill, succulent pork and chile tamales, bracing raw and cooked fish cocktails, big soups and stews brimming with chunks of fresh vegetables and lime juice, and enough interesting new salads to please the vegetarians and light eaters in the house. And don’t worry about our choices for dessert—they’re luscious.

         Before you begin your journey into Mexican cooking, we want to tell you a couple of things to get you started out right, including blasting a few myths about Mexican cooking and giving you a few hints about how to approach this great cuisine.

         
            Dispelling Mexican Cooking Myths

            Although it’s one of the world’s most beloved cuisines, Mexican food has been severely misunderstood and sloppily translated north of the border. Here are a few myths you can toss aside once you start cooking with us.

            
               Myth #1: Mexican food is too spicy

               To think of Mexican food as merely hot and spicy is to oversimplify a much more complicated set of sensations. The great traditional foods of Mexico, like moles and posoles, are a complex blend of savory and earthy flavors, with chopped condiments and spicy salsas generally served on the side to use as a seasoning and for textural contrast. 

               For some reason, perhaps because it was a hot concept that could be easily communicated, spiciness became the defining characteristic of all things Mexican in the United States. It just ain’t so.

            

            
               Seeking out great tastes in Mexico

               You may be lucky enough to travel to Mexico and experience the great flavors of the country firsthand. If so, then we have a few tips to help you find wonderful, authentic foods.

               Tourism plays such a large part in the Mexican economy that certain places have been developed specifically to make tourists feel at home, or not quite in Mexico. Destinations like Acapulco, Puerto Vallarta, Baja, Cancun, and Cozumel may be great for kicking back and sipping margaritas by the pool, but if it’s a culinary adventure you’re after, you’re unlikely to find it in those sanitized, prepackaged locales. Twenty minutes outside of town, however, it’s another story. 

               The best way to sniff out real regional foods is to visit the main marketplace, usually located near the center of town, or zocalo (ZOH-ka-low). Inside the market, and along the streets surrounding it, you can find vendors at stands, pushing carts, or stationed on blankets on the street, who sell the very best, homemade regional specialties. The cart may be tattered and worn, but as long as it looks clean, we don’t hesitate to order up whatever may be offered. Chances are it’s delicious.

               For scrumptious street snacking, you can’t go wrong with roasted corn slathered with mayonnaise, lime juice, and cayenne; cold mango on a stick; any fruit juice or liquado (see Chapter 4); salted tamarind seeds; garbanzos roasted in the shell; and beautifully sliced and seasoned fruit.

               We recommend A Cook’s Tour of Mexico, by Nancy Zaslavsky, published by St. Martin’s Press, to the seriously food-possessed. This Angeleno has traveled extensively over a 20-year period to complete her research. She can tell you where to go in each region for the best marketplaces, vendors, snack stands, and informal restaurants for a truly authentic dining experience when travelling in Mexico.

               Our favorite regions for authentic food are the southern state of Oaxaca, with its ancient mole recipes and active Zapotec culture, and the Yucatán, along the Caribbean coast, with its super citrus-marinated seafood and lightly grilled foods.

               Mexico City is a great, sophisticated city for eating. We like to avoid the big-deal, upscale restaurants that lean toward the quasi-Continental in favor of authentic street stands that cater to the locals. Here’s a trio of favorites:

               	[image: bullet]	For breakfast: El Jarocho, Tapachula #94, Esq. Manzanillo, Col. Roma

               	[image: bullet]	For tortas: La Castellana, Revolucion #1309

               	[image: bullet]	For quesadillas: Los Panchos, Tolstoi #9, Col. Anzures

            

            
               Myth #2: Mexican food is too heavy

               Old-fashioned Mexican-American restaurant food is heavy. Real Mexican food and the modern updates we favor feature lots of fresh fruits and vegetables, herb garnishes, fresh chopped salsas, rice, beans, tortillas, and a small serving of meat or chicken. Modern Mexican cuisine is light and healthful, with a large dose of flavor.

               All that sour cream and melted cheese associated with Mexican food is actually an American restaurant innovation. Typical corn and tortilla snacks, such as enchiladas, tacos, and quesadillas, are meant to be delicate, nutrient-dense morsels, not the leaden doorstops they can be in the United States. Think back to the big, heavy platters of meatballs and spaghetti of the 1950s that have become the refined vegetable pastas of today and you can see the direction Mexican food is taking.

            

            
               Myth #3: Mexican food is hard to cook

               It’s ironic that such a rustic, family style of cooking is intimidating to American home cooks. For many, it remains a food to go out to restaurants for, rather than something to cook themselves. One reason may be the exacting authenticity demanded by stern cookbook authors who shall remain nameless.

               After you gain experience handling a few unfamiliar ingredients, and you start keeping them on hand, Mexican cooking should fit right into your already overflowing schedule. The Mexican food we love has its roots in the home kitchen and the market, with no fancy last-minute techniques or special equipment necessary to create great soul-satisfying dishes.

            

         

         
            Getting Started with Mexican Cooking

            Cooking a new cuisine, like speaking a new language, can be intimidating. Here are some pointers for taking those first few tentative steps.

            
               Keeping things manageable

               Start small, with familiar, accessible foods like tacos or marinated and grilled meats with salsas. (Look in Chapter 5 for salsas, Chapter 6 for tacos, and Chapter 14 for meaty recipes.) Save the 28-ingredient mole and the more technique-intensive tamales for some time down the road when you have a weekend to tool around the kitchen and linger over a pot of stew. 

            

            
               Experimenting with chiles

               Get to know one or two chiles well — serranos and poblanos are a good place to start. After you feel comfortable with your “starter chiles,” then branch out to other, more exotic chiles. The techniques for roasting, peeling, and seeding are the same no matter what kind of chile you cook with. 

               Chapter 3 gives you all kinds of helpful hints on working with chiles. You can check the Web sites listed in Chapter 21 if you’d like to order chiles over the Internet that you can’t find in your local markets.

