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During an interview I did once with a certain Baja magazine, editor-in-chief Ada Oliver and I discussed the state of Mexican food in my home country and around the world. I was excited to meet Ada, but I never expected that with one remark she would help me define the course of my culinary career. She had only one request of me (if I ever hit the big time). “Please,” she said, “tell North America that there is no yellow cheese in Mexico!”

It clicked. I thought of all the misdirected interpretations of my beloved home country’s cuisine: Cheddar cheese-stuffed quesadillas, tortilla chips drowning in neon yellow “cheez” (a.k.a. nachos), and the ubiquitous everything-but-the-kitchen-sink burritos that show up in Mexican restaurants masquerading as the real deal across the United States.

Where were the authentic, easy-to-prepare Mexican recipes that I grew up with? Where were the ceviches made with the freshest seafood? Why wasn’t anyone highlighting the exciting evolution of Mexican cuisine, as seen in dishes like Cuitlacoche Crêpes with Poblano Chile Cream? Churros are lovely but what about Mango Pockets with Cinnamon Cream or the Pastel de Tres Leches, which take canela (cinnamon) to a whole new level?

Mexican cuisine is full of brilliant fresh flavors, and I’m desperate to share them with you. In these pages, you will find recipes that represent modern Mexico, traditional Mexico, and me. They are accessible—made with ingredients you can find easily—yet very representative of Mexican food today.

Back to the yellow cheese. As Ada said, you won’t find any in Mexico! The closest is Chihuahua cheese, also known as Menonita, after the Mennonite communities who first produced it in northern Mexico. Unlike most Mexican cheeses, which are white, Chihuahua is pale yellow and varies from mild to sharp, just like Cheddar. But let me be clear—it’s not Cheddar, nor is it bright yellow. Don’t get me wrong—I love Cheddar cheese, and chimichangas, and margaritas (which we don’t actually drink all that much south of the border). But if you think that’s all there is to Mexican food, you’re missing out on so much.

It’s my nature to break stereotypes, and I’m in a good position to do it. I’m a Tijuana native. Yes, Tijuana, which is actually pronounced Tee-who-ON-na, not Tia-wanna. I’ve been crossing the San Ysidro international border, between Tijuana and San Diego, my entire life. Trust me, I’ve heard more than my share of jokes at the expense of my beloved hometown.

But how is this relevant to these recipes? Simple. Growing up in a border town, I was influenced by both Mexican and American cultures. When El Chavo del Ocho went to commercial break, I would flip through the channels and invariably land on a U.S. channel advertising “crunchy Mexican beef tacos.” I cringed every time. A crunchy beef taco may taste good, but it is not Mexican! And you probably won’t find one in a reputable Mexican cookbook.

I grew up with the real stuff: crickets, ant roe, and corn fungus—and love it I did. Now that’s not what this book is about either, but I firmly believe that you’re allowed to bend or break the rules only after you understand and respect them. And I know the rules. Complex mole was a standard weeknight dinner in my childhood home, spicy enchiladas often showed up for breakfast, and homemade salsas, sweet hibiscus tea, and tortillas were all staples.

So while the crickets were chilling in my pantry, I discovered early on that I also loved shopping (and the ingredients) at the markets in San Diego. I’m the first one to admit life is much more practical on the northern side of the border. You can find anything you want if you look hard enough. Who needs to make puff pastry or fresh pasta when you can find perfect, ready-made dough in the frozen foods section of your supermarket? So why not marry the two? Why not keep it Mexican at its roots but easy to prepare?

My food, as you will find in this book, is very much like me. It’s Mexican but influenced by other cultures. It is sophisticated in its presentation but easy to prepare. My recipes are also not the 100 percent authentic and traditional moles, pipiáns, or salsas you’ll find in cookbooks by masters like Diana Kennedy. The books written by Miss Kennedy in the 1970s were passed down to me from my grandfather and have been instrumental in my formation as a professional cook. But I don’t have time for that kind of cooking when I have to get dinner on the table for my young son.

Here you get all of the authentic flavors without the fuss. No shopping for fifteen hard-to-find ingredients and then slaving in the kitchen for hours. The vast majority of the ingredients here are readily available in U.S. supermarkets. Of course I hope a few of these dishes might inspire you to visit your local Latin market, but if you don’t have one, or don’t have the time, I give suitable substitutes for almost every specialty ingredient that will yield equally authentic—but most important, delicious—results.

I’ve even added an “*” to denote the recipes that are low in fat and a “[image: ]” to indicate those that can be prepared in close to 30 minutes. Let’s face it: you’re running out of excuses not to cook this stuff.

*    *    *

But first let me tell you how this all started for me personally. My passion for food and entertaining was ignited during one of my first jobs in the culinary world. I was an assistant instructor at my aunt Marcela Rodriguez’s cooking school, one of the first in Tijuana. Hoping to get into a professional kitchen, I packed my ‘98 Mustang and landed a job as a hostess in a trendy Los Angeles restaurant. I wasn’t allowed anywhere near a stovetop. For that reason, in addition to the fact that young women don’t leave Tijuana unless they’re in school or married—at least not in my family—I opted to enroll at the Los Angeles Culinary Institute, much to my parents’ relief.

After graduation, I serendipitously landed at Bon Appétit magazine. A lot of what I know, I learned there. I became a much more disciplined cook as well as a student of countless cuisines and ingredients. I began to appreciate sharing delicious food with people. When Bon Appétit devoted an entire issue to Mexico, I spent weeks testing authentic Mexican recipes. Current editor-in-chief Barbara Fairchild, along with the other editors, described the food as exquisite. I was hooked. Opening people’s eyes to the delicacies of Mexico is my calling. But I wasn’t ready to spread the word quite then. As a professional cook, I knew I needed to learn pastries.

I’ve never enjoyed baking. I don’t crave sweets and chocolate isn’t my thing. (Do I hear a collective gasp?) So, I left Bon Appétit to specialize in classic French pastries at the Ritz-Escoffier school in Paris. I made puff pastry every day for three months. Let me tell you that I now purchase mine frozen, but if I’m put to the test, I can make the flakiest puff pastry you’ve ever tasted.

My experience in Paris and Tijuana taught me that I love learning and teaching. I had experience doing cooking segments on local television in Tijuana, so I moved back home with the hope of starting my own cooking school. I turned my dining room into a cooking classroom, was the food editor for a Tijuana newspaper, and appeared regularly on a morning news program.

It took Martha Stewart to slow me down. I was cast on The Apprentice: Martha Stewart, which led to my own cooking show, Relatos con Sabor, on Discovery en Español. My show takes viewers into the homes of Latinos who are keeping their traditions alive through food despite living in a foreign country. And now, here I am, grateful to have been given the opportunity to propose a new way of cooking and serving Mexican food.

