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introduction

At lunchtime on a September day in the Sonoran capital of Hermosillo, a line had formed outside a long, low building with a flame-colored awning. It was at least 115 degrees inside the taqueria, but the owner, Doña Guille, didn’t break a sweat. Surrounded by several blazing mesquite grills, she draped a sheet of dough over one arm and stretched it fluidly with her fist until it reached her armpit and was almost transparent. Then she slapped it onto an inverted iron disk—actually a repurposed harrow, seasoned by decades of use—where the tortilla blistered instantly. She deftly snatched it off with her fingers and plopped a ladleful of carne con chile, fork-tender shredded beef bathed in a sumptuous rust-red chile sauce, onto it. She squirted on some guacamole salsa, rolled the whole thing up, and handed it to me. I could hardly get my jaw around it. The tortilla was made with the sweet flour from wheat grown nearby, flecked with beef cracklings, and infused with rustic smoke. The filling soaking its way through the tortilla had a mellow beefy intensity. It was a cowboy-sized burrito meant for the ranch-sized appetite of a vaquero. I’d never tasted anything like it.

For more than a dozen years, I’ve been on a quest to discover the best of Mexico’s culinary treasures that have held families together and kept communities connected. Like that carne con chile, they are heirloom recipes passed down from one generation to the next. My search has taken me deep into my home country, from a small Mayan hut in the Yucatán jungle to the bustling, labyrinthine Centro de Abastos market in the city of Oaxaca, to the food stands of Nogales. Some dishes are local masterpieces, the pride of a single town. Others have gained a following beyond their region, their fame traveling outward in seismic waves to the rest of the country and sometimes rippling over the border.

Every state in Mexico—there are thirty-two of them—has a trove of such beloved dishes. Chilorio, shredded pork cooked in its own fat until caramelized, then cooked some more in a fruity chile and tomato sauce, began as a neighborhood favorite, the specialty of home kitchens in the tiny town of Mocorito in Sinaloa. To satisfy the demand, people opened little factories right in their homes. It didn’t take long for the dish’s fame to spread beyond Sinaloa, and now it is a national sensation. For every celebrated classic like chilorio, carne asada, mole poblano, and tres leches cake, there are dozens of equally irresistible finds that you might not know even if you’re Mexican, unless you’re from the area the specific dish comes from.

Although people often speak of “Mexican food” as if it were just one thing, in reality, the cuisine of my native country is as complex and varied as its terrain. Mexico encompasses the tropics of the Yucatán Peninsula and the wheat farms and cattle ranches of Chihuahua and Sonora. It stretches from the flat, steamy Gulf Coast to the Sierra highlands of central Mexico to deserts that extend their sand dunes straight into the Sea of Cortez. There are regions, subregions, and micro regions, each with its own unique and rich culinary profile. You can find local treasures everywhere, sometimes in places as small as a remote village or a rancho or even within just one family.

The wealth of our foodscape is the product not only of the land but also of thousands of years of history. Native ingredients like chiles, beans, squash, tomatoes, tomatillos, corn, avocados, peanuts, pineapples, chocolate, and vanilla had been cultivated for millennia but had never been seen by a European until the Spanish arrived in the sixteenth century. They brought new staples that grew into fundamentals in our cooking: pork, beef, wheat, rice, spices like cinnamon, and olive oil, to name just a few.

As a result of this complex layering of ingredients, you will find recipes in this collection that date back hundreds or even thousands of years, like an unforgettable Yucatecan dish of seared white beans, herbs, and pumpkin seeds, with the Maya name of tok seel; or chulibul, green beans in a fresh corn puree, which has been eaten in the state of Campeche since pre-Hispanic times. But you’ll also want to try such relatively recent arrivals as tacos Árabes, an exquisite melding of Mexico and the Middle East, the gift of Lebanese immigrants in Puebla. And when we borrow a dish from the Spanish, like flan, we make it our own—I give you the version all Mexicans hanker for here.

The recipes speak of rainy afternoons deep in mountain forests, enjoying a bowl of mushroom soup laced with epazote; of lingering sunny days at a beach on the Sea of Cortéz, devouring messy seafood tostadas dressed with three salsas. They recall fiestas on the southern coast of Oaxaca, savoring a luscious whipped-potato cazuela with confettied vegetables as colorful as the traditional dresses of the women who make it. They evoke quick lunches standing at a street food stand in the city of Guadalajara, dipping a crusty sandwich stuffed with carnitas first into tomato broth, then into a spicy chile de árbol sauce, as the juices run down your arms. These dishes embody the ingenuity, warmth, and humor of the Mexican people, often expressed in evocative names like “dance with your wife” migas or “come back to life” seafood cocktail. And if there is a story to go with a recipe, like the local legend that accompanies the miners’ fish soup from Chihuahua called bear soup, it gets passed along too, always with a smile.


For each of the recipes in this book, the journey ended in my Maryland home kitchen, where I repeatedly cooked each one of these classics for my husband and boys to be sure it was the best expression of itself and that you could make it with ease. When somebody has a knack for getting the flavor of a dish just right, so that you want to come back for more, we say that he or she has buen sazón. These recipes are written to help guide you to that buen sazón. They are de batalla, from the battle, meaning they are versatile workhorses that may become essential to your own repertoire. Make carne con chile one day and enjoy it with rice and beans; the next day, wrap it in a burrito. Take the time to cook chilorio on Sunday, then transform it into a quesadilla on Monday.

I hope you will learn from and enjoy these treasures that we have inherited from the generations before us over the centuries, and that you, in turn, will pass them on.
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Chiles, Tomatoes, and Onions: Pillars of the Mexican Pantry

All of the ingredients called for in this book are easily findable online if you can’t get them at your own market. Stock your pantry with the essentials—dried chiles, canned tomatoes (for when good ripe tomatoes are not available), and white onions—and you’ll be good to go.

