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introduction

My love affair with cooking started long ago, but I remember it so clearly. When I was about six years old, my mom was leaving for work early one morning and I told her I was hungry. “So cook something!” she answered. I vividly remember pulling up a chair to the stove and turning it on with a match. (I know—dangerous, but it was a different time!) I selected the smallest frying pan I could find because I wanted to cook one egg. Not eggs, just one egg. I cracked the egg on the edge of the pan, as I’d seen my mom do effortlessly many times before, and emptied it into the frying pan.

Of course, the pan was full of eggshell. I didn’t use any butter or oil, so the egg stuck everywhere. I can’t even remember now what it tasted like, but I can recall the feeling of accomplishment I had after cooking that egg. I found it empowering and energizing. I was hooked from that day forward.

I wanted to learn everything! I wanted my little EASY-BAKE Oven to make casseroles like my mom’s. I wanted my lemonade stand to have more flavor options than just lemon. And for Christmas I wanted my own hand mixer! I eventually graduated from cooking an egg to making my own spaghetti sauce.

I have my family to thank for my cooking skills and the inspiration they gave me to begin my own culinary journey. My dad was a big believer in never eating fast food, so we were not allowed to have it. And nothing ever went to waste. I grew up on a ranch outside of Corpus Christi, Texas, and throughout my childhood my family grew our own vegetables and raised our own chickens. Every day my mom cooked with garden-fresh calabasa (squash), carrots, and beans, and freshly laid eggs. Every last bit of that garden’s harvest was always used, and any trimmings went right to the compost pile. She worked full-time as a special education teacher; took care of my oldest sister, who is developmentally disabled; and had three other daughters to drive all over town to cheerleading, band practice, work, and everywhere else busy teenage girls need to go. But in spite of it all, she always managed to have dinner on the table every night at 6 P.M. for my dad. This was such an important lesson in my life. The fact that my mother clearly reveled in taking care of her family in addition to having a career inspired me to be the same way. I cannot count the number of times that I’ve found myself in a Gucci dress and heels—with full hair and makeup, about to run out to an event—pulling a roasted chicken out of the oven in order to make sure that my family is fed before leaving the house to face a hundred photographers on a red carpet.

I remember cooking a Cuban dish all day (because it takes eight hours) and then running off to a red carpet event where an interviewer actually said to me, “You smell good, like food!”

“Oh, that’s comino,” I answered, using the Spanish word for cumin. “I was cooking Ropa Vieja all day.”

It made me laugh, but at the same time it reminded me that my family comes first, and my acting second.

And then there was my Aunt Elsa, who was the biggest influence on my cooking. She passed away a few years ago and I miss her still. She was a professional caterer and her kitchen was always bustling with activity for a party or event she had coming up. She was so inspiring, and a deep well of information. A vault of recipes lay at the tip of her tongue. And she, like my parents, knew how to make ingredients last. Put a chicken in Elsa’s hands on Monday, and you’d eat a bit of it every day for a week; she used the meat, the bones, the wing tips, everything! Because Elsa was a caterer, she had mastered the art of cooking for large groups, as well as cooking the bases of various dishes and freezing them for later use. For example, she made the most delicious biscuits by adding water to a two-gallon bag of base that she kept in the freezer (I share her recipe). She did this with bases for chili, tomato sauce, cookie dough, punch, and tamales. She never measured, a sin I am guilty of as well. In fact, as a dedicated “handful of this, pinch of that” kind of cook, the hardest part of writing this cookbook was learning how to measure!

I believe it is because of Elsa that I love when food is beautifully presented. Since most of what she prepared had to look as good as it tasted, Aunt Elsa had an eye for what food needed to make it visually pop. She could employ simple touches like trimming the crusts off tea sandwiches and more elaborate flourishes like serving fruit salad in a watermelon that she hollowed out so that the bright pink interior shone against the vivid white and green rind. I have her to thank (or to blame) for my obsession with collecting lovely servingware, from tablecloths and napkins to bowls of all sizes, including the adorable jalapeño-shaped bowl I bought in Mexico and in which I always serve pico de gallo so people know it’s spicy!

Aunt Elsa was the source of an endless stream of insights, recipes, and beliefs about cooking I’ve never heard anywhere else. Every day she had a cooking tip for me and she always volunteered it unasked. That’s one thing I loved about her: She would teach you things whether or not you wanted to learn them. She would say, “Evita, never put tomatoes in the fridge,” or “Always put apples in the fridge,” or “Evita, only flip a tortilla once on the comal.” She was also a priceless source of practical information like “Use a dampened paper towel to pick up slivers of broken glass.” I absorbed everything my Aunt Elsa told me like a sponge, and I share her knowledge with you on these pages. Look throughout the book for her tips, labeled “From Aunt Elsa’s Kitchen.”

