
		
			[image: The Secrets of Cantina Cooking]

	
		
			
			[image: ]
		

		[image: Think]

		LIKE A PRISONER,

		[image: Cook]

		LIKE A CATERER

		When I was in prison, I learned you can make a lot out of a little. Take tattoos, for example. Even though we didn’t have any professional equipment, it didn’t stop the masters from making some of the most beautiful tattoos I’ve ever seen.

		We’d help them make tattoo needles out of melted-down chess pieces, guitar strings, and toothbrushes. We’d mix up ink from the ashes of burned newspaper in varying shades. And in the end they’d create real art for us. The same ingenuity and community applies to food, too. In my opinion, food is always best when shared. Meals can be a comfort when you or others need it the most. On Sundays at San Quentin, we’d have what we called “spreads” in the yard for the guys who didn’t have anyone coming to see them during visiting hours. We’d put together a picnic of snacks and cookies and instant noodles and other things we’d bought at the commissary or hustled from the guards. We’d do what we needed to make it special: We’d upgrade the noodles with bacon left over from breakfast. We’d tear open a bag of chips and spike ’em with Pico Pica hot sauce. Someone would sneak in some pruno (homemade prison hooch) that he brewed up in his cell. It was a prison potluck. If a bunch of cons can make a concrete table in a maximum-security penitentiary feel like a party, imagine what you can do in your kitchen if you treat every meal—whether it’s breakfast, lunch, or dinner—like a celebration of life. When I think back, it’s kind of like we turned that little corner of the yard into our version of a cantina.
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		First and foremost: Cantina food is fun food. Imagine: tasty nibbles you can make a ton of and put out for people to snack on while watching the game or hanging out with the kids at a pool party, or to even eat as a light lunch throughout the week. We’re not talking about preparations you need a culinary degree to perfect. The recipes are easy and forgiving and once you cook it you can make it your own like any good abuela. Just like no two guacamole recipes are the same because everybody has different preferences, I fully expect you to add more salt or less lime or quadruple the jalapeños depending on your taste.

		While the last cookbook was primarily recipes from our menu, these recipes are inspired by Mexican classics like tostadas, taquitos, and guisados. They are the foundational elements of Los Angeles Mexican culinary culture.

		The recipes in this book are modular—I’m not a fan of rules, and I don’t think food should have hard-and-fast ones either. While you’ll find recipes for tostadas and taquitos and empanadas, you’ll also see fillings and toppings you can swap in and out for one another if you feel like it. Our empanadas are stuffed with beef and pickles, but you can put that filling on a tostada if you feel like it. Chicken tinga goes in tacos here, but you can load it into taquitos if you want. This is why I like to say that at Trejo’s, we think like a prisoner—with ingenuity and gratitude—but cook like caterers, which is to say, with practicality in mind.
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		The Cantina Pantry

		At Trejo’s, we’ve mastered the art of cooking for crowds. We know what will “hold”—meaning taste good the minute it’s made but also hours later when the guests show up—like braised meats and blended salsas whose flavors actually meld over time. We know which ingredients to rely on when you need to move fast (canned black beans are amazing) and how to smartly dress them up so they taste like you’ve simmered them for hours (add a slice of bacon and chile de árbol to deepen the flavor). Here’s what we have on hand to pull off cantina food fast, what you should add to your pantry, and why it works.

		The Holy Trinity: Cilantro, Onion, and Lime

		Every line cook in a Mexican restaurant has cilantro, onion, and lime at their station. And if you’re going to be cooking from this book, these three ingredients are nonnegotiable. No matter what the season or the dish, there is virtually no food (okay, maybe our watermelon paletas!) that can’t be improved by this combo. The Trejo’s Cantina chefs call these ingredients “aromatics,” which makes sense when you think about it. They all smell good in their own way and add a nice fragrance (and flavor) to your food. Take my basic avocado and tortilla snack. Do like I do and slice up an avocado (I pick one from the tree outside my home), put it on a warm corn tortilla, add your “aromatics,” and you’re on your way to a pretty fantastic meal.