As my three-year-old, Fausto, sleeps and dreams beside me this evening, I have a dream of my own:

It’s a festive evening and Jane Smith from Columbia, Missouri, has invited several friends over for a Mexican dinner. She set a beautiful table with talavera plates and dark red Aurora’s Kiss dahlias in a giant copper vase. The menu is as follows:


Chilled Avocado Soup with Scallops

Rack of Lamb with Ancho Crust

Sage and Sweet Potato Mash

Roasted Cabbage with Oregano and Oaxaca Cheese

Apricot Tequila Ice Cream topped with Pomegranate Pine Nut Brittle



Nowhere to be seen: chips drowning in bright yellow cheese.

 

[image: ]


[image: ]

 

Rosemary-Skewered Shrimp Marinated in Chipotle

Tilapia Ceviche

Baja-Mediterranean Ahi Tuna

Deviled Eggs with Ancho, Sour Cream, and Cilantro

Spicy Crab Cakes Topped with Guacamole

Smoked Marlin Quesadillas

Pedro’s Oysters on the Half Shell

Tijuana-Style Sushi Roll

Jalapeño and Cheese Stuffed Olives

Cuitlacoche Crêpes with Poblano Chile Cream

Avocado Egg Rolls with California Chile-Prune Sauce

Avocado Mousse

Rolled Mushroom Taquitos with Roasted Tomatillo-Cilantro Salsa

Puff Pastry-Wrapped Jalapeños Stuffed with Oaxaca Cheese

Mascarpone-Stuffed Squash Blossoms with Raspberry Vinaigrette

Seared Queso Fresco with Tomatillo Salsa and Tortilla Chips

Ancho, Pecan, and Honey-Glazed Chicken Drumettes

Goat Cheese Tart with Chipotle-Raspberry Chutney

The Duck Burrito

Grilled Spicy Quail
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We all know and love the burrito offered in our favorite Tex-Mex joints in the U.S. You know the one I’m talking about: the bulging flour tortilla stuffed with rice, beans, grilled chicken, guacamole, sour cream, shredded cheese, and salsa. But I grew up with a different kind of burrito, a slimmer (and healthier) version, stuffed with shredded beef and served with a side of pickled jalapeños or Chiles Toreados— a simple dish that often showed up on the dinner table to appease our appetites before the main course was served.

On my last trip to Mexico City to visit my congressman-of-a-brother, Antonio, we went to MP Café & Bistro, a wonderful restaurant in his neighborhood, Polanco. I was traveling with my mom and we had both heard wonderful things about the chef/owner, Monica Patino, and her duck burrito appetizer, so we ordered them. The rumors were true. The duck burritos, served with a tomatillo salsa, were absolutely delicious. The presentation of the dish was superb: a timbale of shredded duck meat, a small plate with the tomatillo salsa, and four mini flour tortillas served in a mini bamboo steamer. My mom was in love.

We went to that place for dinner every night we were in Mexico City. Not only were we hooked on the duck burritos, we were enamored of the restaurant’s ability to provide our favorite combinations of flavors and ingredients, presented in a manner that rivaled that of the best restaurants around the world, in a chic but comfortable environment. To paint a better picture, consider that I drank a berry martini with my burritos instead of a Corona. In short, we liked dressing up for the burrito! That is what I’m offering you here.

You don’t need to put on heels or a tie to prepare and serve the Baja-Mediterranean Ahi Tuna, but you can absolutely consider any one of these appetizers for a special evening with your friends. They are easy to prepare and offer a twist on the dishes your guests know and love. As beloved as our taco stands are and always will be, it’s nice to have a more sophisticated alternative for authentic Mexican food.

The recipes in this chapter (and in the whole book, as you can see) are a lot like the duck burrito we discovered in the capital city (and like me, for that matter): petite and delectable, with a modern twist but traditional at the core, packed with Mexican flavor and color, and perfectly compatible with the most sophisticated menu.
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ROSEMARY-SKEWERED SHRIMP MARINATED IN CHIPOTLE

* [image: ] SERVES 6


15 fresh rosemary sprigs

¼ cup olive oil

1½ tablespoons fresh lime juice

2 garlic cloves, minced

3 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro

2 teaspoons ground chipotle chile

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 pound raw medium shrimp, peeled but tails left intact, and deveined

Lime wedges, for serving



Fresh rosemary grows rampant in my backyard, which is only part of the reason these skewers top my list of favorite appetizers. Rosemary adds smoky flavor and a decorative flourish to a simple shrimp starter. Check the USDA plant hardiness zones to see which herbs thrive in your area. Fresh herbs make a huge difference in any dish, and you’ll save money by growing them at home instead of buying them. The Mediterranean rosemary pairs nicely with the smoky chipotle and fresh cilantro.

[image: ]

Remove the leaves from half the length of each rosemary sprig, and set the sprigs aside. Chop enough of the leaves to make 1½ teaspoons. (Reserve any remaining leaves for another use.)

Combine the olive oil, lime juice, garlic, cilantro, ground chipotle, and chopped rosemary in a medium bowl. Season the marinade with salt and black pepper to taste. Add the shrimp and toss until coated. Let stand for 5 minutes. Then skewer 2 shrimp on each rosemary sprig.

Heat a large heavy sauté pan (or comal) over high heat. Add the skewers and cook for 1 minute per side, or until the shrimp are cooked through. Transfer the skewers to a platter, garnish with the lime wedges, and serve immediately.


TIP USE THE SAME MARINADE ON CHICKEN BREASTS AND ON WHOLE CHICKENS FOR ROASTING. IT’S ALSO GREAT ON ANY WHITE FISH FILLET; JUST ADD A COUPLE OF TABLESPOONS OF BUTTER TO THE PAN DRIPPINGS AFTER THE FISH HAS BEEN COOKED AND REMOVED. DRIZZLE THE SAUCE OVER THE FISH AND SERVE!
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TILAPIA CEVICHE

* [image: ] SERVES 6


2 pounds sushi-grade tilapia, finely diced (see Tips)

15 limes: 14 halved,
1 cut into wedges

½ cup chopped seeded tomato

½ cup chopped seeded cucumber

⅓ cup finely chopped onion

¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

½ cup clam-tomato juice (such as Clamato; optional)

1 tablespoon bottled hot sauce (such as Huichol; optional)

Grilled tostadas (see Tips)

Mayonnaise, for spreading

1 avocado, halved, pitted, peeled, and thinly sliced



I went to a restaurant opening in Los Angeles where they served a trio of ceviches made with parboiled seafood. No! Ceviche should always be made using raw ultra-fresh, or “sushi-grade,” fish. In this recipe I use tilapia, but feel free to substitute whatever your local fishmonger recommends that day. The citrus marinade “cooks” the fish without heat. Traditional ceviche is left to marinate for up to 3 hours, but in this recipe you’ll have fresh, delicious ceviche in 15 minutes. As my abuelo always said, “Don’t worry, the lime kills everything.”

For a more traditional ceviche, omit the clam-tomato juice and the hot sauce, which add a sour and spicy kick.

[image: ]

Place the tilapia in a medium bowl. Squeeze the juice from the lime halves over the fish and mix gently to combine. Chill in the refrigerator until the fish is white throughout, about 15 minutes.

