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			Mix It Mexican

			I wish I’d had the book you’re holding in your hands twenty years ago. It would’ve made my life a lot easier. But back then it wouldn’t have been possible. There wasn’t a modern Mexican food revolution happening across the country—there was no such thing as a vegan cauliflower taco! Now there are hundreds of Mexican cookbooks that claim to offer the most authentic, regional, cheffy, easy, technique-driven, healthy, mind-blowing recipes out there. My book is none of those things. It’s a crazy mash-up of the sometimes healthy, Mexican-adjacent, vegan-ish, always delicious food we serve at Trejo’s.

			I was a single dad for a while and used to cook for my kids. But if I’m going to be honest, I have to admit it was all a bit of an act. One of my tricks was to buy Hungry Jack pancake mix (you know, the “just add water” stuff that comes in a box), sit my kids down in the dining room, and then call out from the kitchen, “Okay kids, I’m making pancakes!” They’d be sitting in the other room and couldn’t see me, so I’d go to the door and throw flour up in the air and they’d see it fly out the door—and I’d pop my head out and say, “Okay, wait,” and then I’d throw a pan to make a noise like “Don’t worry, I’m working in here.” Finally I’d come out with a stack of pancakes this big (imagine my hands spread really far apart) and the kids would say, “Whoa, Dad just made the best pancakes!” Until they found the box, I had my kids believing I even churned the butter.

			I’m the same way today. I like to cook when I can, but in reality, my work schedule doesn’t give me much time. Luckily, Trejo’s Tacos has a super-talented team of chefs who have put together a menu that celebrates all the great flavors of homemade Mexican food. Sometimes when I feel like cooking I’ll drop into the kitchen at one of the Trejo’s and whip up chicken quesadillas or carne asada tacos with whatever looks good. This is how we want you to approach this book. With foundations like a good piece of marinated meat or a homemade salsa at the ready, you can build whatever you want—a burrito, a taco, a bowl, a quesadilla. Cooking this way is a little like acting: sometimes you need to stick to the script and sometimes you can improvise. This is a cookbook that lets you do both.

			Back in the day, maybe there was a Mexican abuela cooking all day long at home, turning out those elaborate feasts like my mom did while my dad, who wore the pants in the family, went to work. Well, these days everyone wears the pants, which is good! But it also means everybody has less time. So I don’t expect you to spend all day in the kitchen the way my mom did, or the way the cooks at our restaurants do. You can mix it up. Make the pork that goes in our carnitas and have it with rice. Cook up some black beans and rice, make pico de gallo, and you’ve got dinner. Or mix store-bought salsa with a braised meat and some leftover rice from Chinese takeout—it will be delicious. We’re going to give you our recipes just as we prepare them, and yes, some of them have a lot of steps because we believe in putting in the time to build layers of flavor. But you don’t have to cook every single component each time if you don’t feel like it. Look at a recipe and cook it the way it makes sense for you and your life.

			This is the spirit of my restaurants and my taco trucks in cookbook form. Have what you want your way. You want healthy? Go vegan. You want a rich and boldly spiced burrito with a margarita? We’ve got you covered. You are free to do with it as you will. I might tell you to use a particular salsa with a certain taco, but you should do whatever the hell you want and put the cashew crema on the brown rice if you feel like it, or don’t use the pickled onions if you hate tanginess.

			So don’t think of the recipes as being a strict guide, but also don’t go totally crazy either. You’re not going to put the diablo sauce on the rice pudding. Okay, maybe you could. Who am I to say? We’re the people who made a donut that tastes like nachos, with jalapeños and hot sauce and cheddar cheese. It’s savory and it is delicious. We broke a rule and it worked. You can, too. Maybe you’ll start a whole new spicy rice pudding trend!

