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Introduction

I first became interested in Latin American food when I was at school for some time in Jamaica. It was the flavor of hot peppers that beguiled me, especially one that Jamaicans call a Scotch bonnet — small, lantern-shaped, fiery, and flavorful. I also had Cuban and Brazilian friends who gave me a tantalizing glimpse into this enormous cuisine that stretches from the Rio Bravo (Rio Grande) to the Antarctic. It wasn’t until shortly after I was married, twenty odd years ago, and my husband was transferred from headquarters in New York to another United Nations assignment in Mexico, that I was able to pursue my research into flavors I have never been able to forget. So it was chance that I started with Mexico, perhaps the most complex and unique cooking of the whole region. Even now, when I have traveled to all the world’s continents, Mexican food is still the most exotic of all.

Mexican cooking still rests firmly on its Aztec, and to a lesser extent Mayan, origins, interwoven with the cooking of Spain. But Spain itself was for almost eight hundred years dominated by the Arab empire, so its food has a strong Middle Eastern influence. All through my investigation of Mexican cooking I kept stumbling into the Middle East. Later on I went to the Middle East, Spain, and Portugal to sort out the influences. So many strands are woven into this complicated tapestry that I still find it hard to unravel them completely.

But no matter the sources, the reward is in the eating. From the start I was enchanted by the dishes of the corn kitchen, the most purely Mexican aspect of the food. My palate was utterly bewitched by simple snacks like quesadillas de flor de calabaza where an unbaked tortilla is stuffed with a savory mixture of cooked squash blossoms, folded over, and fried, or more rarely, baked. I had mouth-watering deep-green peppers stuffed with mashed beans, batter-coated, and fried; or even more exotic, stuffed with meat and masked with a fresh cheese and walnut sauce and garnished with pomegranate seeds. I had huachinango a la Veracruzana, beautiful red snapper with mildly hot jalapeño peppers in a tomato sauce very lightly perfumed with cloves and cinnamon. And Mole Poblano de Guajolote, that extraordinary mixture of different types of dried peppers, nuts, herbs, spices, and a little bitter chocolate made into a sauce for turkey and originally a favorite dish at Moctezuma’s court. It was wholly unfamiliar, wholly delicious.

I found wonderful descriptions of the markets of pre-Conquest Mexico in the monumental work of a Spanish priest, Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, who was there before the Conquest was consolidated. A lively writer, he brought the markets to life, even describing how the local prostitutes lounged about, clicking their chewing gum. I hadn’t realized that chicle (chewing gum) from the zapote tree was also a Mexican gift to the world, and that this same tree bears the pleasant chico zapote (sapodilla) fruit. Father Sahagún characterized and identified all the various kinds of tortillas on sale, and clearly he was not averse to sampling some of the cooked foods since he described a shrimp stew and other dishes with such relish one can almost taste them. I needed no more urging — I went off to the markets, realizing they were still the best places in which to learn.

Because peppers, along with corn and beans, play such a vital role in the Mexican cuisine, and because my palate was still haunted by the flavor of the hot Jamaican peppers of my school days, I began to research this fascinating fruit. Botanically it is Capsicum annuum or Capsicum frutescens of the Solanaceae family, to which potatoes, tomatoes, and eggplant also belong. There has never been an accurate count of peppers, which were first cultivated as far back as 7000 B.C. The reason is that they are wind-pollinated and cross-fertilize easily, and since they have been doing this for thousands of years, there are now a great many different kinds. Some botanists put the number as low as sixty, while others can name over a hundred. Long before Columbus they had spread all over the Caribbean, as well as Central and South America. And since Columbus they have sprung up all over the world and have become so thoroughly naturalized that their national origin has been forgotten. They are sweet, pungent, or hot. They are first green, then change to yellow or red as they ripen — and some of them have all three colors in their cycle. They range from ¼ to 7 inches in length. They are used fresh or dried. Some are wrinkled; some are smooth; and quite apart from sweetness, pungency, or heat, they have flavor.

My first visit was to the large San Juan market. It was a blaze of color. There were enormous piles of ripe crimson tomatoes; and heaps of yellow squash blossoms, soft green zucchini, ripe red bell peppers and pimientos, bright green bell peppers and darker green poblanos; stalls selling the dried, wrinkled red peppers — ancho, mulato, and pasilla — brick red chipotle and morita, smooth red guajillos, and the little peppers, cascabel and pequin. There were more kinds than I could possibly take in at a single visit.

The sellers were mostly women with their dark hair in plaits, dressed in full cotton skirts and snowy white blouses with the traditional rebozo (stole) around their shoulders. Some, sitting on the ground, had before them only tiny piles of herbs or spices, or a pyramid of purple-skinned avocados. Others, often with husbands and children, had proper stalls laden with oranges; grapefruit; the paddles of the nopal (prickly pear) cactus, nopalitos; or its fruit, tuna — globes of green or purplish red. They called to me as I passed: “Qué va a llevar, marchanta?” (“What are you going to buy, customer?”) and when I explained that I wanted to learn about Mexican food, they were generous with their help. I found the pepper I had remembered from my school days. It came from Yucatán and was called, paradoxically, habanero (pepper from Havana), a migrant returned. Later I found it all over the Caribbean, in Bahia in Brazil, and in Guatemala where it is called caballero, gentleman pepper — one clearly to be reckoned with.

I bought peppers of all kinds, took them home, photographed them, learned their names, and cooked them. I have listed them in the ingredients section — not all, of course, only the ones I think are useful to North American cooks.

That first day I asked one of the market women how to make quesadillas de flor de calabaza (squash blossom turnovers), and she was delighted. She shouted to a tortilla seller to come over, and gradually gathered all the ingredients needed, then showed me how to put them together, folding the squash-blossom mixture in a tortilla and then frying it. She was careful to explain that she was using an already baked tortilla for convenience. Whereupon she sent me off to a stall to buy a fresh lump of tortilla dough, which is made from the special cooked and ground corn that is sold dried as masa harina (literally “dough flour,” in markets such as this one, it is already mixed with water). That was a lovely day and I became a regular visitor to markets whether in La Merced, San Juan; or Medellín in Mexico City; in Guadalajara, Querétaro; in Mérida, Yucatán; or in Cuernavaca. Wherever I went I found wonderfully knowledgeable teachers, good friends who introduced me with great generosity and enthusiasm to all manner of new foods.