Dried Chiles: The Big Five

These five chiles will get you to the finish line in most of my recipes:


	Anchos

	Chipotles, preferably moritas, which are smaller

	Guajillos

	Pasillas

	Chiles de árbol



And sometimes:


	Colorados



Substitutions

If you’re caught short, try these switch-outs:


	Guajillos can be substituted for colorados.

	Chiles de árbol or even red pepper flakes can stand in for the heat of chiltepín chiles.



Two Indispensable Canned Chiles


	Chipotle chiles in adobo

	Pickled jalapeños in brine



Fresh Chiles

Most supermarkets have the fresh chiles you will need for these recipes: jalapeños and their hotter cousin, serranos (these can be substituted for one another); poblanos; and, sometimes, Anaheim chiles, aka New Mexico chiles; as well as habaneros for some feisty fresh heat.

Tomatoes: Straight Talk

Roma (aka plum) tomatoes are what Mexicans use most often. (These are the same tomatoes preferred for Italian recipes.) Dense and fleshy, they have a low moisture content. For that reason, they’re great for sauces and salsas, especially salsas that call for roasted tomatoes, since they don’t release too much juice.

More important than the variety, however, is the ripeness of the tomatoes. Ripe local tomatoes are always preferable to Romas that are hard and green. In the colder months, some hydroponic brands of tomatoes can deliver a fullness of flavor approaching that of ripe local tomatoes, but they are expensive.

However, most of us aren’t lucky enough to live in a place where we can get ripe tomatoes year-round. When local tomatoes aren’t in season, canned tomatoes are the best stand-in. Their flavor is superior to that of out-of-season fresh tomatoes. For sauces, I choose whole canned tomatoes. For recipes that call for roasted tomatoes, canned fire-roasted tomatoes are an excellent substitute. (They don’t need to be roasted again.) In recipes that call for diced or chopped tomatoes, canned crushed tomatoes are fine.

White Onions

White onions are the choice in most of Mexico. They are clean and fresh-tasting. Since they are lower in sulfur than yellow onions, they don’t dominate when raw, and their higher water content makes them crunchier, perfect for salsas and other raw dishes. If you have only yellow onions in your pantry, you can use them, but the taste will be a bit sweeter, the texture mushier.







Soups

Garlic Soup / Sopa de Ajo

Spring Onion and Tomato Soup with Melty Cheese / Sopa de Cebollitas con Queso

Corn Soup with Queso Fresco / Sopa de Esquites con Queso

Guajillo Mushroom Soup / Sopa de Hongos con Guajillo

Pinto Bean Soup with Masa Dumplings / Sopa de Ombligo

Chipotle Oyster Soup / Sopa de Ostión al Chipotle

Mine Workers’ Fish Soup / Caldo de Oso

Smoky Crab and Shrimp Soup / Chilpachole de Jaiba y Camarón

Sweet Lime and Chicken Soup / Sopa de Lima

Dressed-Up Chicken Soup / Caldo Tlalpeño

Beef and Vegetable Soup / Mole de Olla

Creamy Tomato and Chicharrón Soup / Sopa de Chicharrón

Red Menudo / Menudo Rojo





Just about every recipe in this chapter has a story. Or maybe I should say is a story. It could be about the tiny, completely off-the-grid, magical Sinaloan mountain town called Jinetes de Machado, where I learned to make a creamy bean soup with masa dumplings that has the memorable name “belly button soup.” Or it could be about the village of Tlaxiaco, high in the Oaxacan Sierras, where I met an inspiring woman chef named Ixchel Ornelas, who revived me after my long journey with the warming, comforting corn soup with queso fresco that she is known for.

Most of my soups are stories of places like these, since a soup is a warm way of getting to know a culture and its people. In the Yucatán, you would be hard-pressed to find a menu that does not offer the delicately citrusy chicken soup called sopa de lima. And everywhere along the Gulf Coast in the state of Veracruz, you will feast on fresh crab and chipotle soup—chilpachole de jaiba. In landlocked Chihuahua, I found sopa de ajo—garlic soup—not often on menus but a part of the daily meal in most homes. Every family has its favorite versions of these, because soups are more than local; they are also personal.

Of course, there are certain soups that you find all over Mexico. Yet as you move through the country’s diverse territories, you will always come upon local variations. The caldo de res—beef soup with vegetables—that simmers on stoves in Sonora is different from the one that simmers in Oaxacan pots.

Some soups remind me of home. A smoky mushroom and guajillo soup makes me think of the summer rainy season in central Mexico, when mushroom gatherers take to the hills to hunt for wild mushrooms and then bring their bounty to local markets. The chipotle chicken soup, sopa Tlalpeña, from a neighborhood in my hometown, Mexico City, is one of my standbys, and I hope it becomes one of yours.
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Garlic Soup / Sopa de Ajo

Serves 6

If you are in the state of Chihuahua and are invited to a meal in somebody’s home, you are likely to be served sopa de ajo. The soup, which has Spanish origins, took root mostly in the central and northern areas of Mexico. Fresh epazote sprigs are typical, as are dried chiles of one type or another, although I don’t include chiles here. Sometimes the chiles are cooked in oil along with the garlic and pureed, and sometimes they are toasted or fried and used as a topping.

The soup calls for a lot of garlic cloves, but their flavor is sweet, almost caramelized. I puree the garlic after it has simmered in the seasoned broth, giving the soup a silky texture and intensifying its mushroomy taste.