			I’m also sharing secrets from the restaurants so you can learn how my team thinks and works behind the scenes. There’s a method to this madness. It’s a suggested set of actions, and tools, and techniques that you can play with. We don’t expect you to think like a professional chef, but it doesn’t hurt to pay attention to the principles behind the way all of this works. We pair contrasting flavors and textures to make something taste good so you want to take bite after bite without it being boring or too heavy, too rich, or too spicy. It’s that simple. Whether it’s a dinner for you and your family, a quinceañera, a backyard barbecue, or a healthy lunch, there’s something in this cookbook for you.

			Before I owned the restaurants, I loved good food, but I wasn’t what you’d call a “foodie.” I knew what I liked but I couldn’t tell you precisely why. Working with the team of chefs at Trejo’s, I’ve picked up some foodie knowledge and terms along the way. And now I realize I knew more than I thought.

			Take guacamole. It’s all about contrasting flavors and textures. Okay, a ripe avocado is already pretty delicious because it’s rich and savory and fatty. On its own you can have maybe a bite. Do you want ten bites of it? No. It’s too rich and, honestly, a little boring. Put some salt on it and it boosts the flavor in a way that’s sort of sweet when you think about it. Now add a squeeze of lime. There you go: it’s even more interesting. It’s tangy now, but still rich and kind of salty-sweet. Throw in some tortilla chips to scoop it up with and you add crunch and a different sort of sweetness from the corn in the chips, plus another hit of salty. Now you can have the ten bites and you’re at the bottom of the bowl! Think that’s deep? That’s just plain guacamole. To my version, we add pistachios (toasty, crunchy, salty, earthy), serranos or jalapeños (spicy, tangy, assertive), and chopped onions (pungent and sharp). Now that’s really deep guacamole! Every taco, burrito, entrée, quesadilla, and bowl is composed the same way: sweet tortilla, savory flavorful protein, fresh salsa, crunchy herby garnish. Over and over again. Look at me sounding like I know what I’m talking about. That’s thanks to my team.
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			Trejo’s Pantry

			Essential Ingredients for Making the Most of This Book

			I’m known as being a pretty direct guy and I like my food to be direct with me. Like, it should be named what it is. Carne asada means “cooked meat.” I like that. It says what it is. I like to keep things straightforward at Trejo’s, too, so you always know what you’re getting: real food, fresh ingredients, nothing processed. So when I’m going to go for the citrus, it’s the actual lime, instead of that juice in the little plastic lime-shaped bottle. And we use a lot of limes at Trejo’s, from the salsas to the marinades to the margaritas. We use fresh cilantro and spices and never the mystery “fajita seasoning” from a jar. You won’t find lard in our beans—just water and beans. I want things to taste good and clean. I think a lot of people are like me—they eat healthy when they can and indulge when they feel like it. To get your food to taste its best, it’s important to start with the freshest ingredients. We work with the freshest seasonal produce and bold spices, herbs, and chiles that have high impact.

			In L.A. we’re spoiled by all of the farm-fresh vegetables and specialty food shops. You can find everything in this town, from farmer’s markets selling heritage meats and heirloom vegetables to old-school carnicerias and mercados in Latino neighborhoods. You can buy oxtail and other affordable cuts as well as every kind of fresh and dried chile imaginable.

			At Trejo’s we don’t use anything you can’t get at even the most basic grocery store: cumin, tomatoes, cilantro, jalapeños, onions, garlic. These are the building blocks of Mexican food, which we turn to over and over again at the restaurant and in the recipes in this book. We’ve included information on our favorite brands, how to find the best meat and vegetables, and how to make the most of them.
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			These are not exotic ingredients by any means, but they bear a little attention because they show up again and again. You may know what they are, but understanding why they work adds to your ability to cook well or even riff on our recipes as you see fit. It’s sort of like customizing your classic car: just because it came with certain tires or paint job or carburetor, it doesn’t mean you can’t modify it to fit your taste. But you do need to understand the why and the how of it.

			Dried spices are great because they keep a long time and you can simply open a few jars and add a ton of flavor to whatever you’re cooking. But the fact that they’re shelf-stable doesn’t mean you can keep them forever. Most ground dried spices lose significant flavor after six months, so be sure to refresh your supply on a regular basis. Whole spices, like cumin and coriander seeds and whole peppercorns, can last up to a year. You will have to grind them before using them (either with a mortar and pestle or in a spice grinder), but you’ll notice a difference in intensity compared to the pre-ground versions. Storing spices in a cupboard or drawer away from heat and light will extend their life.