Tortillas are an essential accompaniment to Mexican food. I learned easily to make them from packaged masa harina, using a tortilla press, which is a very splendid colonial invention. Mexican cooks can pat a tortilla with their hands into a thin pancake, then slap it on to a comal (griddle) to bake. But I found I could make only rather thick, clumsy ones this way, so I tried using a cast-iron tortilla press (the original presses were made of wood). It works very well and can be bought, as can masa harina, from specialty stores selling Mexican foods.

Beans are also an integral part of Mexican food, whether served in bowls as a separate course — not dry, rather soupy — or mashed and fried in lard to make Frijoles Refritos, a rich-tasting bean paste, used in all sorts of delectable ways.

A key ingredient is the tomato, and I can’t imagine Mexican cooking without it, whether it is the familiar red or yellow tomato of everyday use, or the little Mexican green tomato (Physalis ixocarpa) — a small pale-green or yellow tomato covered with a papery husk, whose flavor develops only as it is cooked, and which is usually available to us only canned, except in parts of the Southwest. Both types of tomato are used in cooked and fresh sauces, and in Guacamole, the avocado salad cum sauce that is another essential on the Mexican table.

Mexico, and indeed all of Latin America, adopted rice enthusiastically and it goes excellently with the mollis (Mexican stews) and most other dishes. Cooks all over the continent pride themselves on their rice. No matter what method they use to cook it, each grain is tender and separate.

During the years I lived in Mexico I traveled all over the country, from the northern cattle ranges where my husband’s family comes from to Mayan Yucatán, from the Caribbean to the Pacific, in enthusiastic pursuit of recipes from family, friends, strangers, markets, and restaurants, captivated as I was by the exuberance of this wonderfully varied food. I worked happily in my kitchen to faithfully reproduce the dishes I found so seductive, and back in New York I put my discoveries into a cookbook. Then chance again, or should I say good fortune, took me to Central America, beginning with Guatemala — once the heart of the Mayan empire — and I realized there was a whole continent of intriguing new cookery, linked with Mexican food, still to discover.

My interest was stimulated by recent discoveries of food origins that showed that agriculture had been born simultaneously in the Middle East and in the Valley of Mexico about 7000 B.C. In the Middle East animals such as sheep, goats, pigs, and cattle were domesticated, and barley, wheat, peas, and lentils cultivated. Gradually this produce spread all over Europe and Asia. Rice was introduced from Asia about 3500 B.C. Peanuts, Guinea yams, and millet came from Africa some centuries later. At the same time in Mexico, that other cradle of agriculture, peppers, squash, and avocados were the first cultivated food plants. A couple of thousand years later corn and the common bean followed, then lima beans, and later still, in 700 A.D., the tomato. These foods gradually spread all over the Americas. Potatoes and sweet potatoes, cultivated in the Andean highlands by the predecessors of the Incas about 2500 B.C., spread through the continent, and so did manioc (cassava) and peanuts from Brazil. Peanuts, as a matter of fact, have a dual origin, as they were independently cultivated both in Brazil and West Africa by 1500 B.C. All this cultivation was, of course, an ongoing process, with more and more fruits, vegetables, and crops being developed, so that by the time Columbus arrived, he found not only a whole new world, but a whole new world of food. These discoveries gave me an insight into the nature of the cuisine, for very soon after the Conquest there was a blending of cooking strains that evolved into the rich and varied cookery of Latin America today.

I knew it would take me a long time to travel the huge continent, to visit markets, to talk to cooks, to collect recipes, to learn about the food, and to cook it back home in my own kitchen. I also knew I would have a magnificent time doing so and I set off with enthusiasm, this book beginning to take tentative shape in my mind.

I found visiting the archaeological sites of the old Mayan empire a good way to trace the boundaries of the ancient cuisine. The Mayan empire began in Guatemala, spread to nearby Honduras, and into the states of Yucatán, Chiapas, and Campeche and the territory of Quintana Roo in Mexico. In this area today the cooking is Mayan, not Aztec Mexican. Since the civilization was already in decline at the time of the Conquest, not a great deal has survived. I wish more had, as it is subtle and delicate, except when it comes to fresh hot pepper sauce, which is really fiery. I love to cook with ground annatto seeds, which have a flowery fragrance when used whole, quite unlike the flavor of the colored oil or lard made from just the reddish-orange pulp surrounding the seeds. The cooking of the rest of Central America — Belize, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama, which together with Guatemala and Honduras make a land bridge between North and South America — is a mixture of Mayan, Aztec Mexican, Colombian, and Spanish cuisines, with cosmopolitan influences from recent times. There is also a Caribbean influence, mostly from island people coming to work in the banana plantations.

The Caribbean seemed my next logical step, and I went off island-hopping and again found generous-hearted cooks who welcomed me with my notebook into their kitchens and shared their cooking secrets with me. Of that great arc of islands that stretches from Florida in the north to the coast of Venezuela in the south, and which Columbus discovered in 1492, only Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico are part of Latin America. When Columbus arrived, first at Hispaniola (now the Dominican Republic and Haiti), the islands were inhabited by warlike Caribs and gentle Arawaks, both from South America. The Arawaks were good farmers and soon cultivated corn and peppers from Mexico, and sweet potatoes, yams, and manioc (cassava) which they must have brought with them. Their influence on the food of the islands persists in the wide use of root vegetables, hot peppers, allspice, and corn. African settlers brought okra and their own yams, but fundamentally the cooking of the Spanish-speaking islands is that of Spain — using a mixture of indigenous and introduced foods. It is a surprisingly rich and varied kitchen, particularly in the Dominican Republic where a cocido (stew) of chicken, beef, ham, and sausages, cooked with an assemblage of vegetables, is a veritable feast.

I could now see the pattern that the common heritage of Spain and Portugal and an early shared agriculture wove into the tapestry that makes Latin American food into a richly diverse unity. And so I set off on a series of journeys to South America, lucky to have friends all over the continent to help me. I began with the Andean countries — Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Chile — visiting them one by one.

The 4,000-mile mountain chain of the Andes, which runs along the Pacific coast of South America from Venezuela to the tip of Chile, dominates the continent. The foothills begin at the coast, which is lushly subtropical in the north and desert from Peru on south. The mountains rise range upon range interspersed with high plateaus and cut by wild mountain rivers, until they descend into the valley of the Amazon. It is awe-inspiring country, and traveling in it I felt as if I were in a sea of mountains. Before air travel became commonplace, journeys were difficult so that cuisines developed independently of each other. It was just as hard for people and goods to get from the coast to the highlands as from country to country, so there is a tropical and a temperate cuisine as well. Modern roads and transportation have changed this, blurring the distinctions.