Drain off the lime juice, gently squeezing the fish with your hands. Discard the lime juice. Mix the tomato, cucumber, onion, and cilantro with the fish. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Add the clam-tomato juice and the hot sauce, if desired.

Spread the tostadas generously with mayonnaise. Top the tostadas with the ceviche. Arrange the avocado slices on top of the ceviche and serve immediately, with the lime wedges alongside.
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BAJA-MEDITERRANEAN AHI TUNA

* [image: ] SERVES 6


1 tablespoon olive oil

3 tablespoons soy sauce

2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

1 tablespoon fresh orange juice

1½ pounds sushi-grade ahi tuna, diced (see Tips)

¼ cup diced peeled seeded cucumber

2 tablespoons capers, drained

2 tablespoons sesame seeds, toasted (see Tips)

¼ cup sliced pitted kalamata olives

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Fresh cilantro, for serving, optional

Grilled tostadas (see Tips), for serving



This is a simple, refreshing dish that perfectly represents the current trend in Baja-Mediterranean cuisine: the fusion of local ingredients and cooking techniques with European (mostly Mediterranean) ingredients, with an occasional Asian ingredient showing up in the mix. Variations of this dish pop up in restaurants all around Mexico, some adding spicy avocado dressing or fresh orange juice to the mix. I like to keep it simple to let the fresh taste of the ingredients shine through.

[image: ]

Mix the olive oil, soy sauce, lime juice, and orange juice in a small bowl. Set the vinaigrette aside.

Carefully mix the diced tuna, cucumber, capers, toasted sesame seeds, and olives together in a large bowl. Add the vinaigrette and toss gently to combine. Season with salt and pepper to taste.

Divide the ceviche among chilled bowls, sprinkle with cilantro, if desired, and serve with grilled tostadas.


TIPS SEAFOOD IS EASIEST TO DICE WHEN IT IS PARTIALLY FROZEN; THIS ALSO MAKES FOR A MUCH CLEANER PRESENTATION. USE A VERY SHARP KNIFE.

TO TOAST THE SESAME SEEDS, ADD THEM TO A SMALL SKILLET SET OVER MEDIUM-LOW HEAT AND COOK, STIRRING FREQUENTLY, UNTIL TOASTED AND FRAGRANT, ABOUT 3 MINUTES.

AS FOR THE GRILLED TOSTADAS, JUST THROW A COUPLE OF CORN TORTILLAS ON AN OUTDOOR GRILL, OR ON A GRILL PAN, AND LET THEM DRY OUT OVER MEDIUM HEAT UNTIL THEY ARE NICE AND CRUNCHY. TEAR THEM INTO LARGE PIECES TO SERVE.



 

DEVILED EGGS WITH ANCHO, SOUR CREAM, AND CILANTRO

SERVES 10


10 large hard-boiled eggs, peeled and halved lengthwise (see opposite)

1 ancho chile, stemmed and seeded

⅓ cup sour cream

3 tablespoons mayonnaise (or Homemade Chipotle Mayo)

2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper



Deviled eggs might not be the first thing you think of when planning an appetizer menu. But when sprinkled with smoky ancho chile and bright cilantro, these retro bites are always the most talked-about dish at any gathering at my house. I use a spice grinder to pulverize the dried chile, but you can find already ground ancho chile in many supermarkets and in Latin markets; you’ll need 1 teaspoon.

[image: ]

Carefully scoop the yolks from the egg halves, dropping them into a large bowl. Arrange the empty egg halves on a large platter.

Tear the chile into small pieces and place it in a spice grinder. Grind to a powder. Add 1 teaspoon of this ground chile to the egg yolks. Add the sour cream, mayonnaise, cilantro, mustard, lemon juice, salt, and pepper, and mash with a fork until smooth.

Spoon the filling into each of the egg halves, mounding it slightly. (The deviled eggs can be prepared 2 hours ahead. Cover and refrigerate.) Serve with 1 teaspoon of the remaining chile powder sifted over the eggs, if desired.
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HARD-BOILED
EGGS

How to cook the perfect hard-boiled egg? Start off with week-old eggs because fresh eggs are harder to peel. Place the eggs (as many as you want) in a saucepan and add enough cold water to cover by 1 inch. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat. When the water comes to a rapid boil, cook for exactly 8 minutes. Then remove the pan from the heat and let the eggs cool in the water. Once they are cool, peel under cold running water.
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SPICY CRAB CAKES TOPPED WITH GUACAMOLE

SERVES 4


Nonstick cooking spray

1 pound lump crabmeat, picked over to remove any shell and cartilage

2 tablespoons mayonnaise (or Homemade Chipotle Mayo)

¼ cup chopped scallions (white and pale green parts only)

1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon fresh lime juice

½ cup plus 2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro

½ teaspoon habanero hot sauce

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 cup panko bread crumbs (Japanese bread crumbs)

2 firm but ripe avocados, halved, pitted, and peeled

2 tablespoons minced onion



Crab cakes get a festive kick when coated in crunchy panko bread crumbs mixed with cilantro and then topped with a simple guacamole. This is the guacamole that was made on a regular basis at my house when I was growing up. I don’t like fussy guacamoles that mask the fresh flavor of a perfectly ripe avocado. This crab cake mixture is eggless and is baked rather than fried, yielding a lighter dish with more crab flavor.

[image: ]

Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Spray a baking sheet with nonstick cooking spray.

Mix the crabmeat, mayonnaise, scallions, 1 tablespoon of the lime juice, ¼ cup of the cilantro, and the hot sauce together in a small bowl. Season to taste with salt and pepper.

Mix the panko bread crumbs and ¼ cup of the remaining cilantro on a plate. Divide the crab mixture into 8 equal mounds. Form 1 mound into a ¾-inch-thick patty, and then carefully turn the patty in the crumb mixture to coat it on both sides. Transfer it to the prepared baking sheet. Repeat with the remaining 7 mounds. Bake the crab cakes for 10 minutes, or until heated through.

Meanwhile, coarsely mash the avocados in a medium bowl. Lightly mix in the onion, remaining 2 tablespoons cilantro, and remaining 1 teaspoon lime juice. Season the guacamole liberally with salt and pepper.

Transfer the crab cakes to a serving platter, top each one with a tablespoon of guacamole, and serve.

 

SMOKED MARLIN QUESADILLAS

SERVES 6 TO 8


1 tablespoon olive oil

1 pound smoked marlin, shredded

1 green bell pepper, stemmed, seeded, and diced

1 small white onion, minced

2 tomatoes, chopped

1 cup canned tomato puree

1 teaspoon dried oregano 1 bay leaf

Hungarian sweet paprika, to taste

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Ten 6-inch corn tortillas

1½ cups shredded Oaxaca cheese or mozzarella cheese

Lime wedges, for serving

Bottled hot sauce, for serving



This is my version of the famous Baja taco gobernador, which is a shrimp-stuffed quesadilla. The marlin adds a distinctive smoked flavor that makes this a very special kind of quesadilla. If you must substitute, you can use canned tuna—just make sure it is well drained, and cook the filling an additional 4 minutes to allow the moisture from the tuna to evaporate.

