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					“…he who eats the fastest gets the most!”
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			INTRODUCTION

			If chili is enjoying a revival lately, it’s not the second coming—more like the third or fourth, depending on when you start counting. The history of chili con carne is deep, dark, and very complicated.

			Mexicans, Texans, New Mexicans, and Midwesterners have been arguing about chili for well over a century. They are still debating what it is, how to spell it, and who invented it. Other subjects of contention include: one “L” or two in the middle, “I” or “E” on the end; tomato versus no tomato, beans versus no beans, ground meat versus hand chopped, and disputes about spices so arcane, they defy rational explanation.

			As a partner in a Tex-Mex restaurant where we serve gallons and gallons of Texas chili every day, I have to confess that I am not an objective observer. But as a student of food history and an enthusiastic consumer, I put my preconceptions aside long enough to research this book. And I was richly rewarded with good chili from unexpected places and amazing (sometimes true) tales.

			This book delves into the five hundred years of chili history beginning with the Aztec chile stews the conquistadors sampled in the markets of Montezuma in the 1500s and includes chili recipes inspired by the Spanish mission era of the 1700s, when the first chile peppers were cultivated in

			North America and the cattle-herding traditions of the Texas cowboys were born.

			Several chapters focus on Texas chili, including the San Antonio version of the 1800s, the heyday of the Chili Queens and the Chicago World’s Fair of 1894 where Tex-Mex chili created a sensation. The spread of chili across the Midwest in the 1900s takes us for a trip down that highway of memory called Route 66. There are side trips to Ohio, Michigan, and Washington, DC. And finally, we return to the twenty-first century home kitchen, where chili has taken on a new identity as the most modern of American dishes.

			If you love chili, you will probably find some of the recipes in this book comforting and some of them vexing, especially if you’re a purist with firmly held ideas about beans or spaghetti or whatever. Suspend your disbelief for a just a bit and trust your taste buds.

			The modern recipes in the book include lamb chilis, pork chilis, chicken chilis, shrimp chili, and yes, even a whole chapter on meatless chilis (because vegetarians have to eat, too). Recipes for Hungarian goulash, Pakistani keema, and Greek spaghetti sauce are also included as part of my argument that each has played a part in chili’s colorful history.

			Some of the cooking instructions are ridiculously simple, and some are more ambitious. Cooking methods have evolved from cast-iron pots on the campfire to the modern stovetop, and now include convenient slow-cooker variations that you can start in the morning and eat when you get home from work.

			Read a few of the stories and try a few of the recipes collected here, and you may come to the same conclusion I did—that chili is both a quintessential American dish and a part of an ancient chile pepper culture that has become deeply ingrained in the whole world’s cooking.

			CHILI KITCHEN NOTES

			Before we get started, let’s make sure we’re all on the same page when it comes to equipment and ingredients.

			Equipment Most recipes in this book call for a Dutch oven, meaning a heavy-duty pot with a 5- to 7-quart capacity and a lid. You can substitute a soup pot, stew pot, or any other vessel that comfortably holds the amount of chili you require, but to avoid burning, I recommend cast-iron, enamelware, or any heavy-duty pot made with multiple layers of metal, such as All-Clad. Most chilis do extremely well in the slow-cooker (see box).

			Ratio The basic ratio of ingredients that go into a well-seasoned chili was established by spice manufacturer and chili pioneer William Gebhardt (see this page). His formula calls for 2 pounds of meat to 1 ounce (4 tablespoons) of chili powder to 4 cups of liquid. Standard additions include garlic, onions, and canned tomatoes.

			Meats Beef was central to the old-fashioned chilis of the nineteenth century; however, even in those days venison and bison were common alternatives. Turkey chile stew goes back to the pre-Columbian era. Pork and lamb are excellent modern choices. In other words, use what you have or what inspires you.

			Meat Prep In the earliest days of chili, meats were chopped or minced by hand, but ground meats have become more typical and are certainly convenient. “Chili grind” is a term used by Texas butchers to describe meats that have been coarsely ground using a ½-inch plate. It is ideal if you are looking for a more old-school texture but don’t want to go to the trouble of hand-chopping your meat.