            

            
               Entertaining, Mexican style

               If you’re a weekend cook, increase your popularity by entertaining Mexican-style. (See Chapters 16 and 17 for specific tips on planning menus for parties and other special events.) You can’t go wrong with chips, salsas, guacamole, two or three kinds of tacos, and a pitcher full of margaritas in the house.

            

            
               Keeping your mind (and mouth)  open to new experiences

               Be daring: Taste that baby goat taco at the ethnic food stand, mix up a drink with dried hibiscus flowers, and surprise your friends with homemade tamales or salsas during the holidays. Mexican food is all about expanding your horizons and breaking out of familiar, dull food habits. Just for the fun of it!

               Remember that before you started cooking pasta every night of the week, Italian food was new and foreign. 

            

         

         
            Montezuma’s revenge: Fact or fantasy?

            Confession time. Even macho tamales with iron-clad stomachs have been known to waste precious time in the ladies room when visiting Mexico. The main reason for traveler’s diarrhea, or Montezuma’s revenge, is that the water contains a bacteria that can be foreign to your intestinal tract. There’s nothing wrong with the water per se; many people are just sensitive to this bacteria.

            To avoid embarrassing downtime, you need to be mindful of anything containing water, including iced drinks, unpeeled fruits or vegetables that may have been rinsed in the water, or raw salads. 

            Some travelers use purified water for everything, including brushing their teeth — though we’ve never been that careful. There’s really no need to go overboard cross-examining food servers. As long as you take these few precautions, you needn’t ruin your vacation by worrying about every bite you take. It’s not good for the digestion.

            The best way to counteract a rambunctious gastrointestinal tract and return to eating with a vengeance is eating a diet of plain white rice, horchata (a rice beverage), and ginger ale until the storm passes.

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 2

         Ingredients for Mexican Cooking 

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Stocking the pantry for everyday cooking

            [image: bullet]	Demystifying the almighty chile

         

         
            M exican cooking doesn’t call for a wide array of esoteric ingredients. In Mexican cooking, you use common fruits and vegetables like chiles and tomatoes, easy-to-find cuts of meat, inexpensive cooking oils and vinegars, and a few seeds and spices. The secret to successful Mexican cooking lies in the care and time you take transforming these simple ingredients into exotic dishes. To us, the end result of working with the ingredients of the Mexican kitchen is always magic.

         
            Fruits and Vegetables

            Fresh fruits and vegetables are an integral part of everyday eating in Mexico. Tropical fruits like mango, pineapple, guava, and watermelon — beautifully sliced and seasoned — are sold on the street as snacks and pureed into mouthwatering drinks at juice stands all over Mexico. 

            And vegetables are not some sad little afterthoughts that appear alongside a big serving of meat. They’re sliced, diced, and pureed into sauces, stews, and garnishes that make any vegetarian smile. Along with fruits, vegetables such as cucumbers and jícama are also eaten as snacks throughout the day.

            
               Avocado

               Pebbly-skinned greenish brown Hass (rhymes with pass) avocados are our first choice for Mexican cooking (see Figure 2-1). Their rich, nutty flesh strikes the perfect balance with fiery Mexican foods, and this avocado is  irreplaceable for guacamole, salads, sandwiches, tacos, and soups. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-1: The best avocados for Mexican cooking.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-1: The best avocados for Mexican cooking.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               Our second favorite type, if you can’t find high-quality Hass avocados, is the leaner, smooth-skinned Fuerte. Its flesh is more watery and the seed bigger than the Hass.

               When shopping for avocados, remember that this is one fruit that shouldn’t be judged by its cover. The condition of the skin is not necessarily an indication of what lies within. Sometimes scaly, blemished skin can cover the most luxurious flesh.

               For judging ripeness, we rely on the squeeze test. If the flesh has a little give when you press it with a finger, you should plan on using the avocado within a day. However, if it puts up no resistance and squishes beneath your thumb, you should put it back. The flesh inside is probably already turning brown and losing its flavor. 

               Rock hard fruit takes about a week to ripen. To ripen avocados, store them in a sealed brown bag on the counter for about a week. An apple placed in the bag speeds up the process.

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	To remove the pit from an avocado and extract the meat, just follow these steps (see Figure 2-2):

               
                  
                     	1.	Cut the avocado in half lengthwise and pull the halves apart. 

                  
                     	2.	Place the half with the pit in it on a counter and hit the pit with the sharp edge of a heavy knife until it plunges in. 

                  
                     	3.	Twist the blade to remove the pit. 

                  
                     	4.	Scoop out the meat with a spoon.

               

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-2: Pitting and extracting the meat from an  avocado.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-2: Pitting and extracting the meat from an avocado.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               After you cut an avocado, the flesh spoils quickly. To slow down the aging process, you can sprinkle the flesh with lemon or lime juice or cover the avocado skin-tight with plastic wrap and store the fruit in the fridge.

            

            
               Let’s hear it for avocados! 

               According to the California Avocado Commission, this fabulous fruit has been unfairly maligned by the fat police. Avocados contain neither cholesterol nor sodium. They are nutrient-dense, con- taining Vitamins C, E, and B6, as well as high ratios of potassium and mono-unsaturated fat — that’s the good kind of fat that protects your heart. One avocado contains about 275 calories (high for a fruit)—that could be where its bad reputation got started.

            

            
               Banana leaves

               Large, green banana leaves are available all year-round in the freezer section of Latin American markets. They’re popular in the southern and Gulf coast states for wrapping fish, tamales (see Chapter 7), pork, and chicken. In addition to keeping foods moist, these fragrant green leaves impart a delicious fruity flavor of their own. They can also be used to line and cover pans for roasting meats.

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	To soften banana leaves for folding, use a knife to trim out and discard the tough stalk in the center. Then pass the leaf over a low gas or electric burner less than a minute until it becomes pliable. Because the leaves are huge, trim them into 9-inch squares for wrapping. Unused leaves can be tightly wrapped and stored in the freezer for several months.

               If you can’t find banana leaves, a good substitute is briefly blanched collard greens. As with banana leaves, trim and discard any tough stems so that the leaves are pliable.