[image: ]

Heat the olive oil in a large heavy saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the marlin, bell pepper, onion, tomatoes, tomato puree, oregano, and bay leaf. Cook to combine the flavors, about 8 minutes. Season to taste with paprika, salt, and pepper. Remove from the heat.

Heat a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat. Add 2 corn tortillas, side by side, to heat. Place a small mound of cheese on one side of each tortilla. Wait until the cheese melts slightly, about 1 minute, and then add about 2 tablespoons of the marlin mixture to each tortilla (discard the bay leaf). Fold the tortillas over into half-moons and cook to melt the cheese completely, another minute or two. Transfer the quesadillas to a platter and keep warm.

Repeat with the remaining tortillas, cheese, and marlin mixture. Serve with lime wedges and hot sauce on the side.
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SALSA MAGGI

Maggi seasoning sauce is a staple in Mexican cooking. There are folks in Mexico who swear we came up with the concoction, but all credit has to be given to the Swiss. The Maggi company became hugely popular in the early 1900s for producing the bouillon cube. Maggi seasoning sauce, or Salsa Maggi, was first intended to be used as a cheap substitute for meat extract, but it is now a staple seasoning in all of Latin America, some of Europe, and Asia. Use it sparingly, as it is packed with flavor. It is similar to soy sauce but contains no soy. I like to use it to flavor ceviches, chicken salads, and soups, or to just squirt a couple of dashes over my scrambled eggs. You can find it in some supermarkets and in most Latin markets.
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PEDRO’S OYSTERS ON THE HALF SHELL

* [image: ] SERVES 4 TO 6


12 fresh oysters, shucked and resting in their bottom shell

¾ cup minced white onion

½ cup chopped fresh cilantro

¼ cup fresh lime juice

3 tablespoons clam-tomato juice (such as Clamato; optional)

4 teaspoons Maggi seasoning sauce (see opposite)

2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon minced seeded serrano chile

1 teaspoon bottled hot sauce (such as Huichol)

Salt



For many years a professional cook who specialized in seafood dishes prepared the meals at my parents’ house. Pedro Rocha would go to the fish market with my dad, bring home whatever had been caught that day, and turn it into an incredible meal for the family or for my father’s friends (who often came just for the food). Many of my seafood dishes are inspired by or derived from dishes Pedro taught me to make. This is one of them, and it’s always a favorite with my friends. As soon as we figure out how to get Pedro a passport, we’re opening a fish restaurant in the United States!

[image: ]

Arrange the oysters, preferably over crushed ice, on a platter.

Mix the onion, cilantro, lime juice, clam-tomato juice if using, Maggi sauce, Worcestershire sauce, serrano chile, and hot sauce in a medium bowl. Season the salsa to taste with a little salt. Spoon about 1 tablespoon of the salsa over each oyster, and serve immediately.
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TIJUANA-STYLE SUSHI ROLL

SERVES 4 TO 6


¾ cup whole milk

2 large eggs

1 large egg yolk

2 cups (loosely packed) fresh spinach

1 cup (loosely packed) fresh cilantro

½ cup all-purpose flour

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

1 serrano chile, stemmed and seeded

Salt

2 mangoes, peeled and pitted

2 tablespoons mayonnaise

1 tablespoon sugar

1 teaspoon soy sauce

½ teaspoon dry mustard

¼ teaspoon wasabi paste

Freshly ground black pepper

Nonstick cooking spray

8 ounces lump crabmeat, picked over to remove any shell and cartilage

1 teaspoon hot chile sauce (such as sriracha)

1 teaspoon masago caviar

8 medium cooked shrimp, peeled and halved lengthwise

1 avocado, halved, pitted, peeled, and thinly sliced



I had to include Baja sushi because I think the fusion of Asian techniques and Mexican ingredients is phenomenal! This recipe, which uses a spinach crêpe as a wrapper instead of nori (seaweed), comes from my friend Andres Brambila, who owns Negai, a wonderful sushi restaurant in Tijuana.
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Combine the milk, eggs, and egg yolk in a blender and blend to combine. Add the spinach, cilantro, flour, butter, serrano chile, and ½ teaspoon salt, and blend until very smooth. Transfer the crêpe batter to a medium bowl. Let the batter stand for 30 minutes.

In a clean blender, blend the mangoes with the mayonnaise, sugar, soy sauce, dry mustard, and wasabi paste until smooth. Season the mango sauce to taste with salt and black pepper.

Heat a crêpe pan, or a nonstick skillet measuring 6 to 7 inches across the bottom, over moderate heat until it is hot. Spray the pan lightly with nonstick cooking spray, and heat it until it is hot but not smoking. Add a scant ¼ cup of the crêpe batter to the pan. Immediately tilt and rotate the pan quickly to cover the bottom with a layer of batter. Cook the crêpe for 1 minute, or until the top appears almost dry. Loosen the edge of the crêpe with a spatula, turn the crêpe over, and cook the other side lightly. Transfer the crêpe to a plate. Make more crêpes with the remaining batter in the same manner, spraying the pan lightly with nonstick cooking spray as necessary and stacking them one on top of the other on the plate. (The crêpes can be made 3 days in advance, wrapped in plastic wrap, and chilled.)

Mix the crabmeat, hot chile sauce, and masago in a small bowl.

Place 1 crêpe on a work surface and spoon 2 to 3 tablespoons of the crab mixture down the center of the crêpe. Top with 2 shrimp halves and 2 or 3 avocado slices. Roll up the crêpe into a cylinder. Cut it into 4 equal pieces, as you would a sushi roll. Spread 1 tablespoon of the mango sauce on a plate. Place the sliced roll on top of the sauce. Repeat with the remaining crêpes, filling, and sauce.

 

JALAPEÑO AND CHEESE STUFFED OLIVES

[image: ] SERVES 4 TO 6


One 21-ounce jar large jalapeño-stuffed olives

2 ounces Monterey Jack cheese, cut into matchstick-size strips

1 cup fresh bread crumbs

2 large eggs

½ cup all-purpose flour

Olive oil, for panfrying



I was visiting my father one afternoon when unexpected guests stopped by for a game of futbol. He turned to me and said, “Quick, make me an appetizer, chef!” There was nothing remotely exciting in the fridge and the pantry appeared to be just as hopeless, until I noticed a jar of jalapeño-stuffed olives. Stuffed with cheese, breaded, and panfried, these little guys disappeared before anything else I made was given a second glance. They are great with an ice-cold cerveza and store-bought tartar sauce for dipping.
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Drain the olives and rinse them under cold running water. Carefully stuff a strip of cheese alongside the jalapeño in each olive.

Put the bread crumbs in a medium bowl. Crack the eggs into another medium bowl and whisk until combined.