			Masa Harina Masa harina is a powder that’s used to make the dough for corn tortillas. It’s also a favorite thickener in Texas-style chili con carne. The most common brand of masa harina in Mexico and the United States is Maseca; it’s available in any grocery store that sells Mexican ingredients.

			Serving Size For the recipes in this book, one serving of chili is a generous ½ cup. Figure on using a ¼ cup if you want an appetizer-size serving.

			Leftovers and Storage Store leftover chili in a covered container in the refrigerator; it will keep for up to 4 days. In fact, chili is reputed to get better after sitting in the fridge for awhile. Chili freezes very well and can be kept for up to 3 months in the freezer. When preparing a large batch recipe, such as Homemade Coney Sauce, consider freezing the chili in several containers so you can thaw only the amount required.

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				CHILI IN THE SLOW-COOKER

				[image: ] This icon has been added to recipes that do well in a slow-cooker.

				A long simmer time is ideal for many chilis and a 6-quart capacity slow-cooker will hold even the largest recipes in this book. If you want to cook chili all day while you are at work, just set the cooker on low—the chili meat will be fine.

				If the recipe has beans, though, make sure to add the beans later. Canned beans will turn to mush if they cook too long. If you are cooking a chili that contains beans in an unattended slow-cooker, you will want to wait to add them 20 to 30 minutes before serving.

				Some of the chilis in this book aren’t right for a slow-cooker, so look for the icon.
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				CHILE IDENTIFICATION GUIDE

				On the following pages, you’ll find photos of the chiles used in this book. In the list below, they are in order from mildest to hottest.

				DRIED CHILES

				Ancho The dried form of the poblano chile, the ancho is also confusingly called a “pasilla” on both coasts. It is the fleshiest of the dried chiles, and its pulp combines a little bitterness with a sweetness reminiscent of raisins. This is the dried chile pepper that Gebhardt ground for his Eagle Brand Chili Powder, and it is still the chile pepper most often used in dark brown commercial chili powders such as McCormick Dark Chili Powder. Whether it is used as a pod or in its ground form, this is the chile that gives Texas chili its characteristic taste.

				New Mexican Long Red Chile This tart, medium-hot pepper is sometimes used whole, but it is more often sold coarsely ground. The same chile is also called guajillo in Mexican markets. This is the chile pepper used in New Mexican red chile powder and in light chili powders. Beware—some guajillos from South America look like the New Mexican long red chile, but have no heat.

				Pasilla Long and skinny with a slightly wrinkled, black skin, the pasilla has a strong, slightly bitter but satisfying flavor and can range from medium-hot to hot. The name is the diminutive of the Spanish word, pasa, meaning “raisin,” a reference to the appearance of the skin.

				Chipotle This is the smoke-dried jalapeño. Chipotles have an incredibly rich, smoky flavor and are usually very hot. The original Nahuatl spelling, chilpotle, is also sometimes seen. I prefer to use dry chipotles, but the widely available canned chipotles are acceptable in most recipes. Obviously, you can’t make chile powder from canned chipotles, but you can use them for purees. Canned chipotles are already soaked in some kind of sauce, usually a vinegary adobo sauce. Just stem and seed them and puree them with some of the sauce from the can.

				Japones Spanish for “Japanese,” japones are also known as hontaka, santaka, or Chinese chiles, though they are actually native to Mexico. This easy-to-find dried chile is common in Asian, Latino, and other grocery stores. The brownish-red pointed pod averages 2 inches in length and imparts a very high heat. It’s used in great quantities in Sichuan dishes. Cook-off competitor Wick Fowler floated one on top of each bowl of chili to impress cook-off judges and intimidate the uninitiated.

				FRESH CHILES

				New Mexican Long Green Chile This pepper was hybridized in the early 1900s to provide New Mexicans with a mild version of their native chile that could be eaten as a vegetable. It has a pleasant flavor and ranges from slightly warm to medium-hot. These chiles are generally roasted and peeled before they are used.

				Modern cultivars of the New Mexican long green chile are grown from certified seed sources which are graded according to heat. “Hatch” chiles from the town of Hatch, New Mexico, are the most famous of the long green chiles, but an early cultivar of hybridized mild long green chile was transplanted to Southern California in the early 1900s where it became known as the Anaheim chile. The Anaheim name is common in much of the country. While the extremely mild Anaheim chile is less flavorful than the various Hatch cultivars, it is a suitable substitute.