	2 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon olive oil, plus more for the baking sheet

	6 (½-inch-thick) slices baguette, diced

	1½ teaspoons kosher salt, or more to taste

	Freshly ground black pepper

	15 garlic cloves, sliced

	8 cups chicken broth

	3 sprigs fresh epazote (see note)

	2 large eggs

	1 cup grated Chihuahua or Monterey Jack cheese (4 ounces)



Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F, with a rack in the upper third. Generously brush a baking sheet with olive oil. Place the baguette pieces on the baking sheet. Sprinkle with ½ teaspoon of the salt and pepper to taste, toss well with your hands, and spread out into an even layer. Bake until crisp and golden brown, 20 to 25 minutes. Remove the croutons from the oven, transfer to a bowl, and set aside.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in a large saucepan over low heat. Add the sliced garlic and cook, stirring occasionally, until it has completely softened and is barely beginning to brown along its edges, 7 to 8 minutes; do not burn. Add the chicken broth, epazote sprigs, and the remaining 1 teaspoon salt. Raise the heat to medium, bring to a simmer, and cook for 10 to 12 minutes. Turn off the heat and allow the soup to cool slightly.

Remove the epazote sprigs and pour the broth and garlic into a blender, in batches if necessary. Puree until smooth. Return to the saucepan.

When you’re ready to serve, bring the soup back to a simmer over medium heat.

Beat the eggs with the remaining 1 teaspoon olive oil in a small bowl. Stirring the simmering broth with a dinner fork, drizzle in the eggs in the thinnest stream possible. Continue to simmer until the eggs are cooked, about 2 minutes, and remove from the heat.

Ladle into soup bowls, add about 3 tablespoons grated cheese to each serving, and top with the croutons. Serve immediately.

Cook’s Note

‣  You can substitute a tablespoon of dried epazote for the fresh. You can also substitute other fresh herbs of your choice, such as cilantro or thyme.





Spring Onion and Tomato Soup with Melty Cheese / Sopa de Cebollitas con Queso

Serves 6 to 8

Think of this soup as a cross between a rich, creamy tomato soup and an onion soup with lots of melted cheese. The soup stood out when I was researching the cuisine of Durango, a landlocked state in north-central Mexico with deep culinary traditions, which include a love for butter, cream, and cheese.

Don’t let the large number of spring onions (or scallions, which can be substituted) fool you into thinking that this will have an overpowering onion flavor. Cooking the alliums slowly in a generous amount of butter tames their pungency and gives them a mellow sweetness. The final enrichment of copious amounts of grated cheese transforms this into an irresistible queso soup. Serve with toasted crusty bread.


	5 tablespoons unsalted butter

	1 tablespoon olive oil

	30 spring onions or 60 scallions (about 8 bunches), white and light green parts only, thinly sliced (about 8 cups; reserve 1 cup of the light green parts for garnish)

	3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	1¼ teaspoons kosher salt, or more to taste

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	2 pounds ripe tomatoes, coarsely pureed in a blender or food processor, or 1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes

	3½ cups chicken broth

	½ cup crema or heavy cream

	2 cups grated melting cheese, such as asadero, Oaxaca, Monterey Jack, or mozzarella (8 ounces)



Heat the butter and olive oil in a large pot over medium heat until the butter is bubbling. Add the spring onions or scallions and cook for about 10 minutes, stirring occasionally, until completely softened. Clear a space in the middle of the pot, add the garlic, and cook for a minute or two, until fragrant. Add 1 teaspoon of the salt and the pepper and stir well.

Stir in the tomatoes and cook for 9 to 10 minutes, stirring occasionally, until they have cooked down and darkened in color.

Add the chicken broth, stir well, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer for 3 to 4 minutes. Stir in the cream and cook at a gentle simmer for another 5 minutes. Add the remaining ¼ teaspoon salt, or more to taste, then add the cheese and stir so that it melts into the soup. Ladle the soup into bowls, garnish with the reserved spring onions or scallions, and serve.


Crema

Mexican crema has everything you like about cream, sour cream, and crème fraîche in one delicious bite. Tangy and a little salty, it’s thicker than heavy cream but still pourable, thinner than sour cream or crème fraîche. This is why we reach for it so readily to enrich soups, vegetable dishes, and desserts.

Crema is found in Mexican markets and in larger supermarkets. It has a conveniently long shelf life, usually a couple of weeks at least. Once you have it on hand, you’ll find all sorts of ways to use it—including eating it by the spoonful.
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Corn Soup with Queso Fresco / Sopa de Esquites con Queso

Serves 6

This soup showed me the simpler side of Oaxacan cooking. I had come to Tlaxiaco, high in the Sierra Madre Mountains, to work with Ixchel Ornelas, a leading Oaxacan chef who is spearheading efforts to promote the cooking of her area. She created the soup for her family restaurant El Patio, and it has become so famous in the region that she can’t take it off the menu. At 2,100 meters above sea level, this forested region, known as Mixteca Alta, can be cold and rainy, very different from the rest of Oaxaca, and the soup was warming and satisfying after my five-hour trip from Oaxaca City.

Ixchel taught me how to make the most complicated mole I have ever tasted, with more than forty ingredients, but it was her corn soup that stayed in my head for weeks after I got back home. Although it calls for just a handful of ingredients and comes together in about 15 minutes, there is a lot going on when you taste it: the sweetness and crunchiness of the corn; the tanginess of the queso fresco, which is firm when you begin eating the soup, then begins to share itself with the broth; the clean, earthy taste of the epazote; and the heat of the serranos.


	2 tablespoons unsalted butter

	1 tablespoon vegetable oil

	½ cup finely chopped white onion

	1 to 2 serrano or jalapeño chiles (to taste), finely chopped

	4 cups fresh corn kernels (from 5 to 6 ears) or thawed frozen corn

	½ teaspoon kosher salt, or more to taste

	¼ cup chopped fresh epazote or cilantro leaves

	8 cups chicken broth

	1 cup diced queso fresco (4 ounces)



Melt the butter with the oil in a large pot over medium-high heat. Once the butter begins to sizzle, add the onion and chiles and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, until wilted and beginning to color. Add the corn and salt, stir, and cook for 3 minutes, until the kernels begin to soften. Add the epazote or cilantro, stir, and add the chicken broth. Bring to a boil, cover, reduce the heat to low, and simmer for 7 to 8 minutes, until the soup is fragrant and the corn is tender. Adjust the seasonings and remove from the heat.