Venezuela’s cuisine is small, as there was no great indigenous Indian civilization. The country was discovered in 1498 by Columbus when he found the mouths of the Orinoco River. Spanish settlement began in 1520. The basis of the cookery is colonial more than anything else with borrowings and adaptations from other Latin American countries. Black beans are a great favorite and Venezuelans call their mashed black beans caviar criollo, native caviar, surely the ultimate culinary compliment. The national dish is as eclectic as the rest of the cooking. It is based on a sixteenth-century Spanish recipe, Ropa Vieja (Old Clothes), made from shredded flank steak in a rich tomato sauce — very good, despite its name — and is served with fried eggs, black beans, rice, and fried plantains. There is also a good avocado sauce, Guasacac, derived from Mexico’s Guacamole, and a fine fish dish, Corbullón Mantuano (Striped Bass in Sweet Pepper Sauce), that echoes Mexico’s famous Pescado a la Veracruzana (Fish, Veracruz Style). The local corn bread is the arepa, made in a similar way to Mexico’s tortillas but with a different type of corn. Arepas are much thicker, more like buns than pancakes, and the corn flavor is much less pronounced than in tortillas. German settlers of the last century are responsible for the very good cheeses of Venzuela and the excellent beer, for that matter. There is a delicious runny fresh cream cheese that turns an arepa into a feast when the corn bread is served hot, then pulled apart and stuffed with the cheese.

Colombia has a very grand geography with two seacoasts — one on the Pacific, one on the Caribbean — which gives the country a large choice of fish and shellfish. Three great mountain ranges, from six thousand to nineteen thousand feet, rise from the coast like the steps of a giant staircase, forming a series of plateaus at different heights so that the country has every type of climate and produces every kind of food. Wandering around the markets in the capital, Bogotá, I found piles of coconuts, bananas, plantains, pineapples, cherimoyas, papayas, sugarcane, avocados, guavas, and tropical root vegetables like yams, taros, sweet potatoes, cassava roots, and arracacha sharing space with peaches, pears, apricots, apples, grapes, and plums.

The conquering Spanish intermarried with the dominant Indians, the Chibchas, great gold workers who had a highly advanced civilization. The modern cuisine is very varied, sophisticated, and original. The coastal kitchen makes imaginative use of coconut milk — with rice, fish, meats, and poultry. I particularly like Arroz con Coco y Pasas (Rice with Coconut and Raisins) and its twin dish Arroz con Coco Frito y Pasas (Rice with Fried Coconut and Raisins): the rice is dry and quite firm, bien graneado, which is the equivalent of al dente in pasta. I also like the subtle flavor of Sábalo Guisado con Coco (Shad Fillets in Coconut Milk), easy to make at home in the spring when shad is plentiful. The highlands produce wonderful stews, perhaps the most famous of which is Ajiaco de Pollo Bogotano (Bogotá Chicken Stew). There is the even grander Sancocho Especial (Special Boiled Dinner) with a great selection of meats and vegetables, some from the tropics. It is a splendid dish for a family gathering or a party. As in all of Latin America, fresh coriander is used a great deal and there is always a fresh hot pepper sauce on the table to be taken at one’s discretion.

My next trip was to Ecuador. The highland region was part of the Incan empire. The tropical lowlands were not conquered until the arrival of the Spanish. Quito, the capital, at nearly ten thousand feet lies within an extinct volcano, Pichincha, which rises to fifteen thousand feet. Eight volcanoes — among them the fabled Chimborazo, over twenty thousand feet, and Cotopaxi, over nineteen thousand feet — can be seen on clear days from Quito. The equator is only fifteen miles away, giving the highlands a gentle climate. There is a great contrast between tropical sea level cuisine and highland cookery, especially as one was Incan, the other not.

On the wall of the cathedral in the main plaza of Quito is a plaque that says that the glory of Ecuador is that it discovered the Amazon River down which Francisco de Orellana floated in a homemade boat, arriving at the source in 1541. I think it could also be claimed that the glory of the Ecuadorian kitchen is its seviches (fish “cooked” in lime or lemon juice). They are quite different from other countries’ seviches mostly because of the use of Seville (bitter) orange juice in a sauce of onion, garlic, and oil. I tasted seviches made from bass, shrimp, lobster, and an interesting black conch. They are best accompanied by chilled beer. In Latin America there is never any problem finding beer of excellent quality with a nice bite to it, sharp on the tongue, refreshingly dry.

Potatoes play a large role in Ecuadorian highland cooking. A favorite dish is Locro, a thick potato and cheese soup that is sometimes served with avocado slices. I find it makes a splendid light lunch or supper if followed by a dessert or fruit. With Ecuadorian friends at midday dinner, still the main meal in most of Latin America, I had it as a course that followed a corn soufflé and preceded the meat. It was made with a little sweet paprika, but the coastal version uses annatto (achiote), which has a more pronounced flavor. Another favorite potato dish is Llapingachos, fried potato and cheese patties that are served with various accompaniments either as a first or as a main course according to what goes with them. They make an admirable addition to broiled or grilled meat, fish, or poultry. On the coast they are usually fried in annatto lard or oil. Coastal rice is also usually cooked with annatto, which yellows it.

Vegetables are highly esteemed in Ecuador and are served in that gentle climate at room temperature, several at a time. Since water at ten thousand feet boils at a much lower temperature than at sea level, vegetables are always crisply tender without the cook making a great effort. I think of this as a cuisine that builds bridges between the exotic and the known, using mustard in imaginative ways and contrasting texture and flavor. I was once served hot roast pork, cut into cubes and arranged in a circle on a serving dish, the center filled with slightly chilled, chopped ripe tomatoes. Delicious. There is, as everywhere, a hot sauce, Salsa de Aji, to be taken or not as one pleases, this one made from fresh hot red or green peppers simply ground with salt and mixed with a little chopped onion.

Of all the Andean countries the cuisine of Peru is the most exciting, though in creating it the brilliant agriculturists of the region had a most formidable geography to contend with. The narrow coastal plain is desert except where rivers create a brief oasis. The mountains rise abruptly, completely barren, but they create fertile valleys with great rivers running through them, and wide plateaus with temperate farm- and pastureland, though already as high as eleven thousand feet. Higher still, at fourteen thousand feet, are only barren, windswept uplands.