				Poblano Fatter and wider than the New Mexican long green chile, and sometimes called ancho or pasilla on both coasts, the poblano is a darker green color and has a richer flavor. It is one of the most commonly used chiles in Central Mexican cooking, both in its fresh and dried forms (see “Ancho” above). Poblanos are named after the Mexican city of Puebla. Generally, they are slightly hot and are usually roasted and peeled before use.

				Jalapeño Hot, green, and bullet-shaped, the jalapeño is the classic American hot pepper and one of the world’s best-known chiles. The Spanish named this chile after Jalapa (or Xalapa), a town in the state of Veracruz where it is grown. But the name is unpopular in the rest of Mexico due to the fact that the pepper is also grown in other places. In Mexico City, it is known as a cuaresmeño or chile gordo. The fresh jalapeño has a strong vegetal flavor to go with the heat.

				Serrano The Spanish found this pepper in the mountains of Puebla and Hidalgo, so they named it serrano for the “Sierras” where it grew. Similar to the jalapeño, the serrano is hotter and smaller. Most Mexicans claim that serranos have a fuller, more herbaceous flavor.

				Chile Pequín Also known as piquín, chilipiquin, or chiltepin, this tiny chile grows wild throughout southern Texas and northern Mexico. In northern Mexico, the chile is collected in the wild and sold in markets, where it fetches more than almost any other kind of chile. Chile pequíns are sometimes dried and preserved for year-round use. Because they are not grown commercially, they are seldom found in restaurant cooking or in grocery stores. They are available in Mexican markets in the early fall, however.
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			RANKING CHILI POWDERS AND CHILI MIXES

			There are a lot of chili powders, chili mixes, and other such preparations on the market. To sort them out, a few friends and I conducted a tasting of chili powders and chili mixes. Texas has some excellent liquid chili mixes that come in the same size bottles used for spaghetti sauces—but we skipped those because they aren’t widely available.

			For our tasting purposes, we sprinkled a generous amount of the spice over a small mound of mashed potatoes, mixed it in, and ate some.

			CHILI POWDERS

			Chili powders are proprietary blends of ground chiles and spices. Most chili powder manufacturers refuse to disclose what kind of chiles are in their bottles. The best chili powders are made with traditional and expensive ancho chiles or other high-quality chiles. Inferior blends use cheap paprika spiked with cayenne. It’s hard to tell them apart by appearance, but there is a huge difference in flavor. Here are the brands we liked the best, in order of preference.
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				OUR TOP FIVE CHILI POWDERS

				1 Gebhardt (classic ancho flavors and a little sweetness)

				2 Bolner’s Fiesta Fancy Light Chili Powder (bright red chile flavors)

				3 Adam’s (if you like it hot)

				4 McCormick Dark Chili Powder (premium version of the national standard)

				5 McCormick Chili Powder (the standard American chili powder)

				OUR TOP FIVE CHILI MIXES

				These seasoning mixes often contain granulated garlic and sometimes a thickener such as wheat flour or masa harina. Carroll Shelby’s and Wick Fowler’s companies market “Chili Kits.” These contain multiple spice packets so the cook can customize the heat level, cumin level, and add thickeners or not. Here are our favorites.

				1 Williams Original Chili Seasoning (pure, clean chile flavor)

				2 Wick Fowler’s 2-Alarm Chili Kit (customize it however you like)

				3 Caroll Shelby’s Original Texas Brand Chili Kit (another custom package)

				4 Bolner’s Fiesta Quick Chili Mix (salty with lots of garlic)

				5 Pioneer Brand Chili Mix (strong cumin flavor)
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			MIXING YOUR OWN CHILI POWDER

			Individual “chile powders” (such as ancho chile powder, chipotle chile powder, pasilla chile powder, and New Mexican red chile powder) are also available from spice companies. Using these pure ground chiles allows you to mix up a top-quality chili seasoning blend customized to the chili you are making.