In this book, I am thrilled to share my passion for cooking along with decades’ worth of family recipes and culinary tips. I’ve delved into the boxes of family and personal recipes I’ve long treasured and offer our family’s tried-and-true recipes and techniques for making the world’s best homemade tortillas, Mexican rice, guacamole, and Pan de Polvo, to mention but a few.

Those are the foods that are at the base of my own culinary journey, and it was only after I left home that I discovered a vast culinary world beyond the rich food history of Texas and Mexico. I also include here recipes I’ve devised and modified over the years that build on my heritage but are further inspired by French, Latin American, Italian, and a range of international styles as well as my political and environmental sensi­bilities. My cooking style has long been influenced by the full range of fabulous cuisines I’ve sampled and the incredible chefs I’ve had the privilege of knowing over the years.

Once I was launched on this culinary journey I began to play with ingredients in new ways and more consciously practice the abiding principles I was taught on my family’s ranch and in our kitchen—to treat all living beings with dignity and respect and waste nothing the earth has given you. For a year I became a vegetarian, both for my health and to contribute a little less to the stress that meat and poultry production put on the land and people around it. Though I have now returned to eating an omnivorous diet, I definitely learned some important lessons—and great vegetable and bean recipes—during my meat-free days (check out the Delectable Sides chapter, to see many of the results). I eat much less meat than I once did and I’m careful about what types of meat, poultry, and fish I buy.

As for produce, this awareness extends to the people who grow and harvest our food. I do a lot of advocacy work for the rights of farm workers because I care deeply about how we treat the people who feed us, the citizens of the best-fed nation in the world. The United States is the most prolific agricultural producer on the planet, and it is on the backs of these workers that we maintain that status. There is a simple way that you can help: Buy organic produce. Switching over to even a minimal amount of organic produce means that you are supporting producers whose workers do not handle and inhale the powerful pesticides that conventional farms use regularly. Farm workers should not be exposed to these poisons, and the fact of the matter is you shouldn’t ingest this stuff, either. The nonprofit Environmental Working Group produces a list of the conventionally grown fruits and vegetables that have the most pesticides. They’ve dubbed the worst of these “the dirty dozen.” Even if you choose to buy organic versions of just a few of these, you’ll be making a difference. We can send the people who produce our food effective messages by where and how we spend our money, so I carefully choose which producers or production methods to support. It’s not hard—just check out Resources for information on EWG and other great organizations. The more we customers demand conscientiously grown food, the more available and the cheaper it will become.

Ultimately, there are few places I’d rather be than my kitchen. I’m rarely alone there; my kitchen has long been the go-to place for friends and family alike. It is a place to which I benevolently—or, if you ask my family, at times maniacally—single-handedly run. (Unless, of course, we’re making enchiladas, which go much faster with many hands—most often my sisters’, aunts’, and mom’s.) Every friend or family member who stops by makes a personal request for one or another of my dishes. In fact, my two restaurants, Beso in Hollywood and Las Vegas, are a direct result of this phenomenon: cooking with love for family and friends. I’ve always been passionate about cooking for those I care about. But my kitchen is only so big, so it was a natural next step to open a restaurant. (My first idea was to start a first-rate taco stand, a proper taqueria, but when I met Chef Todd English and our visions and sensibilities blended, Beso was born.) And now I have written this book to share with you the joy I feel and the delicious food I love to make when I’m in the kitchen. Just as Aunt Elsa always did for me, I’ll begin with a few tips and guidelines.

my pantry

SALT

I use coarse, kosher salt for all my savory cooking. Its big grains stick well to the food without soaking in, so you can use less of it and still get a good, salty taste. I use finer table salt for all my baking, when you want the salt to blend right in.

LEMONS AND LIMES

I grew up surrounded by citrus trees, and I love to use lots of lemons and limes in my cooking. I prefer the small lemons I can get when I’m at my Texas and California homes, so you’ll see throughout that I call for small lemons, which each yield about 2 tablespoons of juice. If your lemons are larger and produce more juice, simply use fewer of them. I give both the number of lemons and the amount of juice I intend you to use in each case. Similarly, the limes I use give 2 tablespoons of juice; again, use more or fewer limes if yours yield a different amount.