It was in the temperate highlands, the steep mountainsides terraced to provide more land for crops, that the ancient people of the region developed the sweet potato and over a hundred varieties of the potato some time around 2500 B.C. They freeze-dried potatoes, using the cold of the Andean highlands to freeze the vegetables overnight, thawing them in the morning sun and squeezing out the moisture. The resulting rock-hard potatoes were called chuño and kept indefinitely. The only large domestic animals were the cameloids — the llama and the alpaca — used by the Incas for their wool, as pack animals, and for meat, and they made a fresh cheese from their milk.

The Incan empire had an extensive highway system to which only the Roman is comparable, linking its more than thirty towns and cities. Farmers in this highly organized, highly urban society sent their produce to market in the town or city nearest them. A sophisticated cuisine developed with a characteristic use of hot peppers, aji. Peruvians like their food picante and are lavish in their use of peppers, of which they have a considerable variety, just about all of them hot. They are a wonderful sight in the markets, enormous piles of rocotos and mirasols, great heaps of sun yellow, flaming orange, or red as well as green peppers in various sizes, but it is the yellow ones that catch the eye. I like to speculate about this use of yellow in the food of countries that were sun worshipers before the Conquest brought Christianity. I don’t think it can be an accident that Peru uses the herb palillo, ground to a sunshine-yellow powder, to color and flavor food. And there are the yellow potatoes — true potatoes, not sweet potatoes — which have yellow flesh, as well as yellow sweet potatoes, and plantains, yellow when ripe. The yellows continue in the squash family from the pale yellow of the huge zapallo to the deep yellow of other types, and in fresh corn. There are potato dishes that are a symphony of yellow and white, perhaps honoring the sun god and the moon goddess. In any case, they are lovely food in a cuisine full of marvelous dishes.

Little is known of the cooking of the Bolivian highlands, though this region was once the site of impressive civilizations. From the cook’s point of view the altitude is rather daunting, for Bolivia tends to be high, higher, and highest. Lake Titicaca, which Bolivia shares with Peru, lies at 12,500 feet. Legend has it that an island in the lake is the legendary home of the Incas. Quite nearby are the ruins of Tiahuanaco, a pre-Incan city. After the Conquest Bolivia became part of Peru and was known as El Alto Peru, highland Peru. With independence the name was changed to Bolivia to honor the liberator, Simón Bolívar. Like the Peruvians, the Bolivians like their food hot and are lavish in their use of hot peppers. Their most popular dishes are stews and hearty soups. However, my favorite is a very good chicken pie with a corn topping, Pastel de Choclo con Relleno de Pollo, which I recommend with enthusiasm.

The geography of Chile poses very different problems. The northern third of this stringbean of a country, twenty-six hundred miles long and sandwiched between the Pacific Ocean and the Andes, is unrelieved desert, the most total desert on earth. Flying over it, the shadows are so intensely dark they look like pools of water, a tantalizing illusion. It is strangely, movingly beautiful. The southern third is mountainous and storm-swept, with more rain than it needs, but the middle third is lovely, temperate, and fertile, with green valleys full of vineyards that produce very fine wines, splendid vegetables and fruits, among them notable strawberries. The southern part of this felicitous third is heavily forested with a series of lakes, a landscape of rare loveliness. And, of course, the snowcapped Andes make a permanently dramatic backdrop.

The cold Humboldt Current gives Chile the most unusual seafood in the world. I can only think of the giant sea urchins, erizos, giant abalone, locos, tender as chicken when properly beaten; of picoroccos, strange, beaked shellfish that taste like crabs; giant crabs; mussels; clams; shrimp; langostines; oysters; and congrio, a splendid fish unique to these waters. Only in Chile can one enjoy these gifts of the cold current. All the same I found many interesting dishes that are not dependent on special ingredients — dishes like Congrio en Fuente de Barro (Fish with Tomatoes and Onions), Pollo Escabechado (Pickled Chicken), and Porotos Granados (Cranberry Beans with Corn and Squash).

There was no great Indian civilization in what is now Argentina and Uruguay. Though they are today separate countries, before independence from Spain they were both part of the viceroyalty of the River Plate. Spanish cooking methods using indigenous and introduced ingredients produced the local cuisine, which has been somewhat modified by newer arrivals — Italian influence being predominant. Like Chile, Argentina produces good wine, and its beef ranks with the best in the world. Matambre, which translates literally into kill hunger, and into kitchen parlance as stuffed rolled flank steak, is an example of what Argentine cooks can do with a comparatively humble cut of beef. And the Empanadas, the pastry turnovers, variously stuffed, are the best I’ve ever had. There are some unusual and good meat stews with fruit, such as Carbonada Criolla (Beef Stew, Argentine Style) with peaches and Carbonada en Zapallo (Veal Stew in Baked Pumpkin), which includes pears and peaches and finishes cooking in a large, hollowed-out squash. It is a delicious combination.

Paraguay is a small landlocked country where Guaraní, the language of the Indians of the region, is co-equal with Spanish as an official language. The cooking is Spanish and Guaraní, with some international food, mostly French and Italian. My favorite Paraguayan dish is the magnificently named So’O-Yosopy (the last syllable is pronounced with an explosive PEH), that translates into Spanish as sopa de carne (beef soup). I know of nothing more restorative when one is worn-out. I’m almost as fond of Sopa Paraguaya, which is not a soup at all but a rich cheese and cornmeal bread that is traditionally served with steak; but as far as I am concerned, it is good by itself and goes with almost everything. Paraguay is also the home of Mate tea, a very ancient Indian drink that is pleasantly stimulating, since it has a good deal of caffeine.

Of all the cuisines in South America, the Brazilian is the most exuberant and varied. The country, taking up nearly half the continent of South America, is enormous, stretching from the tropics in the north to the temperate south, with great highlands and a long coastline. It bulges generously out into the South Atlantic toward Africa with which it is once believed to have been joined — perhaps accounting for the dual origin of the peanut. The ethnic mix is as varied as the climate, which ranges from torrid to temperate. There are the original Indians, the Portuguese, Africans, Italians, Germans, and so on. And there are all the foods of the world plus many cooking techniques, making a rich amalgam. The sheer size of the country has made for authentic regional cooking.

There was no great Indian civilization in Brazil. Today’s cuisine has developed since the arrival of the Portuguese who in 1539 founded Salvador in the state of Bahia on the northeast coast, planted sugarcane, and brought in African slaves to work in the cane fields. From a combination of the foods and cooking methods of local Indians, Africans, and Portuguese, Brazil’s most exciting cooking, the cozinha baiana, Bahian cookery, developed. The primary ingredients are dendê (palm) oil from Africa, which has a nutty flavor and colors food an attractive orangey-yellow, coconut, fresh coriander, fresh and dried shrimp, and nuts — almonds, cashews, peanuts — and of course, hot peppers. A hot sauce made with tiny malaqueta peppers steeped in dendê oil and farofa made from manioc (cassava) meal, often colored yellow with dendê oil, is always on the table. Brazilians in all parts of the country sprinkle meat, poultry, and other dishes with farofa, as others might use grated Parmesan cheese.