Ladle the soup into bowls, top with the queso fresco, and serve.
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Guajillo Mushroom Soup / Sopa de Hongos con Guajillo

Serves 6 to 8

You find mushroom soup in Mexico year-round, but especially during the summer rainy season in the central part of the country, when foragers go out to the hills before dawn to gather all sorts of exotic varieties and bring them, still glistening with the morning dew, to local markets. With different textures, shapes, and colors, these mushrooms, rarely available in the cities, have whimsical names like birds’ feet, little cloves, and blue clouds.

For this soup, you can use wild mushrooms such as chanterelles, trumpets, shiitakes, or oysters (a mix is nice) or cultivated ones such as white buttons, cremini, or baby bellas. Whether made with wild or cultivated varieties, Mexican mushroom soup has a rustic mountain quality. Dried chiles are usually part of the equation; the most common are guajillos, as here, or anchos or chiles de árbol, which can be substituted. All will give the broth a red hue and a smoky taste, but anchos will yield a more bittersweet, chocolaty flavor and chiles de árbol will make it smokier and the heat a bit feistier.


	3 dried guajillo chiles, stemmed and seeded

	2 tablespoons vegetable oil

	1 tablespoon unsalted butter

	½ cup finely chopped white onion

	3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	2 pounds fresh wild or cultivated mushrooms, or a combination, cut into bite-size pieces

	1½ teaspoons kosher salt, or more to taste

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper, or more to taste

	8 cups vegetable or chicken broth

	5 sprigs fresh epazote or cilantro

	Lime wedges for serving



Heat a comal or skillet over medium-low heat. Add the guajillo chiles and toast, turning them, until their skin goes from soft and deep red to toasted and mostly browned but not blackened.

Transfer the chiles to a saucepan, cover with hot water, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium and simmer for about 10 minutes, until the chiles are softened. Transfer to a blender, add 1 cup of their cooking liquid, and cover tightly. Puree until smooth.

Heat the oil and butter in a large pot over medium heat until the butter melts. Add the onion and cook for about 3 minutes, stirring occasionally, until it is softened and the edges are just beginning to brown. Add the garlic, stir, and cook until fragrant, less than a minute. Raise the heat to high, stir in the mushrooms, 1 teaspoon of the salt, and the pepper, and let the mushrooms cook, stirring often. They will release their juices and then, as the juices evaporate, begin to brown, which is what you want; it should take 10 to 12 minutes.

Once all of the mushroom liquid has evaporated, reduce the heat to medium, stir in the pureed chiles, and cook until the puree thickens and most of it has been absorbed by the mushrooms, about 10 minutes. Add the broth, stir, add the epazote or cilantro sprigs, and bring to a simmer. Simmer for 10 minutes, until all the flavors come together. Remove the epazote or cilantro, add the remaining ½ teaspoon salt, taste, and adjust the seasonings.

Serve with lime wedges.

Cook’s Notes

‣  If you want a layer of tomato flavor and a thicker broth, add a tomato to the guajillo chiles as they simmer. Simmer until the chiles are softened and the tomato is mushy, about 10 minutes, then puree with the 1 cup cooking liquid. You can do this with any soup that calls for pureed rehydrated chiles.

‣  When toasting dried chiles, turn on your stove’s exhaust fan to help disperse the fumes from the chiles.

‣  For soups or stews made with sprigs of fresh herbs that will be removed after cooking, it’s useful to tie them together with a short piece of cooking twine so you can fish them out easily.


The Ever-Popular Guajillo Chile

Why do we love guajillos? Because these dried chiles have an elegant taste to match their long, tapered shape and beautiful dark maroon color, and because they contribute an earthy depth of flavor without overwhelming heat, they are one of the most common chiles in Mexican cooking. You find them in salsas and stews, soups and moles, meat dishes, adobos, and rubs.

As a first step, guajillos are almost always stemmed and seeded, and then often toasted on a comal. Be sure to toast them until they turn opaque and a bit brownish, but not until they blacken, which would make them bitter. They can then be ground into a powder, but more often they are rehydrated in hot or simmering water and pureed with other ingredients, including some of the soaking water.
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Pinto Bean Soup with Masa Dumplings / Sopa de Ombligo

Serves 6 to 8

I was captivated by the name of this traditional pinto bean soup from the tiny Sinaloan mountain town of Jinetes de Machado: Ombligo means belly button! The rich, creamy pureed soup has masa dumplings in it that are shaped into little balls with dimples in them, hence the name. The belly buttons trap the hearty flavors of the soup they cook in, and they also share themselves with the soup, thickening it and permeating it with the flavors of queso fresco and fresh cilantro and mint.

The finished soup seems to beg for a little heat, and because it is Sinaloan, I usually add the region’s iconic dried chiltepín chiles. But you can use another dried ground chile of your liking, such as chiles de árbol, to garnish it.

I learned the soup from Maria Elena Machado, the aunt of Gerardo Machado, who invited me to visit the town.


	2 tablespoons vegetable oil

	½ cup chopped white onion

	1 garlic clove, chopped

	½ pound ripe tomatoes, chopped, or half a 15-ounce can crushed tomatoes

	½ teaspoon kosher salt, or more to taste

	½ recipe Basic Simmered Beans, made with pinto beans, drained, reserving 1 cup of the broth, or 2 (15-ounce) cans pinto beans, drained, plus 1 cup chicken or vegetable broth

	8 cups chicken or vegetable broth

	For the dumplings

	1 cup masa harina (see note)

	1 cup lukewarm water

	¼ teaspoon kosher salt, or more to taste

	3 tablespoons vegetable oil

	3 tablespoons crumbled queso fresco

	1 tablespoon chopped fresh cilantro leaves

	1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint leaves

	Crema or sour cream for garnish (optional)

	Sliced scallions, chopped fresh mint and cilantro leaves, and/or crushed dried chiltepín chiles or chiles de árbol for garnish (optional)



Heat the oil in a large heavy pot over medium-high heat. Add the onion and cook for 5 to 6 minutes, until it has softened and the edges are beginning to brown. Add the garlic and cook for another minute, until fragrant and beginning to color. Stir in the tomatoes and salt and cook until the tomatoes have reduced to a thick paste, 5 to 6 minutes.