            

            
               Cactus paddles

               The type of cactus most often eaten in Mexico is the prickly pear, the one traditionally pictured in movies about the Old West. Cooks in Mexico simply go into their front or backyards and cut off the tender, young paddles, no larger than about 6 by 8 inches, of the cactus as needed, just as you might harvest an herb or vegetable.

               Look for cactus paddles, or nopales (noh-PAHl-es), also from the prickly pear, at farmers markets or ethnic grocers. They’re usually sold already cleaned (with their needles removed), in plastic bags (see Figure 2-3). The best, freshest paddles are bright green and firm and reverberate when flicked with a finger.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-3: Cleaned cactus  paddles.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-3: Cleaned cactus paddles.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	You may have to buy your cactus paddles au naturel and clean them yourself. The best way to remove the needles is to shave across the paddle with a sharp paring knife. Store the cleaned paddles in plastic bags in the vegetable bin of the refrigerator. 

               Our favorite way to cook ’em is grilled, as we describe in the recipe for Cactus Tacos in Chapter 6. Boiling, which some cookbooks recommend, enhances their okra-like quality, but we don’t recommend it. If you wish to try it anyway, simply bring a large pot of salted water to a boil and blanch the paddles as you would any green vegetable to soften slightly, about 3 minutes.

            

            
               Chayote

               This pale green, pear-shaped squash was one of the principal foods of the Aztec and Mayan people of Central America. We admire the bland little vegetable for its versatility, ease of preparation, and low cost. Also known as the mirliton in Louisiana, the chayote mixes the mild taste of zucchini with the firmer texture of a kohlrabi. Chayote is low in calories and an excellent source of potassium.

               You can use chayote in any recipe calling for a summer squash such as zucchini, and everything, including the large seed in the center, is edible. You can also eat it raw in salads. 

               Look for chayote in Latin and Asian markets year-round. Choose small, unblemished squashes and store them in the vegetable bin of the refrigerator as long as a month.

            

            
               Corn husks

               Dried corn husks (see Figure 2-4) are sold in packages at the supermarket year-round. They are the traditional wrapper for tamales (see Chapter 7),  but you can use them to wrap other foods for steaming or grilling: Achiote-marinated fish strips for the steamer or slices of lime-marinated pork loin for the grill are two mouthwatering examples. Corn husks protect tender foods as they cook, while infusing them with corn essence.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-4: Corn husks infuse food with corn flavor.
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               One package of husks is usually enough to wrap about 1 dozen tamales. Store dry husks in an airtight package in the pantry as long as a year. 

               Dried husks should always be soaked in hot water before using — you’ll need to soak them for at least 2 hours. Choose the largest pieces for wrapping and shred thin strings from the edges for tying tamale packages closed. (See Chapter 7 for more information on how to wrap tamales using corn husks.)

            

            
               Jícama

               Jícama (see Figure 2-5) is one root vegetable it pays to know. This plain, round, brown-skinned root yields crisp, white flesh that’s terrific for adding sparkle to salads and raw vegetable platters. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-5: Jícama is one  versatile vegetable.
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               Like water chestnuts in Chinese cooking, jícama is primarily a texture food. In Mexico, jícama is cut into sticks, sprinkled with salt, cayenne, and lime juice, and sold on the street as a snack. Because its flavor is rather bland (it’s mildly sweet like a water chestnut), it always needs at least some salt and lemon or lime to perk it up.

               Look for jícama in the produce section of the supermarket. Always remove the fibrous brown skin with a knife and, once cut, cover the flesh with plastic wrap to avoid drying. You can store jícama in the vegetable bin of the refrigerator for a few days.

               

               
                  [image: MarySueSays]
               

               	As a mom, I rate jícama as one of my all-time favorite summer snacks. During the summer, I cut it into sticks (like carrots), sprinkle the sticks with salt and lime juice, and just leave them out on the counter for healthful nibbles. The kids don’t even know they’re eating vegetables.

            

            
               Mexico’s gifts to world cuisine

               When Columbus and Cortez returned to Europe after their travels in the 15th century, they brought from Mexico several ingredients that changed the way the world eats. Chocolate, corn, tomatoes, and chiles were all being raised for agricultural purposes when the explorers arrived. In turn, the Spanish brought beef, pork, lamb, and dairy products to Mexico. Typical pre-Hispanic sources of protein were turkey, duck, dog, bee, and the cochineal insect, used today as a source of red dye.

            

            
               Lime

               Mexican cooks use the yellow-skinned key lime, or limón as it is called there, and the taste is sweeter than the limes typically eaten elsewhere. The lime is used in Mexico for marinating fish and chicken, perking up salsas, garnishing soups, and balancing margaritas, among other uses.

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	If you can’t find key limes in your local supermarket, you can create a similar taste at home. Just mix half lemon juice and half lime juice any time a recipe calls for lime juice to get closer to the true Mexican flavor. 

               In the United States, the green Persian lime is the most widely available lime. Persian limes can be disappointingly hard, juiceless, and expensive to boot. Choose them wisely: Look for small, soft, thin-skinned fruit, with a yellowish tint in the supermarket or farmers market. 

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	Store limes in a bowl or basket on the countertop. Don’t put them in the refrigerator—they go bad faster in there!

               We prefer to juice limes by hand (see Figure 2-6). Roll them on the counter first, bearing down to break up the juice sacs. Then cut the lime in half across its width and, holding a half in one hand, plunge the tines of a fork into the pulp. Twist the fork to loosen the juice and pour into a bowl. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-6: Juicing a lime.
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               If juicing a quantity of limes in advance, you can store the juice in a sealed jar in the refrigerator up to 2 days. Or, if your quantity is really large, transfer the juice to freezer bags and freeze it. For smaller portions, freeze the juice in ice cube trays. You never want to be caught without lime juice.

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	For an extra-concentrated pop of lime flavor in rich stews and soups, try using diced pulp rather than the juice and zest. Using a serrated blade, first remove all of the zest and the white pith beneath it. Then dice the pulp and add it toward the end of your recipe’s cooking time.

               

               
                  [image: MarySueSays]
               

               	I know it can be tempting in the rush to get the meal on the table to substitute bottled lime or lemon juice for fresh citrus juice, but don’t! There is such a difference in taste between that chemical cocktail sold in bottles and the real thing. I suggest making something else, or substituting another acid (like vinegar) rather than using the bottled product. 