Place half of the flour in a fine-mesh sieve, add half of the olives, and toss to coat. Transfer the olives to the bowl with the beaten eggs, and stir gently to coat the olives all over with the egg. Transfer the olives to the bowl with the bread crumbs, and toss to coat completely. Transfer the breaded olives to a plate. Repeat with the remaining flour, olives, egg, and bread crumbs. (The olives can be breaded 1 day ahead. Cover and refrigerate.)

Place a medium saucepan over medium-high heat, and add enough olive oil to reach halfway up the sides of the pan. Heat the oil to 350°F. Working in 2 batches, fry the breaded olives for 2 minutes, or until golden brown. Transfer them to paper towels to drain. Serve immediately.
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POBLANO CHILES

Poblano chiles are Mexico’s most popular chile, with a peak season from summer to early fall. Depending on the crop, they can vary from mild to very spicy. Poblanos can now be found in the produce section of most supermarkets, as well as in Mexican markets. In their dry form, they are known as anchos or mulatos; these can be found whole or ground into a powder and are used to flavor sauces.

To char poblano chiles (or any other fresh chiles), simply place the chiles over a gas flame or underneath the broiler and cook until they are blackened on all sides. Enclose them in a plastic bag and let stand for 10 minutes (this will steam the peppers and make them easier to peel). Peel, stem, and seed the chiles. Once peeled, the chiles can be chopped, sliced, or stuffed.
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CUITLACOCHE CRÊPES WITH POBLANO CHILE CREAM

SERVES 4 TO 6


4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, plus more for the pan

2 cups chopped onion

1 garlic clove, minced

1 to 2 serrano chiles (to taste), seeded and minced

Two 7.5-ounce cans cuitlacoche (or 2 cups sautéed wild mushrooms)

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

4 poblano chiles, charred, stemmed, seeded, and thinly sliced

1 cup heavy cream

8 to 10 Savory Crêpes

½ cup grated Manchego cheese



Cuitlacoche is a fungus that makes corn kernels swell to ten times their normal size, turning them an inky black color. Its smoky-sweet flavor is a cross between corn and mushroom. I grew up eating cuitlacoche stuffed in a quesadilla or in a squash blossom. It’s a delicious, earthy addition to everything from quesadillas to empanadas. If you can’t find canned cuitlacoche in your local Latin market, substitute sautéed wild mushrooms for an equally delicious result.

[image: ]

Melt 2 tablespoons of the butter in a large heavy saucepan over medium-low heat. Add 1 cup of the onion, the garlic, and the serrano chile. Sauté for 5 minutes, or until the onion is translucent. Add the cuitlacoche and stir for 5 minutes for the flavors to blend. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Set the filling aside to cool.

To make the sauce, melt the remaining 2 tablespoons butter in a medium-size heavy saucepan over medium heat. Add the remaining 1 cup onion and sauté until translucent, about 5 minutes. Add the poblano chiles and sauté for 30 seconds. Add the cream and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat and simmer for 8 minutes, or until slightly thickened. Puree the sauce in a blender until smooth. Season with salt and pepper.

Preheat the broiler. Grease a 9 x 13-inch glass baking dish with butter.

Place 1 crêpe on a cutting board. Spoon ¼ cup of the filling down the center of the crêpe. Roll it up like a burrito, enclosing the filling, and place it in the prepared baking dish. Repeat with the remaining crêpes and filling, fitting them together snugly in the dish. Pour the sauce over the crêpes. Sprinkle with the cheese. Broil until the cheese begins to brown in spots, about 10 minutes. Serve.

 

savory crêpes

MAKES 8 TO 10 CRÊPES


2 large eggs

2 large egg yolks

⅔ cup whole milk

1 tablespoon plus

1 teaspoon unsalted butter, melted

2 teaspoons sugar

¼ teaspoon salt

⅔ cup all-purpose flour

Nonstick cooking spray



Blend the eggs, egg yolks, milk, 2½ tablespoons water, the butter, sugar, and salt in a blender for 5 seconds. Add the flour in three additions, blending the batter until smooth after each addition. Cover and let rest in the blender container in the refrigerator for 1 to 2 hours. Reblend the batter for 5 seconds before using.

Heat a crêpe pan, or a nonstick skillet measuring 7 to 8 inches across the bottom, over medium-high heat until it is hot. Spray the pan lightly with nonstick cooking spray. Add a scant ¼ cup of the crêpe batter to the pan. Immediately tilt and rotate the pan quickly to cover the bottom evenly with a layer of batter. Cook the crêpe until the bottom is golden, about 30 seconds. Loosen the edges gently with a spatula, turn the crêpe over, and cook until the bottom is very lightly brown in spots, 30 to 60 seconds. Turn the crêpe out onto a plate. Repeat, using the remaining batter in the same manner, spraying the pan lightly with nonstick cooking spray as necessary and stacking the crêpes one on top of the other on the plate. (The crêpes can be made 2 days ahead. Wrap them well in plastic wrap and refrigerate.)

 

AVOCADO EGG ROLLS WITH CALIFORNIA CHILE-PRUNE SAUCE

SERVES 6


3 avocados, halved, pitted, peeled, and diced

1 red bell pepper, stemmed, seeded, and finely chopped

1 tablespoon olive oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Twelve 7-inch square wonton wrappers

California Chile-Prune Sauce (opposite)

1 large egg, lightly beaten

Vegetable oil, for frying



To create these vegetarian egg rolls I use wonton wrappers, which can be found in the refrigerated section in well-stocked supermarkets. You can use store-bought prune sauce in place of the California Chile-Prune Sauce; just mix some ground California chiles into the prune sauce. Either purchased or homemade, spicy prune sauce is the perfect counterpoint for fresh avocados.
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Gently mix the avocados, bell pepper, and olive oil in a medium bowl. Season the avocado mixture with salt and pepper.

Place 1 wonton wrapper on a work surface. Spread 1 tablespoon of the chile-prune sauce down the center. Spoon a scant ¼ cup of the avocado mixture over the sauce. Fold the bottom of the wonton wrapper over the filling, then fold the sides of the wrapper in over the filling. Brush the top edge of the wrapper with some of the beaten egg. Roll it up tightly, pressing to seal the edge. Repeat with the remaining wonton wrappers, avocado mixture, and chile-prune sauce. (The egg rolls can be prepared 2 hours ahead. Cover and refrigerate.)

Place a medium-size heavy saucepan over medium-high heat, and add enough oil to reach halfway up the sides of the pan. Heat the oil to 350°F. Working in batches, fry the egg rolls in the hot oil, turning them occasionally, for 2 minutes, or until golden brown. Transfer the egg rolls to paper towels to drain. Serve hot or warm.

 

california chile-prune sauce

MAKES 1 CUP


¾ cup honey

½ cup chopped pitted dried prunes

½ cup fresh orange juice

¼ cup fresh lime juice

4 California chiles, stemmed, seeded, and torn into pieces

Salt and freshly ground black pepper



Combine the honey, prunes, half of the orange juice, half of the lime juice, and the chiles in a small heavy saucepan. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce the heat and simmer for 15 minutes, or until the chiles are soft. Let the sauce cool slightly.