SHORTENING AND BUTTER

Many of the dishes I grew up eating and preparing were made with lard or shortening, two fats that are not as popular as they once were. Although lard gives incomparable flavor and flaky texture to pie crusts, I simply don’t use it anymore. I’ve adapted some recipes, such as Aunt Elsa’s Pineapple Upside-Down Cake to include butter, which tastes better. On the other hand, I still use shortening in some recipes, such as Corn Bread, where the shortening provides lighter texture than butter would and allows the pure flavor of delicious corn meal to come through. I do avoid trans fats, however, so I don’t buy the partially hydrogenated shortening that we used when I was a kid. Instead I buy nonhydrogenated palm oil, available at natural food stores, which does not contain trans fats.

VINEGAR, SPICE, AND
MAKING EVERYTHING NICE

I love tangy, spicy foods, so you’ll see generous use of vinegar, citrus, and spice. I am also a compulsive taste-as-you-go cook. For this book I’ve created recipes that will work in any kitchen and appeal to a broad range of palates. But I encourage you to taste as you go and decide for yourself if what you’re making is to your taste.

Growing up having every family meal based on what was growing in our fields, my cooking to this day relies on fresh, seasonal ingredients. But like so many of us, I am very busy, so I have a well-stocked pantry and a good supply of recipes that can be made without a special trip to the grocery store. All of my recipes rest on a foundation of flavorful but easy-to-find ingredients. So please, turn the page and let me join you in your kitchen. Let’s start cooking!
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appetizers

I like to say that my house is not mine alone. When I am home, I happily share it with all my friends and family who come over almost every day. I wouldn’t have it any other way. With so much activity in the house, especially in the kitchen, often I just need something fast and delicious to keep everyone out of my hair while I cook the main course! I love recipes that rely entirely on items that are always in my pantry. When unexpected guests drop by or dinner is taking a little longer to prepare than I had planned, I can whip up a delicious hors d’oeuvre in less than five minutes. For instance, my pantry never runs out of canned beans for Cannellini Beans with Crushed Red Pepper or tortilla chips so folks always have something to scoop up tangy Pico de Gallo or Chunky Guacamole with Serrano Peppers while I turn my focus to the main event. Other times we forgo the main course altogether and prepare a few heartier appetizers instead. I love the communality of this sort of tapas-style eating, where everyone gets a little taste of each delicious thing.




hot artichoke dip

chunky guacamole with serrano peppers

pico de gallo

cannellini beans with crushed red pepper

ants on a log

normandy shrimp

dad’s shrimp cocktail

avocado stuffed with shrimp

ceviche

goat cheese balls

tostones

sweet-potato empanadas

argentinean empanadas

hot artichoke dip

I love this dip for company because you can whip it together and put it in the oven just as your guests arrive. In the time it takes to stow their coats and serve them drinks, the dip becomes hot and bubbly and can be brought from the oven straight to serving, trailing along with it an enticing aroma of warm Parmesan cheese and artichokes. If you have time, prepare the dip by processing it in the food processor, place it in the baking dish, cover, and refrigerate it overnight. With time, the flavors blend and become even better. If you don’t have that kind of time, don’t worry! This is still a creamy, tangy, wonderful dip even when pulled together at the last possible minute.

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS


1 14-ounce can artichoke hearts, drained and chopped

1 cup mayonnaise

1 cup grated Parmesan cheese

½ teaspoon garlic powder
Toast Triangles (recipe follows) or assorted crackers, for serving




1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

2. In a medium mixing bowl, place the artichoke hearts, mayonnaise, Parmesan cheese, and garlic powder. Stir until well blended. Transfer to the work bowl of a food processor and pulse until you get the desired texture.

3. Lightly spray a small baking dish with cooking spray and transfer the mixture into the dish. Bake until hot and bubbly, about 20 minutes. Serve hot with toast triangles or assorted crackers.



toast triangles

These are easy to make. The paprika adds a nice dash of bright color.


4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, softened, or as needed

12 slices day-old white sandwich bread

Garlic or onion powder

Sweet paprika

Kosher salt (optional)




1. Preheat the oven to 300°F.

2. Lightly spread the butter on one side of each slice of bread. Lightly sprinkle with garlic or onion powder, paprika, and salt, if using. Cut each slice into 4 triangles and place on a cookie sheet. Bake until lightly brown and crisp, 15 to 20 minutes. Cool and serve. To store, place the triangles in a storage bag or tin can and keep at room temperature for 2 to 3 days. Recrisp in the oven if necessary after storing.
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chunky guacamole with serrano peppers

Among all the dishes I make, this one is definitely a favorite. This is why the batch is so big—no one can stop eating it! I have a few tricks that give my guacamole great flavor and texture. First and most important, I use lemon, not lime, juice. Lemon has a little sweetness that brings out all the other flavors. Also key is that I never skimp on the lemon or the kosher salt. I sometimes laugh that I basically make a salty lemonade for the avocado and other ingredients to swim in—trust me, it makes all the difference! Serrano peppers give it a great kick, much better than jalapeños. And finally, never stir as you add each ingredient to the bowl or the guacamole will become too watery. This is especially beautiful served in a dish that shows off the guacamole’s green, white, and red, such as a molcajete—a Mexican mortar and pestle—or a bright and fun serving bowl. Serve with tortilla chips for an appetizer or on top of steak, such as in Chili-Rubbed Skirt Steak Tacos.