		You’ll see them on condiment tables or applied to tacos con todo (“with everything”) at every taco stand and food truck in LA. because they’re nonnegotiable. It would be like peanut butter without jelly!

		Onions: Onions are pungent and sweet and add crunch. They also balance out the richer flavors and creamy textures of Mexican food. White onion is the most common kind used in Mexican cooking, but hey, yellow and red work, too. Rules are made to be broken, right? And if you don’t have onion on hand, swap in scallions or shallots.

		Cilantro: This herb is all about freshness and bright bite. It’s tender like parsley, basil, and oregano—meaning it should always be added at the end of cooking, and not the beginning. Some people hate cilantro, though, and think it tastes like soap. That’s a mild reaction you can’t get around, so leave it out if you need to. If you’re looking for a decent sub, fresh marjoram and oregano aren’t traditional, but they bring on flavor and freshness, as does parsley. While you need to pluck marjoram and oregano leaves off their woody stems, the fact is the tender upper part of the stems of cilantro (and parsley) are not only tender, but have a ton of flavor. The real art is in the rinsing and drying. Nobody wants a gritty or soggy garnish. The order of business with cilantro is this: Cut the bushy leafy top off the bunch, tender stems and all, and put it in a colander. Rinse it under running water and let it drain, then wrap it up in a kitchen towel to absorb excess water. Place it on a cutting board and chop it until it’s like confetti.

		Limes: Zippy and tangy flavors play an important role in Mexican dishes, which is why so many are finished with a squeeze of lime—from the filling of a taco, to a slice of ripe mango, or as the tart garnish of a tequila cocktail. Citrus also resets the palate in between bites of rich food—the acidity kind of wakes your mouth up! If you can find the little round Mexican or Key limes, that’s great—they’re floral and sprightly and sweet. But standard Persian limes (the kind you usually find in the grocery store) are what we use at Trejo’s because they’re so readily available. No matter what variety of lime you use, they ain’t cheap, so you want to maximize the precious juice you extract. The trick is to roll the lime on the counter with your palm to soften the membranes, slice it in half crosswise, place the halves in a hinged citrus squeezer and press the juice through a wire-mesh sieve into a bowl. Voilà: seed-free fresh juice!
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		Holy Canned Trinity: Chiles, Beans, Tomatoes

		Canned Chipotle Peppers in Adobo Sauce: This is the flavor cheat of the century. Smoky, spicy tangy, sweet, and deeply flavored canned chipotles—marinated in tomato sauce, vinegar, salt, and spices—add punch and mystery to marinades, sauces, salsas, and creams, and show up over and over in this book. They’re pretty spicy and a little goes a long way, so you should use these sparingly. If you want all the flavor with less heat, scrape out the seeds. You’re probably never going to use an entire can in one dish, so be sure to transfer the extras to a glass jar, cover, and refrigerate. They keep for about 1 month.

		Riffs: Mix chipotles with sour cream for an easy taco topping. Stir into maple syrup to amp up your pancakes. Spike your vinaigrette for spicy salad. You can chop them finely and add to poultry, beef, or chicken marinades. Use the adobo sauce in soups, or leave the chipotles whole in braises.

		Canned Black Beans: Cheap and cheerful, when served with rice, these building blocks become a complete protein. (Once a bodybuilder, always a bodybuilder!) Sauté some onion in a skillet, add a bay leaf, dried chile de árbol or a sliced jalapeño, toss in those beans with some water, and you’re cooking like a grandma.

		
			[image: ]

		Riffs: Smash cooked beans with a fork and spread on a tostada, serve with rice and top with shredded cheese, cilantro, and onion and you’ve got the cheapest, tastiest complete protein on the planet. Puree and thin with chicken broth and top with the onion, cilantro, and a squeeze of lime for a simple soup.

		Canned Tomatoes: I’m not letting the Italians take all the credit: Mexicans know how to make the most of canned tomatoes, whether it’s canned tomato sauce or canned peeled tomatoes. You can use either to enrich rice, use as a base for salsa, and simmer with onions and chiles to braise meats.