Transfer the sauce to a blender and puree until smooth. Stir in the remaining orange and lime juices. Season to taste with salt and pepper. (The sauce can be made 2 days ahead. Cool, then cover and keep refrigerated.)
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AVOCADO MOUSSE

SERVES 8


4 ripe but firm avocados, halved, pitted, and peeled

2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

1½ teaspoons salt

¼ cup whole milk

1½ teaspoons unflavored gelatin

¼ cup diced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

2 teaspoons minced seeded jalapeño chile

½ cup heavy cream

Garlic-Oregano Crostini (recipe follows)



There are several varieties of avocado, each with a slightly different flavor. For this recipe, I use Hass, the most common type sold in supermarkets in the U.S. Choose ripe avocados (slightly firm but yielding to gentle pressure), and be sure to remove any brown spots before you start.

If you don’t have time to prepare the garlic-oregano crostini, this creamy and luxurious spread is great on any savory cracker.
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Line an 8½ x 4½-inch loaf pan with plastic wrap.

Combine 3 of the avocados, the lime juice, and 1 teaspoon of the salt in a food processor. Puree until smooth.

Pour the milk into a small saucepan and sprinkle the gelatin over it. Turn the heat on to low and stir for 2 minutes to dissolve the gelatin. Add this to the avocado mixture in the food processor and process to combine. Transfer the avocado mixture to a medium bowl.

Dice enough of the remaining avocado to make ½ cup. Gently mix the diced avocado, scallions, jalapeño, and remaining ½ teaspoon salt in a small bowl. Stir this into the avocado mixture.

Using an electric mixer, whip the cream until stiff peaks form. Gently fold the whipped cream into the avocado mixture. Transfer the mousse to the prepared pan. Cover with plastic wrap and chill for at least 2 hours, until set, or for up to 1 day.

To serve, invert the mousse onto a platter and carefully remove the plastic wrap. If necessary, smooth the top of the mousse with a spatula. Serve with garlic-oregano crostini.

 

garlic-oregano crostini

MAKES 20 SLICES


¾ cup olive oil

1 tablespoon crumbled dried oregano

1 large garlic clove, minced

½ teaspoon ground chipotle chile

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

Twenty ⅓-inch-thick baguette slices



This blend of two classic flavors, combined with a hint of chipotle, makes for a fast and easy party favorite. You can make these 3 days ahead and store them in an airtight container.
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Preheat the oven to 350°F.

Mix the olive oil, oregano, garlic, ground chipotle, salt, and pepper in a medium bowl to blend. Using a pastry brush, brush the olive oil mixture over the baguette slices, turning to coat both sides. Transfer the slices to a baking sheet and bake for 10 minutes, or until golden brown. Let cool before serving.

 

ROLLED MUSHROOM TAQUITOS WITH ROASTED TOMATILLO-CILANTRO SALSA

SERVES 4 TO 6


1½ tablespoons olive oil

¾ cup chopped onion

2 garlic cloves, minced

5 ounces button mushrooms, chopped

1½ tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Twelve 6-inch corn tortillas

Vegetable oil, for panfrying

Roasted Tomatillo-Cilantro Salsa



Taquitos, also known as flautas where I grew up, are corn tortillas that are stuffed, rolled, and fried. Shredded chicken or beef is the traditional filling, but here I use mushrooms and pair them with a tart tomatillo salsa for a great vegetarian dish.

[image: ]

Heat ½ tablespoon of the olive oil in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat. Add the onion and garlic and sauté for 5 minutes, or until beginning to brown. Add the remaining 1 tablespoon oil and the mushrooms, and sauté for 5 minutes, or until golden. Remove from the heat. Stir in the cilantro, and season the mushroom filling to taste with salt and pepper.

Place the tortillas on a work surface and spread 2 tablespoons of the filling down the center. Roll them up like a soft taco (into a cylinder). Place a toothpick in the center and one at each end of each taquito to keep the filling from falling out. (These can be made 1 day ahead to this point. Transfer them to baking sheets, cover, and refrigerate.)

Place a medium skillet over medium-high heat, and add enough vegetable oil to reach halfway up the sides of the pan. Heat the oil to 350°F. Working in batches, fry the taquitos until golden brown, about 1 minute per side. Transfer them to paper towels to drain.

Remove the toothpicks from the taquitos, and transfer the taquitos to a platter. Spoon the tomatillo-cilantro salsa down the center of each taquito, and serve.
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PUFF PASTRY-WRAPPED JALAPEÑOS STUFFED WITH OAXACA CHEESE


Nonstick cooking spray

2½ cups shredded Oaxaca cheese or mozzarella cheese

1½ tablespoons crumbled dried oregano, preferably Mexican

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

18 jalapeño chiles, charred, peeled, stemmed, seeded, and left whole

One 17.3-ounce package frozen puff pastry, thawed

All-purpose flour, for rolling

1 egg, lightly beaten with 1 tablespoon water



These guys are spicy! If you’re afraid of the heat, you can use güero chiles, but jalapeños are exactly the right size for an appetizer. Oaxaca cheese, like mozzarella, is a mild-flavored white cheese that is excellent for melting. It’s popular for quesadillas in Mexico.
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Preheat the oven to 350°F. Spray a large baking sheet with nonstick cooking spray.

Mix the cheese and the oregano in a medium bowl to blend. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Carefully fill each jalapeño with 1 tablespoon of the cheese mixture. (The jalapeños can be prepared 1 day ahead. Transfer the filled jalapeños carefully to a baking sheet, cover, and refrigerate.)

Working with 1 sheet at a time, roll the puff pastry on a lightly floured surface to ¼-inch thickness. Cut it into nine 3 x 4-inch rectangles. Place the rectangles on a work surface, and brush each one lightly with the egg wash. Place 1 jalapeño in the center of each rectangle, on the diagonal. Tightly fold the puff pastry, like an envelope, over the jalapeño to enclose it completely. Brush the pastry lightly with the egg wash. Press the tines of a fork lightly on the seams to seal the pastry. Invert the packets onto the prepared baking sheet so they are seam side down. Brush them lightly with egg wash. Repeat with the remaining puff pastry and jalapeños.

Bake until puffed and golden, about 20 minutes. Let cool for 5 minutes, and then transfer the pastry-wrapped jalapeños to a platter and serve.
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MASCARPONE-STUFFED SQUASH BLOSSOMS WITH RASPBERRY VINAIGRETTE

SERVES 4


⅓ cup fresh raspberries

⅓ cup chopped shallots

¼ cup raspberry vinegar

½ cup olive oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

⅓ cup mascarpone cheese

1 teaspoon minced canned chipotle chiles in adobo sauce

½ teaspoon minced fresh thyme

12 fresh squash blossoms, pistils removed

Vegetable oil, for frying

½ cup all-purpose flour

Beer Batter



In Tijuana, as soon as the days get a little warmer, the street vendors start to appear with giant bunches of squash blossoms. I grew up eating squash blossoms sautéed and stuffed in quesadillas, served with fresh raspberries. The addition of mascarpone, an Italian triple-cream cheese, takes the dish to a whole new level.
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Combine the raspberries, shallots, and vinegar in a blender or food processor, and process to form a coarse puree. With the machine running, gradually add the olive oil. Season the vinaigrette with salt and black pepper to taste. Set aside.