			Black Pepper

			Never ever buy the pre-ground black pepper. It’s a far cry from whole peppercorns, which have complex flavors that can be, yes, peppery, but also lemon-like and even floral. Yes, you should have a pepper grinder, but even if you don’t, just smashing and grinding some peppercorns under the bottom of a heavy pot will result in a rough grind with a ton of flavor. Some people who like spicier, bolder flavors prefer this technique to using a grinder.

			 How to use it  Pre-season meats, vegetables, and sauces with freshly ground pepper before cooking to build a base layer of subtle heat.

			Coriander

			Whole coriander seeds come from the cilantro plant and have orange-y, earthy, peppery flavors that go well with pork, chicken, and fish dishes. A little goes a long way but can add a whole other layer of complexity to your cooking.

			 How to use it  Toast in a pan, grind up, and use as a secret ingredient in carnitas or sautéed fish dishes.

			Cumin

			Most marinades and sauces served at Trejo’s count on this musky, earthy, sweet, and savory spice. Some of our recipes call for pre-ground cumin for convenience and for times when we don’t want the flavor to be too dominant. Other recipes call for cumin seeds, which have more oil in them, therefore more flavor, and will have a stronger presence and will add texture to the dish.

			If you buy only one kind of cumin, make it the seeds, which you can always toast in a pan and then grind up to make incredibly smoky toasted cumin powder.

			 How to use it  Adds an earthy, sweet, and deep flavor to meats and sauces.

			Fresh or Dried Oregano

			We use Mexican oregano instead of the more widely available Mediterranean version. Mediterranean oregano is sweet and even a little licorice-y,whereas Mexican oregano is floral, citrusy, and grassy. If you can’t find Mexican oregano, feel free to use Mediterranean; we just prefer the flavor of the Mexican variety.

			 How to use it  To add an herbaceous note to meats and marinades.

			
				CHILES

			

			Chiles in all their variety of color, flavor, size, and heat are one of the great Mexican contributions to global cuisine and we use a lot of them at Trejo’s, whether fresh, dried, canned, or ground.

			Jalapeño

			Of course you know this one. It’s a workhorse that we pickle for escabeche and chop up fresh for our salsas, guacamole, and marinades. Every jalapeño, and every chile for that matter, has its own heat level, so taste a bit of the chile before deciding exactly how much to put in. Our recipes have baseline amounts of chile that won’t overpower the dish if you’re shy of spice, but feel free to dial it up or dial it down depending on your taste. For less heat, you can also halve a jalapeño lengthwise and remove the primary heat source—the seeds and ribs—before slicing or chopping it up. If a recipe calls for pickled jalapeños, feel free to use canned.

			 How to use it  Pickled in vinegar and sugar. Chopped fresh in bright fresh salsas. Roasted in the oven and blended into pureed salsas. Blistered on the grill or over a flame and added to salads. We even use them in our nacho cheese donuts.

			Fresh Serrano

			These little torpedo-shaped green chiles pack a ton of heat and can be upwards of ten times hotter than a jalapeño. The flavor is sharp and intensely peppery and floral at the same time. Use wisely! It’s tougher (but not impossible!) to remove the seeds and ribs from the small, slender serrano—you can try doing that, if you like, for less heat.

			Dried Árbol

			You can buy these pointy red chiles fresh or dried. At the restaurant we use dried, which intensifies the sweet side of the chile but doesn’t tame the heat.

			 How to use it  Toast the dried chiles in a pan set over medium-low heat until they are fragrant, about 3 minutes. Set aside until they cool and turn brittle, then chop them up and you have the Mexican version of standard supermarket chile flakes. We like to add dried árbol flakes to spice rubs for meats. You can also leave them whole, soak them in hot water for 20 minutes or until they become tender, and then puree in sauces and salsas.