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	For neat little lime wedges, as they are cut in Mexico, first trim off the ends of the lime with a sharp paring knife. Then cut the lime in half crosswise. Laying each half on the counter, cut side down, cut in half and half again.

            

            
               Plantains

               These large, thick, cooking bananas (see Figure 2-7) are a staple food in the Caribbean, where they’re fried, mashed, boiled, simmered, pureed, and baked into soups, stews, breads, and side dishes. Though classified as a fruit, like the banana, plantains are used more as a starchy root vegetable like a yam by Caribbean cooks, including those of Mexico’s Yucatán peninsula.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-7: The many faces of the plantain.
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               The trick to handling plantains is knowing their stages of ripeness. Their color ranges from green when picked to black when thoroughly ripe, and though you can cook them at every stage, they only turn sweet when their skin has entirely blackened, and their starch has turned to sugar. A cooked green plantain more closely resembles a potato than a banana.

               If you plan to enjoy them sweet, purchase plantains that are yellow to black rather than entirely green because green fruit may be difficult to ripen. To speed up the ripening process, store fruit wrapped in newspapers or a brown paper bag out of sunlight, and add an apple if you wish to speed up the ripening process. 

               Look for plantains in the supermarket or Latin markets. Turn to Chapter 10 for terrific Fried Plantains.

            

            
               Tomatillos

               These small, pale green fruits (see Figure 2-8) are the key to most green salsas. Though they resemble green tomatoes when out of the husk, tomatillos are acidic, pale-green members of the Cape Gooseberry family, and bear no relation to tomatoes.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-8: The tomatillo, no real relation to the tomato.
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               Look for tomatillos that are small, not rock hard, and still in the husk in the supermarket produce section. Store tomatillos, in the husk, in the vegetable bin of the refrigerator. When you are ready to use them, just pull off the papery husks with your fingers and rinse off the fruit’s naturally sticky coating with cold water.

               Our favorite way to eat tomatillos is raw or very briefly cooked in order to retain their crunch and spunky bright flavor. Try them chopped in place of the tomatoes in a Fresh Salsa (Chapter 5) or diced and marinated in some lime juice and olive oil and spooned over raw oysters.

            

         

         
            Chiles 101

            Though chile peppers are enjoyed all over the world (China, Thailand, India, and Korea are big chile-growing and -eating countries), no other country matches Mexico’s passion for peppers. Mexican farmers grow over 140 varieties, and Mexican cooks are legendary for their skilled appreciation of every facet (not just the heat) of this complex vegetable that’s technically a fruit.

            Chiles have been misunderstood as an ingredient, perhaps because of their striking heat. If you stop to appreciate chiles, you’ll start to notice a wide range of exotic flavors. From snappy, sparkly jalapeños to smoky chipotles and earthy poblanos, chiles are a light, healthful way to bring a wide range of strong, new flavors to your cooking. Just start with a little at a time, find out what you like, and don’t let all the macho hype about the heat deter you.

            

            
               [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
            

            	If you’re totally new to chiles and you’re the type who likes to dip a toe in the water before diving in, start out gently. Try adding a dried pepper or two to a pot of your favorite soup or stew and let it steep until it plumps up. Then remove the chile before serving. The flavor of the chile will infuse the broth, but no one will be scorched by a mouthful of heat.

            
               Don’t let the heat drive you out of the kitchen

               We know this seems a little scary, but we always recommend tasting a small slice of a fresh chile before you begin cooking with one. Just as the sweetness and texture of an apple can vary enormously from batch to batch, the same type of chile can run the gamut from mild to incendiary depending on growing and storage conditions. Make the bite teensy-weensy, don’t eat the seeds, and keep a tortilla nearby for any cough attacks.

               The main idea to keep in mind when you let chiles into your life is that the heat is carried mostly in the seeds and veins inside the fruit. To pump up the heat, use more chiles and include the seeds. To maximize the heat of those fiery little seeds, chop them to release their oils. For great chile flavor without so much heat, simply remove and discard the seeds and veins and use only the flesh. 

            

            
               Shopping for chiles

               The names of chiles aren’t consistent all over the United States, so study the chart in this section and judge chiles by their appearance and taste, not only their name. 

               A general rule for predicting the flavor and heat of a chile is the smaller the chile, the hotter the heat. Red indicates a ripe, and probably sweeter, chile than green. Cutting off and tasting a tiny piece of a slice of fresh chile is really the best way to predict its heat and flavor when cooked.

               When purchasing fresh chiles, look for bright, smooth, shiny skin and buy about a week’s supply. Store the chiles in the vegetable bin of the refrigerator and rinse them before using. 

               Dried chiles should be fragrant and flexible enough to bend without breaking. Look for unbroken chiles that are not too dusty. (Because chiles are dried outdoors, they can become dirty and dusty and need to be wiped off before cooking.) Store dried chiles in airtight bags in the freezer and let them soften a minute or two at room temperature before using. (See “Plumping up dried chiles” later in this section for more information.)

            

            
               Handling fresh chiles

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	After chopping or otherwise handling chiles, you want to be mindful of the other surfaces that have come in contact with cut chiles. The hot oils from the cut chiles will spread like, you guessed it, wildfire. 

               Immediately after handling chiles, wash off your cutting boards, knives, and hands with hot, soapy water. Be careful not to touch your face or eyes before hand washing because chile oil in the eye is not fun. 

               Some cooks like to wear gloves when handling chiles, and some cooks coat their hands with a layer of cooking oil to protect them. Just wash with soap and water to remove the oil.

            

            
               Plumping up dried chiles

               Dried chiles are often rehydrated by taking a long soak in hot water or stock before joining the dish. Softening a not-too-hard chile takes about 20 minutes. 

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	Read the recipe all the way through before tossing out the soaking liquid because this chile-infused liquid is often called for later in the recipe. 

               Dried chiles have a whole other texture and taste, and should not be used as a substitute for fresh chiles. Just like fresh chiles, they can be toasted to improve flavor (see Chapter 3) and seeds can be removed to reduce heat.