Mix the mascarpone, chipotle chiles and sauce, and thyme in a small bowl. Season the filling to taste with salt and pepper. Place the filling in a pastry bag fitted with a ¼-inch tip. Pipe the filling into each squash blossom and twist the blossom at the top to enclose it.

Place a medium-size heavy saucepan over medium-high heat and add enough vegetable oil to reach one third of the way up the sides of the pan. Heat the oil to 350°F.

Dust the squash blossoms in the flour and then dip them into the beer batter. Working in batches, fry the squash blossoms for 3 minutes, or until they are golden brown. Transfer them to paper towels to drain. Arrange the squash blossoms on a platter, drizzle with the raspberry vinaigrette, and serve.


TIP NO PASTRY BAG? NO WORRIES. PUT THE FILLING IN A PLASTIC BAG AND CUT A ¼-INCH HOLE IN ONE OF THE CORNERS.



 

beer batter

MAKES 1 ¾ CUPS


1 cup all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 cup dark Mexican beer



Crack open a cold Mexican cerveza, like a Negra Modelo or a Dos Equis (XX) Amber, to make this tasty beer batter. It will also change the way you think about fried fish.
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Mix the flour, salt, and pepper in a medium bowl. Gradually add the beer while whisking. Set the batter aside and let it rest for 15 minutes before using.

 

SEARED QUESO FRESCO WITH TOMATILLO SALSA AND TORTILLA CHIPS

SERVES 4 TO 6


1 pound tomatillos, husks removed

½ medium onion, chopped

3 serrano chiles, stemmed and seeded

3 garlic cloves, quartered

3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 pound panela cheese (or mozzarella cheese), cut into 1-inch-thick slices, patted dry

Tortilla chips (see Tip)



When you see how easy it is to make this salsa from scratch, you will never want to buy a jar again. And forget bagged chips! It takes almost no effort to make your own at home. In my version of this classic recipe, the cheese is seared (asado) rather than deep-fried, resulting in a lighter alternative that really brings out the sweet flavor of the panela cheese. If you don’t want to go out of your way to purchase the panela cheese, substitute a moist mozzarella.
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Put the tomatillos in a medium saucepan and add enough water to cover. Bring to a simmer over medium heat and cook for 5 minutes, or until tender. Transfer the tomatillos and ¼ cup of the cooking liquid to a food processor. Add the onion, chiles, garlic, and cilantro, and blend until smooth. Transfer the salsa to a bowl and let it cool completely. Then season to taste with salt and pepper, cover, and refrigerate until cold. (The salsa can be prepared 1 day ahead and kept refrigerated.)

Heat the olive oil in a large heavy sauté pan over medium-high heat. Working in 2 batches, add the cheese slices and sear for 2 minutes per side, or until browned. Carefully transfer the cheese to a platter. Repeat with the remaining cheese. To eat, top each tortilla chip with a piece of cheese and then with salsa.


TIP TORTILLA CHIPS, OR TOTOPOS, AS THEY ARE KNOWN IN MEXICO, ARE VERY EASY TO MAKE. CUT TORTILLAS INTO ANY DESIRED SHAPE (YOU CAN HAVE FUN WITH THIS IF YOU LIKE) AND DEEP-FRY THEM IN 350°F VEGETABLE OIL UNTIL CRISP, ABOUT 3 MINUTES. DRAIN THEM ON PAPER TOWELS AND SEASON THEM

HEAVILY WITH SALT WHILE THEY ARE STILL WARM. STORE THE TORTILLA CHIPS IN AN AIRTIGHT CONTAINER AT ROOM TEMPERATURE FOR UP TO 1 DAY.
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ANCHO, PECAN, AND HONEY-GLAZED CHICKEN DRUMETTES

SERVES 4 TO 6


½ cup honey

½ cup chopped pecans

3 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 tablespoon distilled white vinegar

1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce

1 tablespoon ground ancho chile

1 teaspoon garlic powder

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1½ pounds chicken drumettes



This recipe plays on my favorite combination: spicy and sweet. Don’t worry about the chicken drying out in the oven—all of the flavor and juice is sealed in by the crunchy pecan glaze. Drumettes are the part of a chicken wing that, when separated from the rest of the wing, looks like a miniature drumstick. You can carve the wings yourself, ask your butcher to do it, or purchase frozen drumettes in the freezer section of the supermarket (thaw them overnight in the refrigerator).
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Preheat the oven to 350°F.

Stir the honey, pecans, and butter in a medium-size heavy saucepan over medium-low heat for 3 minutes, or until the mixture bubbles. Remove from the heat. Stir in the vinegar, Worcestershire sauce, ancho chile, and garlic powder. Season the glaze to taste with salt and black pepper.

Place the chicken drumettes on a baking sheet. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Brush the drumettes all over with the glaze. Bake for 25 minutes, or until the chicken is cooked through. Serve hot.

 

GOAT CHEESE TART WITH CHIPOTLE-RASPBERRY CHUTNEY

SERVES 4 TO 6


1 tablespoon vegetable oil

1½ cups chopped onion

6 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

2½ cups chicken broth

1 cup chopped red bell pepper

1 cup honey

1 tablespoon minced peeled fresh ginger

5 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

¼ cup canned chipotle chiles in adobo sauce

One 10-ounce package frozen raspberries, thawed and drained

½ cup chopped fresh cilantro

One 6-ounce container fresh raspberries

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 sheet frozen puff pastry (half of a 17.3-ounce package), thawed (see Tip)

All-purpose flour, for rolling

1 large egg, lightly beaten

One 5.5-ounce log soft fresh goat cheese, at room temperature



If you don’t want to go through the trouble of baking the puff-pastry tart, just serve this wonderful chutney alongside the goat cheese for your guests to spread on crackers. I always have the chutney on hand to stir into hummus or to slather onto a piece of grilled chicken. The creamy goat cheese is the perfect counterpoint to the smoky-sweet chutney.
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Heat the vegetable oil in a large heavy saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the onion and cook for 5 minutes, or until translucent. Add the garlic and cook for 3 more minutes. Add the chicken broth, bell pepper, honey, ginger, vinegar, and chipotle chiles and sauce, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer for 2½ hours, or until the sauce thickens.

Add the thawed frozen raspberries and cook, stirring occasionally, for 15 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and let the chutney cool slightly. Then stir in the cilantro and the fresh raspberries. Season to taste with salt and black pepper. (The chutney can be prepared 3 days ahead. Cool, then cover and refrigerate.)

Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

Roll out the puff pastry on a lightly floured surface to form a 12 x 15-inch rectangle. Cut one 12 x 5-inch rectangle, two 11 x ½-inch strips, and two 5 x ½-inch strips from the pastry.