Add the beans, with the 1 cup of their broth (or the additional 1 cup chicken or vegetable broth), along with 4 cups of the broth. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat to medium, cover partially, and simmer for 10 minutes. The beans should be completely soft and the broth thick and soupy. Remove from the heat.

Meanwhile, make the dumplings: In a medium bowl, combine the masa harina with the water and salt and knead together. The dough will be very coarse and seem dry. Add the oil, queso fresco, cilantro, and mint and mix together until the dough is very soft and homogenous, about 1 minute. Set aside.

Working in batches, puree the soup in a blender until smooth. Pour back into the pot and whisk or stir in the remaining 4 cups broth. Bring to a simmer over medium heat, then reduce the heat to low.

To form the dumplings: Fill a bowl with warm water for moistening your hands. Wet your hands and form the dumplings one at a time: Scoop up enough masa to make a 1-inch ball, roll between your hands into a ball, and make a dimple in the middle with your thumb, then gently drop into the soup. Once all the dumplings have been shaped and added to the soup, gently stir with a wooden spoon to make sure none are sticking to the bottom of the pot. Cover partially and let the soup simmer gently for 15 to 20 more minutes, until the dumplings are cooked through.

Taste the soup for salt and add more to taste if necessary. Serve hot, garnishing each bowl with a spoonful of cream, and sprinkling on scallions, herbs, and/or crushed chiles if you like.

Cook’s Notes

‣  If you have a choice between masa harina for tamales (the package will say “for tamales”) or for tortillas, go for the tamal version. Masa harina for tortillas is finer, but it will work.

‣  You can substitute mild feta or farmers’ cheese for the queso.


Jinetes de Machado: A Town That’s All in the Family

Jinetes de Machado has only been around for about 150 years, and its population has been made up of four generations of a single extended family, the Machados. The cattle-raising family used to be semi-nomadic until they arrived here and made it their home. The village is so remote that during most of the year, the only way to get to it is by mule. There is no electricity or running water, and the people like it that way.

Today there are no more than sixty people living in Jinetes. My host was Gerardo Machado, one of the men of the younger generation. He is devoted to protecting the flora and fauna and is trying to bring in a new kind of ecotourism. He also works to stop illegal logging and the hunting of animals on the verge of extinction, like the mountain jaguar.

The Machados survive on what they grow—they prepare their own masa for tortillas, bake their own bread, make fresh cheeses, and farm all their fruits and vegetables. The only items from the outside world are a few basics like oil, sugar, and flour.
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Chipotle Oyster Soup / Sopa de Ostión al Chipotle

Serves 6

I was inspired to make this soup, which is one of my favorites of all time, after I visited the port city of Altata in Sinaloa, on the northeast coast of the Baja Peninsula. A truly hidden gem, Altata is home to a number of thriving oyster farms. The waters of the Pacific Ocean are mineral-rich here, and the oysters are the meatiest, most delicious I’ve ever tasted.

Decades earlier, I’d eaten a similar soup in a Mexico City cantina on a night out with my future husband and my older sister and her husband. Daniel and I had just started dating, and right after the food came to the table, my sister asked him what his intentions were with her little sister. I was mortified and focused on my fabulous soup, which I never forgot, so I was delighted to be able to re-create it.

I use finely chopped celery, carrots, and leeks in two ways here. For the flavorful, smoky-spicy pureed base, I cook a portion of the vegetables with the chiles and simmer them with roasted tomatoes and the oyster juices. Then the rest are added with the oysters and cooked just until al dente, so they add a delightful tiny crunch. The oysters should be cooked gently and not too long, so they taste and feel like a seafood version of foie gras.


	1½ pounds ripe tomatoes (see note)

	3 tablespoons vegetable oil

	1½ cups finely chopped white onion

	1½ cups finely chopped celery

	1½ cups finely chopped carrots

	1½ cups finely chopped well-rinsed leeks

	5 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	3 chipotle chiles in adobo sauce, finely chopped, plus 1 tablespoon of the sauce

	1 dried chile de árbol, stemmed and chopped, seeds included

	1 pound shucked oysters (12 to 15 large), with their juices

	1 teaspoon kosher salt, or more to taste

	1 teaspoon dried oregano

	5 cups Shrimp Broth or chicken or vegetable broth

	Chopped fresh cilantro leaves for garnish

	Quartered limes for serving



Preheat the broiler, with the rack 2 to 3 inches from the heat source. Place the tomatoes on a baking sheet lined with foil and broil for 10 to 12 minutes, turning them over halfway through, until charred and mushy. Remove from the heat. Alternatively, you can roast the tomatoes on a comal or in a large skillet over medium heat, turning them every 4 to 5 minutes. Remove from the heat.

When the tomatoes are cool enough to handle, finely chop them and transfer to a bowl. Make sure to tip in any juices from the baking sheet. Set aside.

Heat the oil in a large pot over medium heat. Add the onion and cook, stirring often, for 5 to 6 minutes, until softened. Stir in 1 cup each of the celery, carrots, and leeks and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, until wilted.

Clear a space in the middle of the pot and add the garlic, chipotles in adobo, adobo sauce, and chile de árbol. Cook, stirring, for a minute, then mix with the vegetables and cook for another minute.

Add the tomatoes, the oyster juices, salt, and oregano, bring to a simmer, and cook until the mixture thickens a bit, 6 to 7 minutes. Add the broth, bring to a simmer, and simmer for 10 minutes, until the color darkens and the soup thickens slightly. Turn off the heat and allow to cool slightly.

Transfer the soup, in batches, to a blender and puree until smooth. Wash and dry the pot.