			Fresh Poblano

			These large, moderately spicy chiles have a deep, sweet heat that comes out when they are roasted over an open flame.

			 How to use it  Roasted and pureed into salsas, chopped raw in fresh salsas, roasted and mixed into our cheesy mashed potatoes.

			Ground Chipotle Chile

			Chipotle powder is made from jalapeños that have ripened until they’re red, then dried, smoked, and ground up fine. The result is deeply flavored, almost sweet, hot, and smoky, kind of like bacon. It’s so good, it’s no wonder they named a chain of pseudo Mexican restaurants after it.

			 How to use it  For a sweet smoky heat in dry rubs.

			Canned Chipotle in Adobo Sauce

			Canned chipotles are smoke-dried red jalapeños that have been stewed in a sweet, spicy, tangy sauce of tomatoes, garlic, onion, and vinegar. These chipotles can have a powerful spicy heat that really packs a punch. The chiles themselves can be chopped up and added to sour cream along with their flavorful sauce. It’s a super-fast and multifaceted sauce to top a taco.

			But be forewarned: canned chipotles are super-spicy, so a little goes a long way.

			 How to use it  For adding instant heat and depth of flavor to sauces and salsas.
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				BEANS and RICE

			

			Canned Beans

			There’s no shame in using canned beans. Just rinse them under running water to remove the slimy canning liquid and then drain them well.

			 How to use it  They’re pre-cooked, so you can mix them straight into salads or heat them up on the stove and mash them for our refried black beans.

			Dried Beans

			There’s no question: cooking dried beans is way cheaper than using canned—and the flavor and texture are a whole lot better as well. You can infuse them with flavor if you cook them with aromatic vegetables like carrot, celery, onion, chile, and garlic. If you’ve got some time on the weekend, make a big pot of black, pinto, or red beans (this page). You can also use small pinquito beans, which are the foundation of traditional Santa Maria barbecue up north on the central coast of California. They cook up tender and a bit faster than dried black beans.

			Rancho Gordo is the country’s best dried bean distributor; they supply lots of restaurants with super-fresh dried beans. Yes, dried beans can be fresh or stale, and these guys even stamp a use-by date on their batches. Look at a bag of beans—if they’re shriveled and seem to be dry, don’t buy them. You can cook a stale bean for hours and it will never fully tenderize.

			Rice

			We prefer California-grown varieties because rice grown in other parts of the world can contain higher levels of arsenic, which is a natural component of soil but can be more concentrated in imported rice. Brown rice has the most nutritional content, but some people just don’t like its chewy texture and slightly nutty flavor. If that’s you, that’s fine—go with long-grain white rice and or white basmati rice.

			Because we’re always layering flavors at the restaurant, we present some rice recipes in this book that are a little more involved than the instructions you see on a box or bag of rice. If you’re pressed for time, go ahead and just substitute plain white or brown rice—even takeout Chinese rice works!

			
				OIL

			

			You’re cooking Mexican food, not Italian, so lay off the extra-virgin olive oil unless we call for it! In our kitchen, the more neutral the oil, the better. While extra-virgin olive oil has become the go-to oil for many restaurants and home cooks, we use neutral oils to allow the other ingredients and flavors to shine through. We like canola for neutral flavor and richness. If you see olive oil in one of our recipes (and we do use it when we want that bit of briny, rich, buttery flavor), take note that it’s not extra-virgin most of the time. Pure olive oil has a more mellow flavor and will work just fine—and save you money, too. Just don’t use in a high heat situation where it will tend to smoke.

			
				SALT

			

			Not all salt is created equal, with the size and shape of the crystals differing from type to type and brand to brand. We developed and tested these recipes with Diamond Crystal kosher salt and highly recommend you use that when cooking: it’s the least salty of salts, which makes it harder to accidentally over-season your food. If you can’t find Diamond, use table salt but cut the amount in half. Use the same formula if you’re using Morton’s kosher salt, which is also much saltier than Diamond.