Place the rectangle on the prepared baking sheet. Pierce it all over with a fork. Using a pastry brush, brush all of the strips with the beaten egg. Place the short strips, egg side down, on the short ends of the pastry rectangle to form a raised edge. Place the long strips, egg side down, along the long sides of the pastry.

Bake the tart shell until golden, about 15 minutes. Keep the oven on.

Spread the goat cheese evenly over the bottom of the hot tart shell, and return it to the oven. Bake for 5 minutes, or until the cheese begins to melt. Cut the tart into 1-inch-wide slices, top each one with a generous dollop of the chipotle-raspberry chutney, and serve.


TIP ALWAYS USE AN ALL-BUTTER PUFF PASTRY FOR THE BEST FLAVOR AND RESULTS.
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THE DUCK BURRITO

SERVES 6 TO 8


1 tablespoon salt

4 garlic cloves, smashed

2 shallots, sliced

6 fresh thyme sprigs

2 small fresh rosemary sprigs

One 5-pound whole duck, split into 6 pieces (2 legs, 2 thighs, and 2 breasts)

Freshly ground black pepper

4 cups duck fat (or 2 cups lard plus 2 cups duck fat)

Six to eight 10-inch flour tortillas, warmed

3 scallions (white and pale green parts only), cut into matchstick-size strips

Roasted Tomatillo-Cilantro Salsa



This is the best burrito you will ever taste in your entire life, and that’s no exaggeration. To “confit” is to preserve the duck meat by first curing it in salt, then cooking and storing it in its own fat. This is one of those things that I eat only on occasion, for obvious reasons, but look forward to tremendously. Take into consideration that the duck must be prepared a day ahead—but believe me, it’s worth the extra effort. (You could also buy duck confit already made to cut the prep time way down.) I must confess to you that, on occasion, I’ve used lard from a local butcher when I don’t have enough duck fat (which I buy at Whole Foods), with the response from my uninformed family usually being, “Marcela, the duck tastes different today. It tastes … better.”

[image: ]

Sprinkle ½ tablespoon of the salt over the bottom of a 9 x 13-inch glass baking dish (or any container large enough to hold the duck pieces snugly in a single layer). Scatter half of the garlic, shallots, thyme, and rosemary in the dish. Arrange the duck pieces, skin side up, on top of the salt mixture. Then sprinkle the duck with the remaining salt, garlic, shallots, thyme, and rosemary and a little black pepper. Cover tightly with plastic wrap and refrigerate for 1 day.

Place the duck fat in a medium-size heavy saucepan and stir over medium-low heat until completely rendered.

Preheat the oven to 225°F.

Remove the baking dish from the refrigerator. Pick off and reserve the garlic cloves. Using cold running water, rinse the duck pieces (discarding the shallots, thyme, and rosemary) and pat them dry. Arrange the duck pieces and the reserved garlic cloves in a single snug layer in a large, wide ovenproof pot. Pour the melted fat over the duck (the pieces should be covered by fat) and place in the oven. Cook, uncovered, for 2½ hours, or until the duck is tender and can be easily pulled from the bone.

Remove from the oven and allow to cool slightly. Then remove the duck pieces from the fat. (Cool the fat completely, then cover and refrigerate for another use.) Remove all of the meat from the bones, and discard the skin and bones. Shred the duck meat. (Duck confit will keep in the refrigerator for up to 6 months. To store, return the shredded duck to the fat, cool completely, and then refrigerate. To reheat, stir the shredded duck in its fat over medium heat until the fat melts completely. Cool slightly. Remove the shredded duck from the fat.)

Place 1 tortilla on a work surface. Spoon a generous amount of shredded duck confit down the center, and sprinkle some scallions on top. Roll up like a soft taco, into a cylinder. Trim the edges and cut the burrito in half crosswise. Cut the halves on the diagonal, and arrange them standing upright, on a platter. Repeat with the remaining tortillas, duck confit, and scallions. Serve with the tomatillo-cilantro salsa for dipping.
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WARMING TORTILLAS

You could end up in the middle of a very heated discussion if you ask two Mexicans the proper way to warm a tortilla. Many do it over a comal (a large heavy sauté pan), but I grew up in a house where both corn and flour tortillas were warmed directly over a gas burner. We would turn them constantly until they were perfectly soft and ready to roll, about 30 seconds. (Now, if you’re lucky enough to find freshly baked and still-warm tortillas, as I sometimes do at the corner store, there’s no need to warm them.) The point is to make the tortillas pliable so they won’t crack or break while rolling.
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GRILLED SPICY QUAIL

SERVES 4


⅔ cup canola oil

¼ cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese

¼ cup white wine vinegar

2 tablespoons Chile-Italian Seasoning (recipe follows)

8 semiboneless quail (torso bones removed, but bird is still whole)

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Lime wedges, for serving



My dad used to hunt, and quail was his favorite game, so grilled quail regularly appeared on our dinner table. When pressed for time, my mom would marinate the quail in store-bought Italian dressing spiced up with chile powder, grill it, and serve it as an appetizer followed by carne asada. In this recipe, I create the marinade from scratch, with just the right amount of chile powder. Squeeze a lime over the quail and don’t be afraid to eat it with your hands—it’s messy but delicious! This marinade is also great with chicken.
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To make the marinade, whisk the canola oil, Parmesan cheese, vinegar, chile-Italian seasoning, and 2 tablespoons water in a small bowl.

Rinse the quail and pat dry. Arrange the quail in a baking dish that is large enough to hold them in one layer, and add the marinade, turning the quail to coat them well. Cover and marinate in the refrigerator, turning the quail once or twice, for at least 1 day and up to 2 days.

Remove the quail from the refrigerator and bring to room temperature (about 30 minutes). Prepare a grill to medium-high heat, or heat a grill pan over medium-high heat.

Remove the quail from the marinade (discard the marinade), and pat dry with paper towels. Season the quail with salt and pepper, and grill for 3 to 4 minutes on each side, or until just cooked through. The meat should still be slightly pink in the center. Serve with lime wedges.

 

chile-italian seasoning

MAKES ½ CUP


2 tablespoons crumbled dried oregano

1 tablespoon dried parsley

1 teaspoon dried basil

¼ teaspoon dried thyme

1 tablespoon salt

1 tablespoon garlic salt

¼ teaspoon celery salt

1 tablespoon onion powder

1 tablespoon sugar

2 teaspoons Anaheim chile powder

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper



This smoky rub has endless possibilities: sprinkle it on potatoes before roasting, rub it on chicken breasts before grilling, or use it to season steaks before searing or halibut before roasting. For a garnish, mix a couple of tablespoons of this spice mix with half a cup of crème fraîche and drizzle it over soups.
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Combine the oregano, parsley, basil, thyme, salt, garlic salt, celery salt, onion powder, sugar, chile powder, and pepper in a glass jar. Screw the lid on tightly, and shake until the mixture is well blended. Store at room temperature for up to 6 months.




End of sample
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