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		IT TAKES A WHOLE PUEBLO to make a book, and I hereby gratefully acknowledge the support and contributions of my village. To Ten Speed Press editor Melissa Moore and designer Chloe Rawlins, thanks for the opportunity to create this book, and for making it beautiful. To my agent and dear friend, Carole Bidnick, no words can express my gratitude for your support and many kindnesses. Thanks to Maren Caruso for creating the most soulful portraits imaginable of this humble food, and to food stylist Kim Kissling and prop stylist Ethel Brennan for getting it ready for prime time. Thanks always to the wonderful crew at Zanzibar in Pacific Beach, for their enthusiasm for the project and their excellent americanos.

		The best way to get to the heart of Mexico is through its stomach. It’s a privilege to introduce my readers to this magnificent country, its food, history, and culture. As always, I want to thank the very special group of people who have shared their knowledge and love of Mexican cooking with me over the years. Mil gracias, then, to all my kitchen compadres over the years, especially Manny Lopez, Benito Mirafuentes, Joe Saldana, Danny Esparza, and Paul Saiguero from SOL Mexican Cocina, and many others. My profound thanks to the extraordinary Patricia Quintana, a gifted chef and author whose great passion is keeping alive the traditional culinary patrimonio of Mexico to pass to a new generation. And un abrazo to the charming and knowledgeable Ruth Alegria for sharing her knowledge of Mexico City and demonstrating the finer points of the vuelta ingles.

		And last, but certainly not least, I am very grateful for the enthusiasm and constructive criticism offered by my homegrown group of food critics: Barry, Anne, and Will Schneider, who are more patient with me than I have any right to expect, and my partners and staff at the SOL Mexican Cocinas in Newport Beach and Scottsdale. I am one lucky güera.

	
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

		THE MEXICAN CULINARY HERITAGE is unique. One of the world’s most ancient cuisines, Mexican cooking is so important globally that it has been placed on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. The heart and soul of the Mexican kitchen is the olla (sometimes called a cazuela), a simple pot of earthenware or metal. Tucked away on the back of the stove, the olla is always bubbling away with something delicious whose aroma fills the casa, no matter how humble.

		While developing the recipes for this book, my fifth on Mexican cooking, I was pleasantly surprised—thrilled, actually—to discover how well traditional Mexican cooking can be adapted to the modern electric slow cooker. That’s because a slow cooker is just a type of olla in an easy-to-use form. Classic preparations such as guisados (stews), tamales, caldos (broths), moles, and many other favorites all get their wonderful flavor from long, slow cooking, which tenderizes the meat and infuses simple ingredients with the rich flavors of chiles and vegetables. And with a slow cooker you can just plug it in and go about your business instead of tending the stove for hours.

		Some of these recipes require a few steps, such as toasting or charring, in order to obtain authentic Mexican flavors and best results. You will learn these easy techniques as you work your way though the book.
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			USING THE SLOW COOKER

		THE SLOW COOKER IS the perfect convenience for people who live in the fast lane. Instead of relying on convenience foods, which really don’t save time (and contain all sorts of additives), you can come home to a house that smells great and enjoy a healthy, delicious homemade meal made with quality ingredients that you control. With very little effort you can keep your freezer stocked with the makings of a feast: broths, sauces and salsas, beans and soups, and savory main dishes.

		The slow cooker is also remarkably versatile. Not only can you make soups and stews, but you can also use your slow cooker to bake cakes, steam tamales, and transform your countertop into a bain marie. It doubles as a rice cooker and buffet server, and it’s smart enough to cook a dish for the correct amount of time and then hold it until you are ready to eat it. Once you learn what your slow cooker can do, it will certainly make your life easier.

		
			
			An Introduction to Slow Cookers

		Slow cookers generally come in 2-, 4-, 5-, 6-, and 7-quart sizes, and they may be oval or round. The shape does not seem to make a difference in how the food cooks.

		I developed most of the recipes in this book to serve 4 to 6 people and tested them in a 5½-quart oval cooker with an earthenware insert. Slow cookers are relatively inexpensive, so you may want to own them in several different sizes. Many cooks invest in a 7-quart cooker for making stocks and tamales and cooking for large groups, but they also own a 2-quart cooker to keep food hot at potlucks and parties.