MAKES ABOUT 8 CUPS


6 ripe avocados, cut into ½-inch dice

4 medium ripe tomatoes, cut into ½-inch dice

1 large white onion, finely chopped

½ bunch of fresh cilantro, leaves chopped

1 serrano pepper, finely minced

Juice from 4 small lemons (about 8 tablespoons)

2 teaspoons kosher salt or to taste




1. In a large bowl, place the avocados, tomatoes, onion, cilantro, serrano, lemon juice, and salt. Stir gently until well combined.

2. Transfer to a serving bowl and serve.






FROM AUNT ELSA’S KITCHEN
To keep the guacamole from turning brown, press a pit from one of the avocados into the center of the dish. Remove it before serving.
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pico de gallo

I frequently have friends over to play games at my house, and it’s become a game night tradition that I put out heaping bowls of Pico de Gallo and guacamole along with a big basket of tortilla chips. Pico de Gallo improves with time and I serve it with chips, of course, but also spooned over any red meat, in tacos, or with scrambled eggs for huevos rancheros.

For an extra chunky salsa, simply mix all the ingredients together without pureeing. Whatever texture you prefer, the burst of fresh flavor this salsa offers depends on using ripe, in-season tomatoes and lime—never lemon—juice. For a spicier salsa, leave some or all of the seeds in the serrano peppers.

MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


2 medium tomatoes, chopped

1 white onion, chopped

½ bunch of fresh cilantro, leaves chopped

2 serrano peppers, stemmed, seeded, and minced

Juice of 1 lime (about 2 tablespoons) or to taste

Kosher salt to taste

Tortilla chips, for serving




1. In the work bowl of a food processor or blender, place the tomatoes, onion, cilantro, serrano, and lime juice. Pulse until you like the consistency of the salsa. Taste and add additional lime juice, if desired, and salt.

2. Transfer to a small serving bowl and serve with tortilla chips. Pico de gallo can be stored in a tightly covered container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.






FRESH PEPPERS
    

    

There are countless varieties of peppers (also called chiles) available, and aficionados can identify the distinctions of each and every one. For the purpose of this book, I’ll highlight just a few that are readily available and always delicious. Bell, serrano, and jalapeño are the three fresh peppers I use most often. (For information on dried chiles).

     Bell peppers come in a rainbow of colors, from green to red, yellow, orange, and purple. They are crunchy and sweet, with no spicy bite whatsoever. They are welcome additions to dishes like Hungarian Paprika Chicken and they are large enough to hold generous amounts of flavorful stuffing, as in Stuffed Green Peppers.

     Serrano peppers have straightforward chile flavor and good heat that is not at all overpowering. About 2 inches long, they are most often green, although you can sometimes find red ones. Serranos are enormously popular in Mexican cooking and absolutely critical in my Chunky Guacamole with Serrano Peppers and Pico de Gallo (above).

     Finally, green jalapeños are widely available. They can be very hot and have a distinct flavor with grassy, green bell pepper qualities. They zip up VeraCruz Corn and Corn Bread with bright color, flavor, and heat.
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cannellini beans with crushed red pepper

I first had this dish at a restaurant in Florence, Italy. I took a bite and immediately asked the waiter to tell me exactly what was in it. When he told me, I had the same reaction I’ve had so many times after tasting something delicious in Europe: “That’s it?!” I don’t know if it comes from wisdom or restraint or both, but Europeans can take the simplest ingredients and extract from them the most exquisite flavors. My introduction to this dish coincided with my one-year stint as a vegetarian, when I practically lived on beans, relying on them for protein and to fill me up.

If you have lemon- or herb-infused olive oil on hand—such as that used in the Butterhead Lettuce Salad with Strawberries—use it here to add depth to the flavor of this dip. Depending on the potency of your flavored oil, it may be overpowering if used alone, so start with 1 teaspoon and taste it. If you feel the extra flavor it adds is enough, add the remaining 2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil.

MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


2 19-ounce cans of cannellini or other white beans, rinsed and drained well

1 tablespoon dried red pepper flakes

3 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil

Kosher salt
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