If you want a very silky texture, place a sieve over the pot and pour the soup through it; otherwise, just return the soup to the pot. Bring to a simmer over medium heat and add the remaining ½ cup each celery, carrots, and leeks. Simmer for 4 to 5 minutes, until the vegetables are cooked to al dente and the soup is a little thicker. Stir in the shucked oysters and any juices and cook for 1 minute, until barely cooked through. Turn off the heat.

Ladle into soup bowls, garnish with cilantro, and offer your guests quartered limes so they can squeeze in some fresh juice before they eat.

Cook’s Notes

‣  You can substitute 1 (28-ounce) can fire-roasted tomatoes for the fresh tomatoes; skip the broiling step.

‣  When you puree a hot soup, the built-up steam can cause the top of the blender to fly off. To prevent this from happening, always work in batches, filling the blender only halfway. For extra protection, cover the top with a towel before you turn on the blender. Start on low speed, then gradually increase the speed.
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Mine Workers’ Fish Soup / Caldo de Oso

Serves 6 to 8

I first learned about this soup from a Denver TV producer whom I knew only as Pepe. I was intrigued, because I’d never seen it on a menu, even though I’ve been to Chihuahua many times. That’s because it’s not a restaurant dish, but a beloved home-cooked meal.

Pepe described in detail how his mom makes the soup, and after making it, I understood why it’s worthy of his nostalgia. How could he ever forget the intense flavor of the tomato-based broth, spiced with both anchos and pickled jalapeños? A small amount of flour is added to the base to give the broth body, a common trick in the northern states of Mexico, where wheat has a stronger presence than corn. The soup is full of vegetables and you can easily make a meal of it. The copper-mine workers who are said to have originated caldo de oso traditionally made it with catfish, a freshwater fish that is abundant in Chihuahua, but the recipe also works well with other white fish. (For the story of how it came to be called bear soup, see the sidebar.)


	2 dried ancho chiles, stemmed and seeded

	2 tablespoons unsalted butter

	2 tablespoons vegetable oil

	⅔ cup finely chopped white onion

	3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	2 pounds ripe tomatoes, chopped, or 1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes

	½ teaspoon dried thyme

	½ teaspoon dried marjoram

	½ teaspoon dried oregano

	¼ teaspoon ground cumin

	Kosher salt to taste

	1 tablespoon all-purpose flour

	8 cups fish or seafood broth, Shrimp Broth, or water

	1 bay leaf

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	1 pickled jalapeño, diced, plus 2 tablespoons of its brine

	2 cups peeled and diced carrots

	2 cups peeled and diced potatoes

	2 pounds catfish, tilapia, cod, or snapper fillets, cut into 2-inch pieces

	Lime wedges and plenty of chopped fresh cilantro leaves for serving



Place the ancho chiles in a bowl, cover with about 2 cups boiling water, and let sit for 10 minutes, or until they are plumped. Transfer the chiles and 1 cup of their soaking water to a blender and puree until smooth. Set aside.

Heat the butter and oil in a large pot over medium heat until the butter is bubbling. Add the onion and cook for 4 to 5 minutes, until it is softened and the edges begin to color. Add the garlic, stir, and cook for a minute, until fragrant. Increase the heat to medium-high and stir in the tomatoes. Add the thyme, marjoram, oregano, cumin, and a generous pinch of salt and cook, stirring occasionally, until the tomatoes have softened and cooked down a bit, 6 to 8 minutes. Sprinkle the flour over the tomatoes and onions, stir well, and cook, stirring, until the mixture begins to brown and smell toasty. Add the broth or water and bring to a simmer, stirring.

Stir the pureed anchos into the soup. Add the bay leaf, 1 teaspoon salt, the pepper, pickled jalapeño, and its brine and mix well. Bring back to a simmer, stirring, then reduce the heat to medium, cover partially, and simmer for 15 minutes, stirring occasionally.

Add the carrots and potatoes and continue to simmer for 15 to 20 minutes, until the vegetables are cooked through. Taste and adjust the salt.

Season the fish with salt and pepper, stir into the soup, and simmer for 5 to 8 minutes, or until just cooked through.

Ladle the soup into bowls and pass lime wedges and chopped cilantro at the table.


“Bear Soup” with No Bear

The traditional name for this dish, caldo de oso, translates as bear soup. Nope, there is no bear in it. The story goes like this: Almost a century ago, copper-mine workers building the La Boquilla Dam on the Conchos River in Camargo, a mining region in Chihuahua, fed themselves from the bounty of catfish they found in the river. Every day they made catfish soup. After a while, though, they grew so tired of eating it that they began to call it caldo odioso, which translates as detestable soup. Eventually, odioso got shortened to oso. It’s a common Mexican practice to make words smaller and use the diminutive, so the name stuck. And while the mine workers at the dam a hundred years ago might have wearied of the soup, the people of Chihuahua adore it, and I know you will too.
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Smoky Crab and Shrimp Soup / Chilpachole de Jaiba y Camarón

Serves 6

Chilpachole, from the Nahuatl words chilli (chile) and patzolli, meaning something that is mixed, is fun to say and even more fun to eat. Reminiscent of bouillabaisse, it’s rich, spicy, and soothing, all at the same time. In the state of Veracruz, where the dish originated, the soup is made with the blue crabs that abound along the state’s long, smiling gulf coastline. Sometimes other seafood is added, usually shrimp.

Traditionally the whole crabs are cooked in a rich, velvety chipotle broth thickened with masa. When I began making chilpachole, I used my local Maryland crabs. But because their season is short, I now use crabmeat and shrimp, cooked in a broth made with shrimp shells and, if I can get them, heads, which has the same richness and depth of flavor as one from whole crabs.

Sometimes cooks put jalapeños in the broth instead of chipotles, but I like both. Jalapeño is the fresh version of the chipotle and has a completely different taste. I roast it to coax out its flavors and blend it with the soup base, along with the chipotles and some of their adobo sauce.