The cooking of Rio de Janeiro which supplanted Salvador as the capital in 1763 seems almost subdued by comparison. It is closer to Portuguese, using local ingredients, except for Feijoada Completa, a regional recipe from Rio which is now recognized as the national dish. It is a very splendid, colorful meal of meats and black beans cooked together so that the many flavors are blended, and it is served, lavishly garnished, with sliced oranges, rice, cooked kale or collard greens, farofa, and a hot pepper and lime juice sauce. I cannot think of a better dish for a party.

São Paulo and Minas Gerais to the south share a regional cuisine. It was the Paulistas who, in the seventeenth century, set out looking for gold and found it, together with diamonds and other mineral wealth in the mountainous country to the northeast. This is now the state of Minas Gerais, which means general mines, a succinct description of what the Paulistas found. It is hearty food, well suited to the cooler climate. One of its best dishes is Cozido à Brasileira (Stew, Brazilian Style), a splendidly robust pot-au-feu. The most famous dish is Cuscuz Paulista, an adaptation of the couscous that originated in Arabia and spread to North Africa. It is made with cornmeal instead of wheat, looks marvelously decorative, and is surprisingly easy to make.

Desserts all over Brazil are rich and very much in the Portuguese egg-yolk-and-sugar tradition with its strong Moorish overtones.

Throughout Latin America there are examples of the oldest form of cooking, the neolithic earth oven, now superseded for centuries by stoves of one kind or another from charcoal to electric or gas. It has persisted as holiday cooking. Country people in Mexico cook a whole lamb in an earth oven for a barbacoa, and less rural people have barbacoa parties on Sundays and holidays at special restaurants devoted to this form of cooking. In Yucatán the earth oven is called a pib; in the Andes it is called pachamanca from the Quechua words for earth and pot. In southern Chile they have a curanto, best described as a clambake like those in New England. It is often lavish and includes a suckling pig as well as Chile’s magnificent shellfish.

Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil all have barbecues like the kind popular in the United States. In Argentina there are splendid restaurants where meats are cooked on wall-size grills, and in Brazil there are Churrascarias where all manner of grilled meats are served. I think the best proof I ever had of the popularity of this form of cooking was on a main street in Montevideo, Uruguay, when I watched some road repairmen settle down to lunch. They made a fire, put a piece of wire netting on top of it, grilled a steak, opened a bottle of red wine, and with the addition of some good bread had an excellent meal.

Looking back to the day when I determined to collect Latin American recipes — true gems of cookery — into a book gives me a feeling of great pleasure. I have done what I so deeply wanted to do, to bring these delectable dishes into American kitchens. I have spent a long time on my research; I have made many exciting journeys and eaten a great deal of very good food. It has been infinitely worthwhile. I sought out the historical hows and whys of this intriguing cuisine and found academic answers which I recorded in my endless notebooks in a special kind of cook’s shorthand. A fascinating analysis to be sure, of ancient peoples and cities, of the birth of agriculture, of the coming together, in the kitchen, of very different cultures. That was only part of what I sought. I found the rest quite simply in wonderful food, the focal point of family and social life. So the best part of my quest has been coming back to my own kitchen and bringing to life those scribbled words, turning them into dishes with the authentic flavors of Latin American cooking.

It isn’t food that is difficult to cook or bristles with complicated techniques. For the most part it is straightforward and easy, though there are some cooking methods that may seem odd at first, like frying a paste of peppers and other ingredients in lard or oil as a preliminary to making a Mexican mole. And I did have to learn about unfamiliar fruits and vegetables and seek them out in my own markets back home, where I found them without much trouble. I remembered flavors, and altered recipes until the taste was right, and had loving friends and family in to share splendid meals with me. It was a joyous experience and I have never been happier than when I received the accolade bestowed on good cooks in Latin America, “tiene buena mano,” “She has a good hand.” It is my hope that readers will want to share my experience, and will cook, enjoy, and adopt these recipes as family favorites.
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Ingredients

Aceite o Manteca de Achiote (Annatto Oil or Lard) is made by briefly steeping annatto seeds in hot oil or lard, then straining and cooling the fat, colored a deep orange-gold by the seeds, see this page. It is used for both color and flavor in Latin America as well as in some non-Spanish-speaking parts of the Caribbean.

Aliño Criollo (Creole Style Seasoning Powder), a Venezuelan seasoning mixture made of herbs and spices, used with meat and poultry, in stews, and so on. Available in shaker-top glass jars from the spice section of supermarkets. Easy to make at home, see recipe, this page.

Allspice or pimiento (Pimenta officinalis), the pimiento de Jamaica or pimienta gorda of the Spanish-speaking countries is the small, dark brown berry of an evergreen tree of the myrtle family found by the Spaniards growing wild in Jamaica. Most exports still come from the island. The dried berries, which closely resemble peppercorns, combine the flavor of cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves. Available whole or ground wherever spices are sold.

Annatto is the English name given to the seeds of a small flowering tree of tropical America. Known as achiote in Spanish from the Nahuatl (Aztec) achiotl, the seeds are sometimes called bija or bijol in the Spanish-speaking islands of the Caribbean. The Caribs and Arawaks called the seeds roucou, a name by which they are still known in parts of the region. The hard orange-red pulp surrounding the seeds is used to make Aceite o Manteca de Achiote (Annatto Oil or Lard) and serves as a coloring and flavoring for meat, poultry, and fish dishes in the Caribbean, Colombia, Ecuador, and Venezuela. In Yucatán the whole seed is ground with various spices (such as cumin and oregano) into a paste, giving a more pronounced flavor. The taste is hard to define, fragrant, light, and flowery. Available in stores specializing in foods from Latin America or India.

Antojitos, literally little whims or fancies, the name given by the Spanish to the finger foods made with a base of tortillas that they found in Aztec Mexico. These foods fit perfectly into today’s meal patterns as hors d’oeuvres or first courses. A large version, the antojos, whims or fancies, are ideal for light lunches or suppers.

Apio — see Arracacha.