			Butcher Basics

			Why Meat Matters (and Seafood, Too)

			My mom used to make club steak. It wasn’t fancy—it was the best cut we could afford. My mom would season it, marinate it, and add so much flavor to it, it was like magic. Growing up, I didn’t know what a filet was. The club steak I remember was just this cheap cut, the polar opposite of “prime,” but it was delicious because of the love and care that went into cooking it. Even now, when I order a steak, rather than giving a temperature, I’ll say that I want it “juicy” because Mom’s club steak was always so juicy, so satisfying, and so perfect.
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			While steakhouses are in the business of serving up expensive prime cuts, grilled, thickly sliced, and served with a baked potato, Mexican food is about making the most of relatively affordable cuts. These are pieces of meat that start out tough but through marinating, spicing, brining, and braising, they are transformed from tough to tender, yielding flavorful, juicy results that punch through the layers of salsas and garnishes that make up the rest of the Mexican table. Think about it: a steakhouse steak is salty, juicy, and beefy, and you probably get something starchy and a simple salad on the side. A carne asada taco has so much more going on: the sweetness of a corn tortilla, the tangy sweet-and-sour crunch of pickled onions, crisp diced white onions, sweet and tart fresh pico de gallo with just a hint of jalapeño heat and a kiss of lime. Oh yeah, and that meat: juicy, charred, smoky with earthy-musky cumin and deep, spicy árbol chile. That’s the alchemy of Mexican food: taking simple ingredients and really making them special.

			Here are a few of the meats and seafood you’ll find in this book.
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				BEEF

			

			Brisket

			This is one of the toughest cuts of meat on the cow. It’s basically the pectoralis muscle and holds most of the cow’s weight. It’s an impressive hunk of muscle, usually around 5 to 7 pounds, with hundreds of parallel lines of connective tissue running through it that will make it super-chewy if you cook it wrong—and insanely tender if you cook it right. Meaning: over super-low heat for 6 or more hours to allow all that connective tissue in every square inch to melt, making for some of the tenderest, juiciest, and most deliciously beefy eating there is. At Trejo’s we go one extra and before we cook it, we cure it for 24 hours in a salt and sugar rub spiked with cumin, garlic, and chiles. The result is spectacular. The meat is very adaptable and can go in any one of our dishes: It makes a killer taco with just some pickled onions and not much else. It goes in our bowls and our burritos. You could even put it on a hot dog bun and it would be amazing.

			 How to use it  Brisket is a cut to cook when you’ve got time, like over a weekend. This is not a spur-of-the-moment meat. But it makes a lot, so you can cook it in advance of a big party and feed a crowd without much last-minute work.

			Carne Asada

			You don’t need to be a fluent Spanish speaker to figure out this literally means simply “grilled meat.” Carne asada has come to be the term used to describe the cut of meat as well, otherwise known as flank steak. Like brisket, the flank is lined with connective tissue and fat, but it’s fairly thin and cooks up quickly with a hit on the grill or in a pan. The trick to making it tender is to marinate it, and also, after cooking, to slice the meat across the grain of the connective tissue. This creates lots of short strands of juiciness in every bite (if you slice it parallel to the grain, it’ll be tough to chew). If you can’t find flank steak, you can also use flap steak or a London broil in a similar way.

			 How to use it  A super-convenient last-minute steak to cook up at a barbecue or on a weeknight. Season with a little salt and pepper, finish with lime juice, and serve with pico de gallo or jarred salsa.

			Bone-in Rib Eye

			This is not a typical cut in the Mexican kitchen, but sometimes we act like a steakhouse at Trejo’s Cantina and put a bone-in rib eye on the menu. You can serve it with Trejo’s Steak Sauce (this page) which we’d put up against a bottle of A.1. any day. Rib eye is the opposite of a humble cut, meaning it’s tender only if you cook it quickly over high heat and with great care. Getting it to that perfectly juicy medium-rare or medium is all about the timing. You want a crust on the surface of the steak, you want char, but you also want the
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