Masa yields a thicker, silkier soup, but you can also thicken the soup with crumbled toasted tortillas, which add a rustic flavor that I love.


	For the shrimp broth

	1 pound medium shrimp in the shell, preferably head-on

	10 cups water

	½ white onion

	5 garlic cloves, peeled

	4 bay leaves

	2 teaspoons kosher salt, or more to taste

	1 teaspoon black peppercorns

	For the soup

	1½ pounds tomatoes (see note)

	3 garlic cloves, not peeled

	½ white onion, quartered

	1 jalapeño chile

	2 chipotle chiles in adobo sauce, plus 2 tablespoons of the sauce

	1 teaspoon kosher salt

	2 tablespoons olive oil

	6 sprigs fresh epazote or 1 tablespoon crumbled dried epazote

	¼ cup masa harina, blended with ¼ cup water, or 3 corn tortillas, toasted and crumbled

	2 pounds jumbo lump crabmeat, picked over for shells and cartilage

	For serving

	Diced avocado (optional)

	Sliced crunchy bread (optional)

	2 limes, quartered



To make the shrimp broth: Peel and devein the shrimp, removing and reserving the heads, if you have them; refrigerate the shrimp until ready to use them. Place the heads and shells in a medium saucepan. Add the water, onion, garlic, bay leaves, salt, and peppercorns and bring to a boil over medium-high heat, then reduce the heat to medium and simmer for 30 minutes. Strain the broth. You will have about 9 cups; you can freeze what you don’t use for the soup. Set aside.

To make the soup: Preheat the broiler, with the rack 2 to 3 inches from the heat source. Place the tomatoes, garlic cloves, onion, and jalapeño on a baking sheet lined with foil and broil for 10 to 12 minutes, turning the vegetables halfway through, until they are charred and the tomatoes are mushy. The garlic will probably be done by the time you turn the vegetables; remove it when it’s charred and softened. When it is cool enough to handle, peel it. Alternatively, you can char the vegetables on a comal or large skillet over medium heat, turning them every 4 to 5 minutes. Remove from the heat.

Transfer the charred vegetables to a blender. Add 1 cup of the shrimp broth and the chipotles, adobo sauce, and salt and puree until smooth.

Heat the oil in a large pot over medium heat. Add the vegetable puree and epazote, using the pot lid to shield yourself from splatters, and cook, stirring often, for 10 to 12 minutes, until the mixture thickens and darkens and the flavors intensify.

Combine the masa harina mixture or crumbled tortillas and 1 cup of the reserved shrimp broth in a blender and blend until smooth. Stir into the simmering sauce, along with another 3 cups shrimp broth, bring to a simmer, and simmer for 20 minutes, stirring occasionally and scraping the bottom of the pot.

Add the crab and shrimp and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, until the shrimp is just cooked through.

Garnish the soup with diced avocado and serve with crunchy bread, if you wish, passing the lime quarters for squeezing in.

Cook’s Note

‣  You can substitute 1 (28-ounce) can fire-roasted tomatoes for the fresh tomatoes; skip the broiling step for the tomatoes and puree them with the roasted garlic, onion, and jalapeño.





Sweet Lime and Chicken Soup / Sopa de Lima

Serves 6

To say this chicken soup is a signature dish of the Yucatán is an understatement. You’ll find it on just about every restaurant menu on the peninsula. What makes it uniquely Yucatecan is not just the sweet lime, known as lima, the variety of lime that is used there and gives the soup its name as well as its unmistakable flavor, but also the harmonious combination of bell pepper (called chile dulce in the region) in the sofrito base, roasted garlic in the broth, and fragrant dried oregano. Even the tortilla chips that garnish the soup are cut differently from those in traditional tortilla soups: They are long strips rather than short strips or wedges.

You can find lima citrus in specialty stores and online, or substitute regular limes or lemons.


	5 garlic cloves, not peeled

	2 boneless, skinless chicken breasts (about 1½ pounds)

	10 cups water

	1 teaspoon dried oregano

	½ teaspoon dried thyme

	3 bay leaves

	3 cloves

	2½ teaspoons kosher salt, or more to taste

	¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	2 tablespoons vegetable oil, plus more for frying the tortilla strips

	1 cup chopped red onion

	½ pound ripe tomatoes, chopped, with their juices, or half a 15-ounce can crushed tomatoes

	1 green or yellow bell pepper, cored, seeded, and chopped

	6 to 8 corn tortillas, cut into 2-x-½-inch strips and fried or baked until crisp

	½ cup chopped fresh cilantro leaves and upper stems for garnish

	1 sweet lime (or regular lime or lemon), thinly sliced, for garnish, plus 2 to 3 sweet limes (or regular limes or lemons) for squeezing

	1 fresh habanero chile, thinly sliced, for garnish (optional)



Preheat the broiler, with the rack 2 to 3 inches from the heat source. Place the unpeeled garlic cloves on a small baking sheet under the broiler and broil for 5 to 10 minutes, turning from time to time, until the skin is completely charred and blackened and the garlic is soft and mushy. Remove from the heat and set aside to cool slightly; peel when cool enough to handle. Alternatively, you can char the garlic on a preheated comal or skillet, turning it occasionally. Remove from the heat.

Place the chicken breasts in a large pot and cover with the water. Add the charred garlic cloves, oregano, thyme, bay leaves, cloves, 2 teaspoons of the salt, and the pepper and bring to a simmer over medium heat. Skim off the foam, cover partially, reduce the heat to medium-low, and simmer for 30 to 35 minutes, until the chicken is cooked through but still moist. Remove from the heat.

Remove the chicken breasts from the broth and set aside until cool enough to handle, then shred along the grain into thin pieces. Strain the broth into a large bowl and add the shredded chicken.

Rinse and dry the pot. Add the oil and heat over medium-high heat until hot. Add the onion, tomatoes, bell pepper, and the remaining ½ teaspoon salt and cook, stirring often, until the vegetables are very soft, almost a mash, about 10 minutes.