		Riffs: When you’re cooking rice, start by sautéing onions, then mix in ¼ cup of tomato sauce after you’ve sautéed the onions to make it “Spanish.” Blitz a can of peeled tomatoes in a blender along with half an onion, a couple garlic cloves, a jalapeño, cilantro, salt, and lime for fast salsa!

		Jarred or Canned Pickled Jalapeños: Tangy heat resets every rich bite of food. Pickled jalapeños should be in your fridge at all times! Scatter over just about any dish in this book. You can buy whole ones and chop them yourself, or buy the presliced rounds.

		Riffs: Chop and mix into mayo for a spicy burger spread or French fry dip. Chop and add to cilantro and onion for a 1-minute Mexican pickled relish.

		The Spice Rack

		Ancho Chile Powder: With just a little heat and warming sweetness, this is a kinder, gentler alternative to cayenne and can go in sauces, marinades, on poultry, meat, and fish.

		Ground Cumin: Earthy and mysterious, like me! Kidding aside, this is like the bass player in a band. It lays down the low end on which all other flavors riff. Use in sauces, rubs, and marinades.

		Dried Oregano: If you can get Mexican oregano, go for it. It’s a little more pungent, woodsy, and sweet than the Mediterranean version, but that kind works just fine, too.

		Chipotle Chile Powder: Not quite the magic bullet of its canned counterpart, ground dried chipotles are still a great way to get dusky smoke flavors into a dish without sparking up a wood-fired grill.

		Tajín: This brand of Mexican chile-lime seasoning is tangy and spicy—it’s the classic street cart fruit topping. Add flavor to the rim of a glass for a cocktail or nonalcoholic drink, sprinkle on whipped cream with your pancakes, or use it to dust sautéed chicken breast.

		Hot Sauce: Obviously! In the prison commissary, we’d get Pico Pica taco sauce and put it on just about everything. You can’t go wrong with Tapatío and Cholula.

		All Things Masa

		Masa is the foundational starch in the cantina pantry. Cornmeal that’s been “nixtamalized” (the word comes from the Aztecs, the O.G. badasses of Mexico) with lime (not the citrus, but calcium hydroxide) to make it more digestible and tender. The Italians use durum wheat to make pasta with hundreds of different regional shapes, and Mexicans use masa to turn into tortillas, sopes, huaraches, gorditas, tlayudas, tamales, and more!

		Tortillas

		When I was growing up, everybody made tortillas from scratch. Back then if you bought tortillas, you were kind of looked down on. We’d wrap everything in a tortilla, even hot dogs. The first time someone gave me a hot dog with relish and onions on a bun I was confused. I was like “What is all this bread?”

		Mass-produced tortillas: Commercially produced supermarket tortillas made with instant masa work in a pinch, and you’ll often find them doubled up to use for tacos at stands. This is because they’re thin and fall apart when soggy (think of juicy tinga filling!), so stacking two keeps the whole thing together.

		Artisanal corn tortillas: Thicker and made with real fresh masa, these are sturdier and more filling than the standard stuff. More expensive but worth the cost because they’re loaded with deep, sweet corn flavor. Plus you don’t need to double them up. Mexican markets sometimes sell fresh masa. If you can track down masa made from rare heirloom Oaxacan corn, that’s even better. The Oaxacans are the masa masters!

		Masa Harina

		Maseca: The most widely available brand of instant masa. Made from fresh masa that’s been dehydrated and powdered. Use to make homemade tortillas, but don’t expect them to be as tender or tasty as the stuff handmade at restaurants and made from fresh masa.

		Organic masa harina: Baking big-shot brand King Arthur has gotten into the masa game and makes some really fine organic masa that you can buy at the supermarket. The flavor is fuller and a little earthier than Maseca.

		Heirloom masa harina: There’s a new crop of companies importing bags of ground masa made from Oaxacan heirloom corn varietals, and they’re changing the game on what folks can do at home. Order online and you’re tapped into some real centuries-old traditions and supporting small-scale Mexican farms, too. Look for the brand Masienda.

		The Tortilla Press

		Whether made from wood or metal, a tortilla press helps crank out tons of tortillas for a party that are always of even thickness (or thinness). The heavier the better—you want the press to do the work for you.