            

            
               Types of chiles

               In our cooking, we rely on the nine types of chiles described in this section and shown in Figure 2-9.

                           
               Taming the heat

               The immediate antidote to a mouth on fire is a milk product like ice cream or yogurt that coats and soothes. Cold drinks like water or beer only spread the sensation down your throat and actually increase the uncomfortable feeling.

               The best solution is to taste while you’re cooking and try to correct foods that are too spicy before you serve them. Frequently, a dish tastes overwhelmingly spicy because the spice hasn’t been brought into balance with other flavors. You can counteract the heat by adding more salt or acid. Or, if it’s still too spicy, serve the spicy dish with plenty of bland rice, beans, tortillas, or potatoes as accompaniments.

               The best plan, however, is to make a dish moderately spicy and serve it with an extra spicy salsa so that guests can add spiciness to taste at the table. That way you can please all the palates at the table while gently introducing them to the joys of chile.

            

               
                  Ancho

                  Anchos are the dried version of our favorite green pepper, the poblano. This wrinkled red-brown, wide-shouldered chile has a mellow, sweet flavor, similar to a bell pepper, with just a touch of heat. We like to add it, julienned, to sauces for its chewy texture or pureed at the beginning of a sauce to add body and pure pepper flavor.

                  
                     
                        
                           
                              	
                                 
                                    Figure 2-9: Consult this chile chart when shopping for chiles.
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                  The healthy chile

                  In 1937 the Nobel prize was awarded to Albert Szent-Gyorgyi for isolating vitamin C, which he happened to discover while experimenting with his Hungarian wife’s chile pepper plant. Since then, we’ve come to recognize how great the pepper’s health-giving properties are. It’s the plant highest in vitamin A; it is a good source of potassium, folic acid, and vitamins E and C; and it is incomparable for clearing sinuses. Chemical capsaicin, the element that gives chiles their heat, is the ingredient in commercial cold medications that makes people cough to break up congestion.

               

               
                  Chile de arbol

                  Arbols, also known as dried red chiles, are the papery thin, long, dried chiles sold by the bag in the supermarket. Used extensively in Chinese and Mexican cooking (they put the pow in Kung Pau chicken), these inexpensive little peppers pack a powerful punch of heat, especially after they’re chopped and cooked. To tame their heat, you can add them whole to stews and soups and remove them before serving.

               

               
                  Chile negro or dried pasilla

                  This long, narrow, dark brown chile is a dried chilaca chile. Similar in flavor to the more popular ancho, pasillas are often used in combination with other dried chiles in traditional moles. Look for them via mail order or in ethnic markets.

               

               
                  Chipotle

                  Chipotles, or dried, smoked, red jalapeños, are one of those life-changing ingredients. Once we tasted chipotle salsa, on our first tasting expedition to Mexico back in 1984, we never looked back. We’ve been using these wrinkled, reddish-brown chiles to add a mysterious, smoky, sweet flavor to everything from salad dressings to grilled chicken and salsas ever since.

                  If you can’t find dried chipotles at the market, try ordering them mail order from one of the specialty suppliers mentioned in Chapter 21.

                  Though usable as a substitute, canned chipotles en adobo (dried chiles packed in a sweet, sour, spicy sauce) are quite different. They’re actually hotter and their texture is softer. If you use chipotles en adobo, wipe them off to remove excess sauce and reduce by half the quantity called for in the recipe. 

               

               
                  Roots of the chile plant

                  The chile plant originated in what is now Bolivia or Peru about 7000 B.C. The tiny, pungent red fruit was widely cultivated by native people all over Central, South, and southwestern North America who used it for cooking, healing, and trading. It was considered a valuable enough commodity to be included at burial sites.

                  When Columbus “discovered” the chile pepper in 1492 he didn’t realize what he had found. He thought he had found the prized black pepper plant and so named the plant “pepper.” But when the seeds were planted, back in Europe, brand new fleshy green and red chiles emerged. Europeans were impressed by how easily the plants grew and their pungent flavor. Even if they didn’t know exactly what to do with them, chiles fascinated cooks from the start.

                  As the Spanish and Portuguese explorers continued to chart the new world’s trade routes, they sprinkled chile seeds in their wake. Africa, India, China, Southeast Asia, and the East Indies continue to be major chile producers and users. Today 25 percent of the world’s population eats chiles on a daily basis.

               

               
                  Habañero

                  This is one little pepper that lives up to its reputation. It’s pure heat. Along with the Scotch Bonnet, the habañero is considered the world’s hottest chile.

                  These small, lantern-shaped (usually) peppers are most often used in the Yucatán. You can shop for them at Latin and farmers markets where their color can range from dark green to orange and even red. We prefer the taste of fresh rather than dried habañeros and recommend substituting a larger quantity of serranos (seeds and all) in a pinch.

               

               
                  Cooking with our favorite chile

                  We hate to pick favorites, especially among chile peppers, but if we had to choose one chile that we could not live without it would have to be the little brown chipotle. Its meaty, smoky flavor is so distinctive that we always recommend it to our vegetarian friends who still crave bacon. Chipotles are that luscious.

                  Susan’s favorite quick salsa features chipotles. First she soaks them in simmering red wine vinegar for 15 minutes to plump them up. Then she chops the chiles and combines them with olive oil and chopped green onions. Tossed with strips of beef, this combination is fantastic!

                  Another diehard chipotle-lover’s trick is to reconstitute them first in vinegar. Then carefully split the chiles open, remove the seeds, and stuff them with cheese. Batter and fry the chiles like Chiles Rellenos (see Chapter 7) for a real treat.

                  If you’re still not convinced, try the variation  on Fiesta Bean Salad in Chapter 9. If that dish doesn’t sell you, you may be immune to this smoky little chile’s charms.

               

               
                  It’s hot no matter how you spell it

                  We’re not sure who makes these rules, but as far as we can tell, the word chile refers to the pepper plant, chili refers to the traditional meat and bean dish from Texas, and chilli is the Nahuatl, or Mexican Indian spelling. The plant Columbus brought back from his journeys was called aji by the native people and got renamed Calcutta Pepper by a German botanist because  folks still thought Columbus may have found India.