			For instructions on toasting and grinding spices to make a homemade chili powder, see the recipe.
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				Homemade Chili Powder

			

			HOMEMADE CHILI POWDER

			Toasting chiles and cumin seeds in your own kitchen and grinding them in a spice grinder makes the best chili powder of all. This recipe calls for anchos, but you can use any combination of dried chiles.

			MAKES ¼ CUP

			
				5 whole dried ancho chiles (about 2 ounces)

				1 teaspoon cumin seeds

				1 teaspoon dried Mexican oregano, or to taste

				½ teaspoon garlic powder

			

			Remove the stems and seeds from the anchos and spread the peppers out flat. Reserve the seeds. Place the chiles flat on a comal or castiron skillet over medium heat. Being careful not to burn them, lightly toast until they are brittle, then remove and cool. Toast the cumin in the hot comal, stirring and shaking until fragrant. Toast some of the chile seeds, if desired. (The seeds will make the chili powder hotter.)

			Cut the chiles into small strips with scissors. In a clean coffee grinder, grind the strips in several batches until powdered. Grind the cumin and chile seeds in the coffee grinder. Combine the powdered chile, ground seeds, Mexican oregano, and garlic powder in a mixing bowl. Grind the coarse powder in batches in the coffee grinder until fine, about 2 minutes. Store in an airtight container until ready to use.
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			ROASTED GREEN CHILES

			LOBSTER CHILI

			VENISON CHILI

			FRESH CORN TORTILLAS

			SMOKED TURKEY CHILI

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			LOBSTER CHILI IN OLD MEXICO

			Lobster chili sounds like something from the menu of an upscale Southwestern cuisine restaurant. But the Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún wrote about the dish and other details of Mesoamerican life in the Florentine Codex, published in 1529.

			What did Aztec cooking taste like? I wondered as I strolled around Alameda Central, the vast and verdant park in the middle of Mexico City. The park was created in 1592 on the site of a market in the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán. Maybe I was standing on the very spot where Spanish observers first sampled the Aztecs’ lobster-chile stew.

			In the Aztec market, Sahagún reported finding “hot green chiles, smoked chiles, water chiles, tree chiles, beetle chiles, and sharp-pointed red chiles.” He also found strings of red chiles, cooked chiles, and “fish chiles” (an early form of ceviche). “They would eat another kind of stew, with frogs and green chile,” Sahagún recorded, “and a stew of those fish called axolotl [Mexican salamander] with yellow chile.”

			“They also used to eat a lobster stew which is very delicious,” he noted. The Spaniard was among the first Europeans to sample Mesoamerican wild turkey, which he recommended highly.

			Chile was more than a favorite flavoring for Mesoamericans. Along with the vitamins and minerals contained in chile peppers, the peppers also acted as a preservative. In a paper titled “Darwinian Gastronomy: Why We Use Spices,” two scientists postulate that early humans borrowed the chemical defenses of plants to combat microorganisms that spoiled the food. In this theory, humankind developed a taste for chiles and other beneficial spices as an evolutionary survival mechanism, because chiles kept the food from spoiling by inhibiting bacterial growth.
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				CHILE TAX

				The importance of chiles in the Aztec culture was reflected in their system of taxation. Peasants were forced to a pay a portion of their crop in tribute to the emperor. Because they were so valuable, chiles were among the most common form of payment. The “chile tax” was paid in fresh or dried pods, seeds, dried chiles in two-hundred-pound bundles, in willow baskets, and in Spanish bushels. Records of Aztec tributes, such as those found in the Mendocino Codex, report that the Aztec town that became San Luis Potosi sent 1600 loads of dried chiles to the Aztec capital every year. San Luis Potosi is still a major source of dried anchos—a tradition that goes back at least five centuries.
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			Simmering meat in chile sauce was a well-developed part of Mesoamerican cookery long before the Spanish arrived. But the Spanish changed the kind of meat that went in the pot. After the Spanish brought European livestock to the Americas in the sixteenth century, pork, beef, and chicken became the most common ingredients in Mexican chile sauces.

			The first mention in print of “chile con carne”—the stuff that most of us think of when we hear the word “chili”—is in an 1857 book about the Mexican-American War, titled Chile con Carne; or the camp and the field
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