Arepas, the corn bread of Venezuela, made from special flour of precooked Venezuelan corn, available, packaged, from Latin American groceries. See Tortillas for additional information.

Arracacha (Arracacia xanthorrhiza) is a leggy root vegetable found in markets in Colombia. It is a member of the celery family indigenous to the northern part of South America and a favorite pre-Columbian vegetable. Venezuela has a cylindrically shaped root vegetable called apio, also said to be Arracacia xanthorrhiza. They do taste the same, faintly reminiscent of celery with a hint of sweetness, a potatolike texture, and very pale yellow flesh. The only difference I’ve found is that apio is easier to peel. As apio is often available in tropical markets and arracacha only occasionally, they can be used interchangeably. Confusion arises from the fact that apio is the Spanish for celery. Venezuelans solve the problem by calling celery apio de España or apio de Castilla (Spanish celery). It can be a delicious substitute for potatoes, and makes a lovely dessert when cooked with pineapple.

Arrowroot, the edible starchy powder made from the underground rhizomes of Maranta arundinacea, is a delicate thickening agent for soups, stews, and sauces. It is widely available.

Avocado (Persea americana), of the laurel family, was cultivated in Mexico as far back as 7000 B.C. and was known as ahuacatl in Nahuatl, the language of the ancient Mexicans. Today it is called aguacate. It spread to South America before Columbus arrived and was cultivated in the Inca empire, where it was called palta. Today it is known in Quechua by that name though in many parts of South America it keeps its Mexican name. In Brazil it is called abacate. The fruit may be rough or smooth-skinned, green or black. It is hard when unripe but ripens in a few days if put into a brown paper bag and left at room temperature. An avocado is ripe when it yields to a gentle pressure at the stem end. Once an avocado is cut, it discolors quickly. Sprinkling lime or lemon juice on it helps, and if you are going to try to keep an unused portion of an avocado, leave the skin on, let the pit rest in the cavity, rub the cut sides with lemon or lime, wrap tightly in plastic wrap, and refrigerate.

An easy way to mash avocados is to cut them in half, remove the pits, and mash them in their shells with a fork, holding the shell in the palm of the left hand. Scoop out the flesh with a spoon and mash any bits that may have escaped the fork. This method is much easier than having them slither round a bowl and gives a texture with character. Avocado leaves are sometimes used in Mexican cooking in the same way as bay leaves and there is also the charming bonus of being able to grow the pits into very beautiful house plants. To toast avocado leaves, place them on an un-greased comal (griddle) or a heavy iron skillet and cook on both sides over moderate heat for about 1 minute.

Bacalao, Spanish for dried salted codfish, called bacalhau in Brazil, is extremely popular in all of Latin America. It is available in Latin American markets and in many supermarkets and fish stores, especially in the Northeast.

Bananas and banana leaves. Both green and ripe bananas are used in Latin American cooking, the green bananas as a vegetable. When a recipe calls for plantains (this page), bananas make a good substitute. Banana leaves, sometimes available in specialty food stores, are used as a wrapping in which to cook foods. Kitchen parchment or aluminum foil make good substitutes.

Beans, black (turtle), red kidney, pink, mottled pinto, white Navy, or pea beans, all belong to the large grouping called Phaseolus vulgaris of the legume family, which originated in Mexico about 5000 B.C. They are an essential part of the Latin American kitchen and turn up in many guises. I follow the Mexican rules for cooking beans — namely, that they should not be soaked but should be put on to cook in cold water with their seasonings and that hot water is added as necessary during the cooking time. Salt should not be added until the beans are tender. It is impossible to give an exact time for cooking beans as it can vary from 1½ to 2½ hours according to the age of the beans. It is wise to buy beans from shops with a quick turnover, as stale beans may take a very long time to cook and even when cooked may have a dry texture. If there is reason to suspect that beans are stale, a desperate remedy may be in order. Soak them overnight in cold water with a little bicarbonate of soda (baking soda), ¼ teaspoon to 2 cups of beans, then rinse the beans very thoroughly before putting them on to cook in fresh water. It works wonders.

The Spanish and Portuguese brought chickpeas, sometimes called garbanzos or ceci (Cicer arietinum), also of the legume family, to the New World with them. These hard, round, yellow peas, native to the Middle East, do need soaking overnight in cold water before cooking. Another popular bean from the Middle East is the broad bean, also called fava or habas (Vicia faba). Other popular local beans are limas from Peru and cranberry or shell beans and, to a lesser extent, black-eyed peas, which originated in Africa. Whenever beans need soaking before cooking, instructions are given in individual recipes.

Calabaza, also called ahuyama, zapallo, abóbora, and, in English, West Indian or green pumpkin, is a winter squash available in Latin American and Caribbean markets. Not to be confused with American pumpkin, it comes in a variety of shapes and sizes but is usually large and either round or oval. Hubbard, or other winter squash, is a good substitute.

Carne sêca is the sun-dried salt beef, known in the United States as jerked beef, that is used in the Brazilian national dish Feijoada Completa (Black Beans with Mixed Meats). It is available in Latin American markets and in some specialty butcher shops. The salt beef used in Sancocho Especial (Special Boiled Dinner, see this page) from Colombia could be used instead, as the technique of salting and drying is similar.

Cassava (Manihot utilissima), also called manioc, mandioca, aipím, or yucca, is a handsome tropical plant whose tuberous roots, at least 2 inches in diameter and about 8 to 10 inches long, are best known as the commercial source of tapioca. Cassava originated in 1500 B.C. in Brazil and is widely used in the kitchens of Latin America. The roots are covered with a brown, barklike, rather hairy skin. Cassava should be peeled under running water and immediately dropped into water, as its white flesh tends to discolor on contact with the air. It may be boiled and used as a potato substitute in stews, or to accompany meat and poultry dishes, or it may be fried and served like potato chips.

In Brazil manioc meal is used to make farofa: the meal is toasted and mixed with butter and other ingredients such as onion, eggs, or prunes and served with Feijoada or with poultry, steaks, or roasted meats. Farofa, which looks like coarsely grated Parmesan cheese, is as common on Brazilian tables as salt and pepper.

Cassava is also used for making bread or cakes, mostly sold commercially in South America. To make them, you need cassava that is finely ground like cornstarch, not easily obtainable in the United States — and, anyway, the results are not particularly delicious.