               

               
                  Jalapeño, red and green

                  The jalapeño, America’s favorite chile pepper, is a thick-fleshed, small (about 3-inch long), bright green or red pepper. With its sweet, fresh, garden flavor and medium heat, this versatile pepper is great for garnishing just about anything. 

                  In Mexico, we’ve even seen jalapeños eaten as an accompaniment to rich stews and tacos. In fact, at the Border Grill staff meals, a bowl of fresh jalapeños is always nearby. They’re easy to find at the market, but you can substitute serranos if you prefer. 

                  Canned jalapeños are not a good substitute for fresh peppers because their taste and texture are quite different.

               

               
                  Morita

                  These small, brown, dried chiles look like thin chipotles but are less smoky with a spicier taste. They are a variety of dried, smoked jalapeño. Use fewer moritas to replace chipotles in a recipe.

               

               
                  Poblano

                  These dark green, medium-sized, thick-fleshed chiles are our favorite fresh green peppers for cooking. We feature them in soups, sauces, and chilis, and they are always our first choice for stuffing because of their wide shoulders, thick skin, and smoldering flesh. They are superb as rajas (roasted pepper strips) because of their meatiness. 

                  Sometimes mislabeled pasilla in the West, look for smooth-skinned poblano chiles with nice wide shoulders for stuffing. Less spicy, skinnier Anaheims can be substituted for stuffing, but poblanos should be easy to find in a well-stocked supermarket.

               

               
                  Serrano

                  Small, thin serranos are similar to jalapeños but pack a little more punch. We mostly use the green variety (the reds are a bit sweeter) in salsas and as a raw garnish in salads and soups. They’re easy to find at the supermarket, and you can use them interchangeably with jalapeños.

               

            

         

         
            Herbs

            If the variety of herbs on the market makes you feel insecure, you can relax. The Mexican kitchen uses the same three herbs over and over again: cilantro, oregano (fresh and dried), and epazote. If you start cooking Mexican often, you may want to buy a few of these easy-to-grow plants for the garden and save last-minute shopping trips.

            
               Cilantro

               Cilantro (see Figure 2-10) is one of those ingredients that arouses emotions. People either love it or hate it, and it’s not easy to change a hater’s taste. Still, we do recommend that you give this unique flavor a few chances if you don’t immediately care for it. It just might grow on you. 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-10: Give cilantro a try.
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               On the other hand, if the thought of a cilantro leaf passing your lips still makes you quiver after a few tastes, please don’t give up on Mexican (or Thai or Chinese) food. Simply replace it with flat leaf parsley or an herb that you love and, if anybody asks, tell them two highly trained chefs gave you permission.

               Cilantro, also known as Chinese parsley or fresh coriander, was brought to Mexico by the Spanish. It is primarily used fresh in salsas and as a garnish, but is also cooked into green moles, sauces, and stews. Look for it in the supermarket produce section and store the bunch, loosely covered with a plastic bag, stems down, in a glass of water in the refrigerator. 

               

               
                  [image: ToqueTip(Cook)]
               

               	If the roots are still attached, leave them on. In Thai cuisine, even the roots are eaten, and even if you don’t eat them, they help the plant stay fresh longer. 

               Because cilantro is so delicate, it’s best not to chop it in advance. Likewise, don’t stress about removing the thin stems; they’re entirely edible. Dried cilantro should never be used to replace fresh. This is one herb that doesn’t dry well.

            

            
               Epazote

               Stronger-tasting than most herbs, epazote (see Figure 2-11) grows like the weed that it is all over North America. It’s difficult to find in the supermarket (though you’re liable to find it in the weeds growing alongside the highway in Los Angeles), but you can easily grow it from seed in the garden or a pot. We’ve tried the dried variety and do not recommend it because it’s virtually flavorless.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-11: Epazote, a very flavorful weed.
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               The flavor of fresh epazote is so dominant that it should be used alone, not in combination with other herbs, when flavoring a dish. In Mexico, it’s often used to complement mushrooms, black beans, squash, and even quesadillas.

               When cooking with epazote, always trim off the tough stem.

            

            
               Oregano

               Oregano, familiar from Italian-American cooking, is the most popular herb in the Mexican kitchen. Thirteen varieties of this small, soft, green-leafed plant grow in Mexico. Look for it in the supermarket produce section and always remove the leaves from the tough stems.

               Mexican cooks also use dried oregano. You can purchase cellophane bags of Mexican dried oregano, containing larger pieces of leaves and stems, and crumble the large pieces by hand before adding or just use common dried oregano. We sometimes add a smoky edge by toasting the dried herb first in a dry skillet over low heat.

            

         

         
            The Spice Shelf

            The Mexican spice shelf is reassuringly short: cumin for savor and cinnamon for sweetness. The magic lies in how these spices are combined with chiles, salt, pepper, assorted seeds, and other flavorings to make this simple soul-satisfying cuisine.

            
               Cumin

               If we had to pick the one fragrance that instantly identifies Mexican food, it would be cumin. We recommend using it liberally in your Mexican cooking, combined with cinnamon, nutmeg, cayenne, and arbol chiles for a sweet spicy kick, or combined with onion, garlic, ground ancho, paprika, and cayenne for a full, earthy, chile flavor.

               Use it ground, if you want its flavor to pervade the dish, and always develop the flavor by cooking it first in fat. Use about 1 teaspoon of whatever fat is in the dish to each teaspoon of spice. If it’s just dropped into a bubbling soup or stew, the flavor never goes as deep. Use cumin seeds whole when you’re looking for an assertive pop of flavor when you take a bite.

               As with all dried spices, you can purchase cumin in small enough quantities to last on your shelf no longer than six months. Store out of sunlight and check expiration dates in the store before purchasing. You’re likely to find fresher cumin in an Indian or Mexican market where cooks purchase it a lot.