		Classic Mexican Cheeses

		I’m not shy about my love of Monterey Jack cheese even though it’s not technically Mexican (or maybe it is? It was made by Franciscan monks in the Monterey peninsula in the early days of California shortly after it became a US state). Here are some other favorites that you’ll find in cantinas everywhere—as well as in these recipes.

		Cotija: Salty, crumbly, and to some folks a little stinky, this is a great finishing cheese to sprinkle
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				TREJO’S RECIPES
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				Just like each recipe in this book is a little list of instructions where you start with a pile of ingredients and end up with something delicious, inspiring quotes have been a key ingredient in my fifty-plus years of success at turning my life around and being of service to the people. They’re short, sweet, and get me through tough times. Here are the quotes and sayings that you could say are my recipes for success.

				“Education is the key to anything you want to do.”

				Whenever I talk at grade schools and high schools I make this critical point to all the kids and teenagers. The more you learn, the more options you have, plain and simple. Back in my day, especially in the Latin community, people thought about high school as being the end. My dad graduated from high school and went straight to work in construction. As a result, I didn’t even think about college or a trade, both of which open up a world of opportunities. Whether you want to be an electrician or a lawyer, you’ve got to get the right education and get educated so you can do your trade at the highest level.

				“It’s better to shoot for the moon and miss than aim for the gutter and make it.”

				I still remember the day I thought of that one. It was when I was at San Quentin, and I was walking around the track with my buddy Tyrone, another inmate. He and I were shooting the shit and he asked me what my life goals were and I said “Man, I want to be both the lightweight and welterweight boxing champion of San Quentin.” And Tyrone said “Man, you’re aiming pretty low.” But that was my world and it was hard for me to see beyond it. But the thing is, you can change your world, no matter how hard or stuck it feels. And listening to another inmate without getting defensive, which was huge for me, broke me out of that shortsighted view. I came up with that phrase in the penitentiary, but still remember it and repeat it when I’m faced with a challenge and need to rise to the occasion. I shot for the moon, got out of prison, and stayed out. But I’m proud to say before that happened I still became the lightweight and welterweight boxing champion of San Quentin.

				“Everything good that’s ever happened to me has been a direct result of helping someone else.”

				I’ve shared this quote with kids in schools, hardened inmates in prisons, guys trying to kick drugs and alcohol, to my family and friends when they’re having a hard time, and to myself every day. Help someone. Every day. And you will help yourself. And it doesn’t have to be big. My first day out of prison I took the trash out for my elderly neighbor and it made me feel just good enough to not go out and get loaded. And I kept at that for fifty-plus years. It can be as little as saying good morning to a stranger. You’ll feel better. Period. For some folks it’s the hardest thing in the world to do. It was for me when I got out of the pen, where I’d been trained to be icy cold and intimidating just to survive. So you gotta train yourself to do the opposite. It’s as basic as saying to yourself: I’m going to say good morning to the first stranger I meet every day. If you’ve got kids, give them your time. Have lunch with your kids. Compliment them. Give them self-esteem. A little boost every day. Every morning I wake up and say a prayer that I sign every autograph and take every picture with every fan I see. People are happy. I’m happy. And then it catches and you find yourself helping people all the time and you’ll be surprised by how much good stuff comes back to you.

				“I might as well be myself because everyone else is taken.”

				This one helps when you’re down on yourself or you see somebody and you wish your life was like theirs and say to yourself: I want to be that person. Nope, you can’t. That person is taken. Don't judge your inside by someone else's outside. You’re you and you have to work with what you have, play into your good side, face the stuff that you need to change. Only by working on being the better you are you going to have a good life. And it’s going to be yours and yours alone.

				“The light at the end of the tunnel isn’t a train.”

				When someone is down and having a hard time I say this because: a) the future is never as bad as folks think it is and when you move ahead and face it you learn you can get through it and grow despite what you imagined it would be. And b) it’s just funny and laughter is the key. If you can laugh a little it relaxes you and helps you see your way out of a problem. And when you really think about it, there is no such thing as the future. The future is right now.
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