Chayote (Sechium edule), of the squash family, is also known as christophene, cho-cho, and chuchu. The vegetable originated in Mexico, and the name comes from the Mexican chayotl. It is now widely grown in semi-tropical regions throughout the world. About 6 to 8 inches long, and roughly pear-shaped, chayote is usually a light, pretty green (though there are white varieties), with a slightly prickly skin and a single edible seed. The texture is crisp with a delicate flavor a little like zucchini but more subtle. It is best when young and firm. Avoid soft or wrinkled ones.

Chicha, a beerlike drink made from dried corn. Usually only slightly alcoholic. Popular throughout South America.

Chicharrones are fried pork rinds available packaged in Latin American markets and in supermarkets.

Coconuts and coconut milk. Choose coconuts that are full of liquid. Shake them to check. Nuts with little liquid are stale. Avoid those with moldy or wet “eyes.” With an ice pick, screwdriver, or similar sharp implement, pierce two out of the three eyes of the nut using a hammer to bang it through if necessary. Drain out and reserve the liquid. Strain it before use as there may be bits of coconut fiber in it. A medium-sized coconut yields about ½ cup liquid. Bake the coconut in a preheated hot (400° F.) oven for 15 minutes. Then put the coconut on a hard surface and hit it all over with a hammer. The hard shell will fall away. Lever out any bits that are left with a knife or screwdriver. If making coconut milk it is not necessary to peel off the brown inner skin, but if grated coconut is to be used in a recipe, peel this off with a small, sharp knife. Chop the coconut pieces coarsely, then put into a blender or food processor fitted with a steel blade and grate as fine as possible. The grated coconut is now ready for use. If the coconut water is not to be used separately in a recipe, add it to the blender or food processor with the coconut pieces as this helps in the grating. This makes about 4 cups per coconut.

To make thick (rich) coconut milk squeeze the grated coconut through a damp cloth, squeezing and twisting the cloth to remove as much liquid as possible. Set this aside. To make ordinary coconut milk put the squeezed-out coconut into a bowl and pour 1 cup boiling water over it. Let it stand 30 minutes. Squeeze out the liquid through a damp cloth, add the coconut water, and set aside. Repeat the entire process. Discard the coconut.

Unless a recipe calls for thick coconut milk to be used separately, mix the thick and ordinary coconut milk together and use. When thick coconut milk is left to stand, the cream rises to the top. This is delicious instead of cream with desserts. If the coconut water drained out of the nut at the beginning is not needed for any culinary purpose, it makes a wonderful mix with gin or vodka.

If coconuts are not available, canned moist coconut is a good substitute for grated fresh coconut. Creamed coconut available from tropical markets and specialty stores is a good substitute for coconut milk. Simply dilute to the desired consistency with warm water or milk.

Freshly grated coconut keeps well frozen.

Coriander (Coriandrum sativum), of the carrot family, indigenous to the Mediterranean and the Caucasus, is a very old herb, mentioned in Sanskrit and ancient Egyptian writings. Its antiquity is proved by the fact that the Romans introduced it to Britain before the end of the first century A.D. It has spread throughout the world and is very important in Indian and Thai cooking, indeed in most of Asia including China. It is often sold as Chinese parsley and though the leaves are a lighter green, it does resemble flat-leafed parsley, also of the carrot family and a close relative.

Many Mexicans think of coriander as indigenous. Certainly it is hard to imagine the Mexican green tomato dishes or Guacamole (Avocado Sauce) without it. If there could be said to be a favorite herb in the Mexican kitchen it would be coriander, though oregano, cumin, and to a lesser extent the indigenous herb epazote are all popular. I have never been able to find out when coriander first arrived in Mexico, but I think it was introduced after the Conquest and was adopted with enthusiasm. Certainly it is popular in all of Latin America. But there is a puzzle here. Coriander is not used in Spanish cooking today, although it is a favorite Middle Eastern herb and Spain was occupied for nearly eight centuries by the Arabs. In fact, Columbus had discovered America before Spain had reconquered all its occupied provinces, so the Spanish of that time, eating Arab foods, may have brought coriander with them to the New World. Or it may have arrived via the Philippines, where it is popular; there was a great deal of trade between Mexico and the Philippines, then a Spanish possession, in early colonial times. Some kitchen mysteries may never be solved, though it is great fun trying. There is no mystery, however, about its arrival in Brazil, as it is a favorite Portuguese herb.

The fresh herb is increasingly available. Latin American, Chinese, and Korean markets, as well as some specialty stores, carry it. In Latin American markets it is called cilantro, less usually culantro or culantrillo. In Chinese and Korean markets it is called Chinese parsley, or, in Chinese, yuen-sai. It is sold with its roots on and it does not keep well. The roots should not be removed for storage and the coriander should not be washed but simply wrapped in paper towels, roots and all, and stored in a plastic bag in the refrigerator. This is the simplest method and the one I use. Some recommend washing the coriander with its roots on, drying thoroughly, and refrigerating in a jar with just enough water to cover the roots. Others simply refrigerate roots and all in a glass jar with a screw top.

To have coriander available for flavoring soups and stews, I remove the roots, wash the coriander well, and purée it, including the stems, without the addition of any water in a food processor, then freeze the purée in an ice cube tray. When frozen, I store the cubes in a plastic bag. One cube is the equivalent of about 1 tablespoon of the freshly chopped leaves. This works well where flavor — not appearance — is what matters. Sometimes the coriander roots are quite sizeable. In Thailand, the country, incidentally, in which I became a coriander addict, they are scraped and used in curries. They add a very intense flavor. I always keep an eye out for these fat roots, a happy bonus.

The tiny brown seedlike fruits of coriander are also used in cooking, especially in curries, and to flavor gin. They are available in jars in the spice section of supermarkets and I have grown coriander from them.

Crème fraîche. Venezuela has a lovely runny fresh cream cheese that is wonderful with hot arepas (corn bread). It is very like French crème fraîche. A good imitation of crème fraîche can be made by mixing 1 tablespoon of buttermilk with 1 cup heavy cream and heating the mixture to lukewarm in a small saucepan. Pour it into a jar and let it stand until it has thickened, about 8 hours in a warm room. It will then keep for several days refrigerated.

Dendê oil (palm oil), originally from Africa and very much used in Bahian cooking in Brazil. It is a deep, beautiful orange-gold and has a pleasant nutty flavor. Available in Latin American stores and specialty markets. It lends color and some flavor to dishes but one can manage without it.