            

            
               Cinnamon

               Cinnamon (see Figure 2-12), known as canela in Spanish, is used in the Mexican kitchen to flavor both savories and sweets. The thin, papery, brown bark known as Mexican cinnamon has a rougher edge and is less expensive than the tightly wound variety commonly found in the supermarket. Look for the Mexican variety (actually from Sri Lanka), packed in hanging cellophane bags, in the ethnic section of the market. Use the bark to infuse drinks, stews, moles, and sauces and then discard it. Ground cinnamon can always be used in its place.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-12: Sweet  cinnamon sticks.

                           
                           	
                              [image: Figure 2-12: Sweet cinnamon sticks.]
                           
                        

                     
                  

               

               Store cinnamon in airtight containers away from the sun and replenish after about six months because the bark dries out.

            

         

         
            Nuts, Seeds, and Seasoning Pastes

            Nuts and seeds are much more than a snack food or dessert ingredient in the Mexican kitchen. Since pre-Columbian times, peanuts, pecans, and pumpkin seeds have been used to thicken sauces and moles. And the Spanish influence can be seen in the use of almonds and walnuts in rich ground-nut sauces and stuffings. Nut- and seed-based sauces come under the general heading of pipians, of which Green Pumpkin Seeds Mole in Chapter 11 is one.

            
               Annatto seed and achiote paste

               These tiny, rock hard, brick red seeds from the South American annatto tree give Mexican food its characteristic orange tint (see Figure 2-13). 

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-13: Annatto seeds in their simple splendor.
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               The seeds alone have a slightly musky flavor but when ground and combined with garlic, oregano, cumin, cinnamon, pepper, and cloves they make fragrant achiote paste, a seasoning mixture popular in the Yucatán for marinades and sauces. To sample the flavor firsthand, try Cochinita Pibil from Chapter 14 and Grilled Red Snapper Tikin-Chik from Chapter 16.

               Annatto seed, available in ethnic markets and by mail order, is used by American food producers to add an orange tint to butter and cheddar cheese. You can use the seeds to flavor an oil by simply heating them in the oil and then straining out the seeds, or you can grind them in a coffee or spice grinder and use them to color masa for tamales. Annatto or achiote should always be cooked in fat to remove any chalkiness.

               Achiote paste, sold in bricks in Mexican markets, is an easy-to-use spice rub for fish and meats. When the paste is thinned with vinegar or citrus juices, the spices develop a wonderful tropical fruitiness. Achiote paste can be kept, well wrapped, in the refrigerator for a long time.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	Be sure to wash off any utensils or cutting boards that come into contact with annatto or achiote right away. There’s a reason this is an industrial-strength dye. A little goes a long way.

            

            
               Tamarind seeds and paste

               Tamarind is a leathery, dried brown seed pod that produces a deliciously sticky, sweet-sour paste when cooked (see Figure 2-14). One of the key ingredients in Worcestershire sauce, it is popular in Indian, Mexican, Indonesian, and Thai cuisines as a tart balance to fatty foods. It is available in brick as well as pod form in ethnic markets.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-14: Tamarind pods in their natural state.
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               To reconstitute dried tamarind pods, first remove the hard outer pods by hand and discard the pods. Place the fruit in a pan, generously cover with water, and cook at a boil about 15 minutes, until soft. Strain before using. The finished paste should be the consistency of ketchup. 

               Bricks of tamarind pulp should be soaked in hot water to soften about 30 minutes and then pressed through a strainer to separate any solids from the thick puree.

               A good substitute for tamarind paste is pureed, dried apricots, enhanced with some lemon juice.

            

            
               Coconut

               Coconuts are available year-round in the supermarket. The best ones feel heavy in your hand and sound full of liquid when shaken. If the eyes are soft and the coconut smells spoiled when you sniff it, chances are that it’s rotten inside.

               In some Latin markets, coconuts are sold already husked and wrapped to go in plastic. But if you can’t get to a Latin market, here’s how to get to that sweet, white meat: Poke a hole in two or three eyes with a screwdriver or ice pick and drain the liquid. Place the coconut on a baking tray in a 350° oven for about 10 minutes, and then remove it and crack it open with a hammer on the floor (to avoid damage to your expensive kitchen counters).

               For delicious, large shards of coconut meat ready-to-go, shop for unsweetened, shaved (not shredded) coconut in health food markets. Store the coconut in plastic bags in the freezer.

            

            
               Pepitas

               Pumpkin seeds, or pepitas (see Figure 2-15), are native to Mexico and show up in sauces, salads, moles, and, of course, snack foods. The seeds sold in Mexico, often with the thin, white husks still on, have much more flavor than those sold in the United States. The thin husks are edible.

               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Figure 2-15: Give your dishes some pep with pepitas.
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               We like to purchase the long, thin green seeds raw from bulk markets and season them with Chili Mix Powder (Chapter 11) and salt, spread them on a baking sheet, and roast them in the oven until crisp. 

               Like all seeds and nuts, pepitas should be stored in airtight containers in the freezer. They need not be defrosted before using.

            

         

         
            Call us nuts

            We like to buy our nuts, seeds, spices, and beans from health markets that sell in bulk. After spending so many years in the restaurant business, we can never get used to the idea of buying tiny quantities and paying for excess packaging. Still, for our home needs, we need to be careful not to overstock. Even dried foods like spices and beans age and turn stale.

            Our general rule is to buy about a six-month supply (about 1 pound) of any nut, seed, or bean. Store all nuts and seeds in your refrigerator or freezer in well-sealed containers. For the best flavors, always toast nuts and seeds first in a 350° oven or in a dry pan, shaking constantly, for about 10 minutes.

         

         
            Beans and Starches

            These beans and starches are the simple and substantial backbones of every Mexican meal. No good Mexican cook is ever without them.

            
               Beans

               The two beans Americans most often associate with Mexican cooking are black beans and larger mottled pink pintos, but in Mexico, people enjoy a wider variety. Beans and rice are served at virtually every meal to ensure a daily dose of protein in diets that don’t depend upon a large portion of meat.