Stir in the chicken broth and chicken and bring to a simmer. Reduce the heat to low, partially cover, and simmer for 8 to 10 minutes, until all the flavors have come together.

Ladle the soup into bowls. Top each serving with a handful of tortilla strips and garnish with some of the cilantro, lime or lemon slices, a squeeze of juice, and, if desired, some sliced habanero for added flavor and heat.


Sweet Limes

The sweet lime, Citrus limettioides, is of Asian origin. It was brought to Mexico by the Spanish and it took hold in the Yucatán Peninsula, where it is now ubiquitous. It goes by various names, such as lima, sweet lemon, and limetta. The fruit is plump and round, about 2½ inches in diameter, with smooth, deep green skin that becomes yellow and freckled as the fruit matures. The pulp is a beautiful light green, with a perfumed aroma and an intriguing flavor that is much milder, sweeter—almost floral, but with a hint of bitterness—and less acidic than that of regular limes.
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		Chicken and Turkey



		Garlic, Chile, and Cumin Roast Chicken / Pollo Ajocomino



		Oaxacan Oregano Roast Chicken / Pollo al OrÉgano Oaxaqueño



		Orange and Anaheim Chicken / Pollo a la Naranja y Chile Verde



		Chorizo Chicken Tinga / Tinga de Pollo con Chorizo y Papa



		Chicken Pozole with Pinto Beans / Gallina Pinta



		Chicken in Pecan and Ancho Chile Sauce / Pollo con Salsa de Nuez y Chile Ancho



		Almond Chicken / Pollo Almendrado



		Chicken Mole with Mushrooms / Atápakua de Pollo con Hongos



		Coloradito Mole with Chicken / Mole Coloradito con Pollo



		Mole Poblano with Chicken / Mole Poblano con Pollo



		Plaza Chicken and Enchiladas / Enchiladas Placeras con Pollo



		Chipotle Turkey Meat Loaf / Albondigón de Pavo



		Fiesta Turkey with Chorizo and Cashew Stuffing / Pavo de Fiesta con Chorizo y Nuez de la India











		Beef, Veal, Lamb, and Goat



		Durango-Style Beef and Vegetable Stew / Caldillo Duranguense



		Wedding Stew / Asado de Boda



		Beef Brisket in Colorado Chile Sauce / Carne con Chile



		Ancho and Beef Patties / Pacholas



		Beef Picadillo / Picadillo de Carne



		Grilled Oaxacan Air-Dried Beef / Tasajo



		Northern-Style Seared Meat Platter / Discada Norteña



		Beef and Vegetable Salad / Salpicón de Carne



		Veal Chops with Pine Nut Mole / Mole de Novia



		Wrapped Slow-Cooked Lamb / Mixiote de Carnero



		Lamb Barbacoa / Barbacoa de Borrego



		Braised Goat or Lamb with Guajillo Chiles / Birria











		Pork



		Sinaloa-Style Shredded Pork / Chilorio de Mocorito



		Brown Sugar Carnitas / Carnitas Caramelizadas



		Drowned Carnitas Tortas / Tortas Ahogadas



		Yucatecan Pork and Black Beans / Frijol con Puerco Yucateco



		Slow-Cooked Pork with Caramelized Tomatoes / Lomitos de Valladolid



		Oaxacan Green Mole with Pork and White Beans / Mole Verde Oaxaqueño con Puerco y Frijol Blanco



		Adobo-Roasted Pork Butt / Pierna de Cerdo Adobada



		Grilled Oaxacan Adobo Pork / Cecina de Oaxaca



		Yucatecan Grilled Citrus Pork / Poc Chuc



		Pork Loin in Peanut Sauce / Encacahuatado de Cerdo



		Pork Chops in Chile-Seed Sauce / Venorio con Chuletas de Cerdo











		Salads and Vegetables



		Avocado, Watercress, and Pecan Salad / Ensalada de Aguacate con Berros y Nuez



		Seared Nopalito Salad with Radishes and Oregano / Ensalada de Nopales Asados con Rábanos y Orégano



		Chiles Rellenos with Cheese / Chiles Rellenos de Queso



		Green Beans in Corn Sauce with Pumpkin Seeds / Chulibul



		Chayotes with Chile and Cheese / Chayotes con Chile de Árbol y Queso



		Chard and Potatoes with Chorizo / Acelgas con Chorizo y Papas



		Cracked Corn in Tomato Cheese Sauce / Chacales



		Potato Crown / Rosca de Papa



		Istmeña Potato Casserole / Cazuela de Papa Istmeña



		Mashed Sweet Potatoes with Caramelized Pineapple / Dulce de Camote con Piña



		Zucchini and Corn in Poblano Sauce / Calabacitas de Tapachula



		Zucchini, Poblano, and Cheese Torte / Torta de Calabacita











		Desserts



		Sandwich Cookies with Cajeta / Bizcotela Vestida



		Chocolate-Dipped Palmiers / Orejas con Chocolate



		Caramel-Filled Pastries / Coyotas



		Flourless Chocolate Almond Cake / Pastel de Almendra y Chocolate



		Four-Milk Cake with Plums and Apricots / Pastel de Cuatro Leches con Ciruelas y Chabacanos



		Date and Pecan Cake / Pastel de Dátil con Nuez



		Classic Creamy Flan / Flan Napolitano de Queso



		Cajeta Mousse / Mousse de Cajeta



		Coconut Rice Pudding / Arroz con Leche De Coco



		Burnt Milk Ice Cream / Helado de Leche Quemada



		Day of the Dead Bread / Pan de Muerto



		Chocolate-and-Vanilla Three Kings’ Bread / Rosca de Reyes de Chocolate y Vainilla



		Cinnamon-Sugar Fried Dough / Churros



		Mixed Nut and Seed Brittle / Palanqueta de Nueces y Semillas



		Candied Pumpkin in Brown Sugar Syrup / Calabaza en Tacha
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