Epazote (Chenopodium ambrosioides), one of the Anserinas, from the Nahuatl epazotl, known under a variety of names in English — Mexican tea, wormseed, lamb’s quarters, goosefoot, and Jerusalem oak. It is ubiquitous, growing wild all over the Americas and in many parts of Europe. It dries excellently and is often available dried in Latin American markets. To dry it yourself, pick the epazote or lamb’s quarters on a dry morning (early if possible, as the sun draws out the volatile oil) and spread on paper towels in a dark, warm cupboard until dry, turning occasionally. This may take a week. Or put on a tray in the oven with the pilot light on. Turn from time to time. This will take only a matter of hours. Strip the leaves from the stalks when dry, put into a screw-top glass jar, and store away from light. It is used quite a lot in Mexican cooking, especially in the center and south, in black bean and tortilla dishes. There is no substitute. Fortunately the herb is not vital to the success of the dishes.

Garlic. Peruvian garlic, purple-skinned, and Mexican garlic, sometimes purple-skinned, sometimes white, are both often available in specialty food stores and supermarkets. They have quite enormous cloves, which comes in handy when one has to peel a number of them. The size of garlic cloves varies so widely, as does a taste for garlic, that I have adopted in most instances the system of simply giving the number of cloves needed so that those who are particularly fond of garlic may seek out the big ones with a clear conscience.

Guascas or huascas (Galinsoga parviflora Lineo) is a Colombian herb that grows in the Andes. It is sold in jars, dried and ground into a green powder, in Colombian food shops. Though it has no relationship whatsoever to Jerusalem artichokes, its smell is reminiscent of that vegetable. It adds a delicious flavor to soups and stews, particularly those made with chicken. Since specialty food stores constantly increase the range of their imports, I have included it here in case it should become available, but it is not essential to the success of any of the recipes in this book.

Hearts of palm, in Spanish and Portuguese palmito, are the tender heart buds of any one of several species of palm trees. Their delicate flavor is exquisite in salads and soups. Though they are eaten fresh in the countries of origin, they are always canned for export and are available in supermarkets.

Huacatay, an herb of the marigold family, is used in Peru in sauces and dishes such as Picante de Yuca (Cassava Root with Cheese Sauce). It is not available here and there is no substitute. The flavor is unusual and is certainly an acquired taste, rather rank at first try. I find I don’t miss it.

Jerusalem artichokes, despite their name, are the edible tubers of a plant native to Canada and the northern United States. Their botanical name is Helianthus tuberosus, and they are a species of sunflower belonging to the daisy family. Jerusalem is apparently a corruption of girasole, the Italian word for sunflower. They are called topinambur in South America and are sometimes called sunchokes in U.S. markets. They have a lovely crisp texture reminiscent of water chestnuts. They make a delightful soup, an excellent salad, and are a lovely change of pace from the more usual potatoes as a starchy root vegetable. They are a little tricky to peel since the small tubers are knobby in shape. I always pick out the largest and least knobby ones available, but I have also found recently that newer varieties are easier to peel. When I scrape them I’m not all that fussy about a bit of skin left on, as it is not at all unpleasant, and I just shave off the little knobs. It is very important not to overcook them since they lose their crisp texture and turn mushy.

Jícama, pronounced HEE-kama (Exogonium bracteatum), of the morning glory family, is a tuberous turnip-shaped root vegetable with a light brown skin, originally from Mexico, where it is usually eaten raw, sliced, with a little salt and a sprinkling of hot chili powder (cayenne), or in salads. It has crispy, juicy white flesh. Water chestnuts or tart green cooking apples are the best substitutes. It is available in markets in the Southwest and in markets specializing in tropical fruits and vegetables.

Malanga — see Taro.

Mate, a tea made from the dried leaves of the South American evergreen Ilex paraguayensis. Especially popular in Paraguay, Uruguay, Argentina, and Brazil. Available in specialty and health food stores. Make according to package directions, or see this page.

Mole, pronounced MO-lay, from the Nahuatl (Mexican) word molli, meaning a sauce made from any of the peppers, sweet, pungent, or hot, usually a combination, together with other ingredients. The most famous of the moles is the Mole Poblano de Guajalote, the turkey dish from Puebla using bitter chocolate, but there are a host of others playing variations on a theme.

[image: ]

Nopal is the prickly pear cactus. It is available canned in stores selling Mexican foods and fresh in some markets in the Southwest. Used mainly in salads, it has an attractive fruit, tuna, which may be green or pinkish red.

Oranges, bitter, sour, Seville, or Bigarade, to give this fruit all the names by which it is commonly known, are not raised commercially in the U.S., but can sometimes be found in specialty food stores or markets. The large, rough-skinned, reddish-orange fruit has a delicate and quite distinctive flavor, but the pulp is too sour to be eaten raw. The juice, which is used a great deal in Latin American cooking, freezes successfully, and the peel need not be wasted but can be used to make marmalade. A mixture of one-third lime or lemon juice to two-thirds sweet orange juice can be used as a substitute.

Palillo is a Peruvian herb used dried and ground to give a yellow color to food. Since so many Peruvian foods are yellow or white, I’m sure it is a reflection of pre-Conquest Inca sun (and moon) worship. Palillo is not available here but I have found that using half the amount of turmeric gives much the same result.

Pepitas, Mexican pumpkin seeds, available in jars in supermarkets and health food stores.

PEPPERS

Peppers, sweet, pungent, and hot, all belong to the genus Capsicum annuum or Capsicum frutescens of the Solanaceae family, to which potato, tomato, and eggplant also belong. They were first cultivated in the Valley of Mexico about 9,000 years ago and their original name in Nahuatl was chilli. Varieties are legion and have not yet been fully classified botanically. They have spread all over the world and become naturalized so quickly that their national origin has been forgotten. Peppers are widely used in Latin American cooking, especially in Mexico and Peru. The number of varieties used is, fortunately, limited. They are widely available in markets specializing in Latin American and tropical foods and often in supermarkets and neighborhood stores. They fall into two main categories, the dried and the fresh.

The Dried Peppers

Ancho. This is the most widely used of all the peppers in the Mexican kitchen. It is quite large, with a wrinkled skin, about 4 inches long by about 3 inches wide. It has a deep, lovely color and a rich, full, mild flavor. It is the base of many cooked sauces.

Chipotle and morita. These are dried wrinkled peppers, brick red in color. Both are smaller than ancho peppers, with the morita smaller than the chipotle. Though they are available dried and sometimes ground, they are more usually canned. They have




SMALL HOT DRIED PEPPERS



How to Use Dried Red Peppers





The Fresh Peppers

HOT FRESH PEPPERS
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SWEET FRESH PEPPERS



How to Peel Red or Green Bell Peppers




How to Peel a Plantain or Green Banana
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