               Most important when shopping for beans is to purchase from a store that does a brisk business. There is such a thing as a bean that’s gotten too old to ever cook up soft — and it’s impossible to spot these little scoundrels before they’re cooked.
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               	If you don’t have time for all the boiling dried beans require, you can always substitute a good canned bean. A good way to enhance the flavor of canned beans is to sauté a clove or two of garlic with a chopped onion in some oil until they are soft and nearly brown. Add this to the beans with their cooking liquid and warm through.

            

            
               Tortillas

               You can’t eat Mexican food without tortillas. Would you ask a Frenchman to sit down to a meal without his baguette? Not only are tortillas the sustaining bread of the Mexican people, but they also make a darn good fork in a pinch. Just hold the tortilla in your hand and pinch the food in between for instant taco transport.

               If you do much cooking, you should stock up on large packs of 6-inch taco-sized corn tortillas (which are widely available in stores) because they are so versatile. Deep yellow corn tortillas are our favorite, but white can be good too, depending on your preference. You can use corn tortillas for making chips, enchiladas, chilaquiles, and tostadas, to name a few dishes, and they’ll keep a long time in their sealed package in the fridge. (Chapter 10 tells you how to make your own corn tortillas at home.)

               Flour tortillas, with or without lard, are also available in various sizes and packs in the supermarket. You may want to stock these tortillas if you like making burritos and quesadillas. Also, search for uncooked tortilla dough in the supermarket freezer next to the cookie dough. (Chapter 6 tells you how to make flour tortillas.)

            

            
               Masa harina

               Masa harina is flour made from corn dough that has been dried and then ground into a powder. Quaker Oats sells it in the supermarket baking section. Ordinary yellow cornmeal for making cornbread is not a good substitute.

            

         

         
            The Mexican Dairy

            Authentic Mexican cheeses can be found in most supermarkets. With the three basic cooking cheeses — panela, añejo, and manchego — or their substitutes, you have all the cheeses you ever need to cook authentic quesadillas or queso fundido, or just add a bite of richness to salads, soups, and enchiladas. Remember, as a general culinary principle, just say no to orange cheese.

            
               Añejo

               Also known as Cotija (koh-TEE-jah), for the town where it was first made, añejo (ah-NYEH-hoh) is a dry, aged cow’s milk cheese prized for its salty bite. Because it’s not a good melter, it should always be combined with another cheese in cooked dishes, but for sprinkling over beans, soups, and salads it is perfect alone. Use it as you would grated Parmesan in your Italian cooking. Either Parmesan or Romano makes a good substitute.

            

            
               Panela

               Panela, a semi-soft white cow’s milk cheese, has a delightfully fresh milky flavor. In the freshest panela, the curds are still visible, as well as the circular pattern imprinted from the basket in which the curds were set to drain. We like it diced, as a garnish for soup or posole, and in cubes in a salad because it holds its shape so well. 

               Contrary to its mozzarella-like appearance, panela is not a good melter and always needs to be teamed with a Jack-like cheese for quesadillas. We recommend dry curd farmer’s cheese, dry cottage, or dry ricotta as substitutes.

            

            
               Mexican manchego

               This inexpensive semi-soft cheese should not be confused with Spanish manchego, a stronger aged eating cheese. Soft, mild Mexican manchego is the melter in the group. You can substitute Monterey Jack cheese for manchego.

            

            
               Crema

               Mexican crema, sold in jars in the refrigerator case of the supermarket, is a soured milk product similar to buttermilk and sour cream. This salty, white drizzling cream is thinner and less sour than sour cream and used most often as a garnish or dressing. 

               We’re not big fans of commercial produced crema because of the additives. The best substitute is crème fraiche, but sour cream thinned with a bit of lime juice or buttermilk to the consistency of a creamy salad dressing will do in a pinch. Chapter 15 contains a recipe so that you can make your own crema at home.

            

            
               The cheese mix
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               	We like to use a grated mixture of one part manchego, one part panela, and one part añejo rather than one cheese in our cooked dishes. The mix results in a more complex texture and flavor. Manchego lends its texture, añejo its salt, and panela its milkiness. 

               Of course, if you can’t get your hands on all three, feel free to improvise with substitutes or use two rather than three types of cheese. The basic idea is that a variety of cheeses is always preferable to one in any melted cheese dish.

            

            
               Weird things we’ve eaten in Mexico

               Before we tantalize you with descriptions of some of the strange things we’ve tasted on our travels in Mexico, you need to understand that we eat weird things wherever we go. Our job is to travel the world and taste it, so we can bring back new ideas to keep our palates and restaurant kitchens alive and growing.

               Because so much of eating is mental, we try to enter each new eating experience with an open mind or blank slate. By erasing any negative, preconceived notions based on cultural taboos before we dive in, we’re prepared to embrace the new experience. Unless we’re being served eyeballs, that is. Then we just close our eyes and keep a big bottle of tequila nearby for instant taste memory loss.

               On our Mexican tasting trips, we’ve eaten (and enjoyed) the following: an appetizer of roasted crickets with chiles and guacamole, roasted worms, pig’s feet, tail, snout and ears, goat brains, and blood sausage — a memorable dish of sheep’s lung stuffed with blood and diced vegetables and roasted underground. Let us know if you can top that!

            

            
               Olives

               The most authentic olives for Mexican cooking are little green Manzanillas from Spain, with pits, not pimentos. They’re sold in ethnic markets and the ethnic section of the supermarket.

            

            
               Oil and vinegar for the pantry

               The olive oil we use for most of our cooking is a strong, fruity one from Spain that we discovered while visiting a restaurant kitchen in the Yucatán. Extra-virgin olive oil can be lovely for dressing salads, but we don’t find it necessary for Mexican cooking. As for vinegar, cheap red or white wine vinegar in big jugs from the supermarket is just fine. We use it all the time.

                

               The kind of ingredients it does pay to spend the time and money seeking out are those that can really dominate a dish and make a difference. The best, freshest fish from a specialty market for Tikin-Chik (see Chapter 16), a great steak for a chile-stuffed rib eye, or an expensive aged tequila for sipping after dinner is well worth the money. Those ingredients can raise the whole meal to another level of enjoyment.
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“Let me know when you've got enough
lettuce on that taco."
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“Why don't Qou start with some
guacamole and I'll finigh charring
the peppers.”
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