		If you are cooking for two, all of the recipes in this book may be halved and made in a 4-quart slow cooker. Even so, you may want to make the full recipe and freeze any leftovers. Why cook twice?

		Generally speaking, it’s better to cook a smaller amount in a large cooker than to overfill a small cooker. My 5½-quart cooker works beautifully even when it is less than half full.

		
			
			Slow Cooker Features

		Be sure to purchase a slow cooker with an automatic “warm” setting (check carefully, since not all models have this feature). That way, even if you are away all day, the food will stop cooking at the correct time and will be kept warm at a safe temperature until you return. Another terrific feature that I highly recommend is a digital timer, which enables you to set a precise cooking time rather than relying on the standard presets of 4 and 8 hours. Food is often cooked perfectly at 3, 5, or 7 hours.

		Although you can now buy slow cookers with metal inserts, which get hot enough to use for browning, I much prefer the results I get from the gentle, even heat of a standard earthenware insert. If I do need to brown something for a recipe, it’s easy enough to do it on the stove top. Be sure to scrub the insert and lid thoroughly using a nonscratch scrub pad and soap and water after using them, and air dry them before putting them away.

		
			
			Cooking Tips

		
			Recipes
		

		Take a moment to read the recipe all the way through before you start to cook. The recipes in this book will satisfy 4 to 6 average appetites. If you are cooking for fewer people, the recipes can be halved to serve 2 or 3, in which case they can be cooked in a smaller slow cooker, such as a 4-quart variety. Everything in this book freezes well, with the exception of the fresh salsas.

		
			
			Prebrowning

		Some recipes call for browning or sautéing ingredients before placing them in the slow cooker. This extra step adds color and an extra layer of flavor, but in most cases it can be skipped if you are in a hurry. One exception is charring or toasting chiles (see below), which is necessary to get the desired results.

		
			Chiles
		

		Chiles are primarily used to add flavor—not heat—and many famous dishes, such as mole, are not at all spicy. Any step involving fresh or dried chiles, such as roasting, toasting, soaking, pureeing, or frying them, is essential for developing authentic Mexican flavor. These very simple steps will make an enormous difference in the taste, color, and texture of your finished dish and should not be skipped. (If you’re concerned about a chile being too spicy, you can knock down the heat factor by simply removing the seeds and ribs.)

		 

		
			
				
				USING FRESH CHILES

			
				Fresh chiles are usually charred or roasted before being adding to these recipes.
			

			
				
				To roast larger chiles, turn on a gas burner and set the whole chiles directly in the flame, turning occasionally, until evenly blistered and lightly charred on all sides. Alternatively, the chiles can be charred beneath a hot broiler. Wrap the charred chiles in paper towels until cool, then remove the stem, split open, and remove the seeds. Rub off the charred skin with your fingers and use the chiles as directed.

			
				
				To roast smaller fresh chiles, line the bottom of a heavy skillet with aluminum foil and place over high heat. Place the whole chiles in the pan (without oil) and roast on all sides until blistered, turning occasionally.

			
				The following are the fresh chiles most commonly used in Mexican cooking, listed from the mildest to the hottest.
			

			
				
				Bell peppers. Diced bell peppers, usually red or green but also available in yellow, orange, or purple, can either be sautéed or added raw.

			
				
				Fresno. Small, pointed, and bright red, fresno chiles (sometimes called lipstick peppers) are mild and sweet with thin flesh. They are usually used raw, but may be roasted or stuffed.

			
				
				Anaheim. Also known as California or chilaca chiles, these large but narrow pale green chiles have a mild flavor but a true chile taste. They must be charred, peeled, and seeded before use. When dried, they are called guajillo chiles.

			
				
				Poblano. These large, shiny, dark green chiles have a rich, almost smoky flavor. They may be spicy, and they must be charred, peeled, and seeded before use. When dried, they are known as ancho or pasilla chiles.

			
				
				New Mexico green. Similar in shape to an Anaheim chile, these are darker in color and predictably spicy. They must be charred, peeled, and seeded before use.

			
				
				Jalapeño. Small, plump, and shiny green, sometimes with red patches, jalapeños may be minced (with or without their seeds) and added raw to fresh salsas. Roasted and seeded, they may be used in salsas or cut into rajas (strips). When ripe, dried, and smoked, they are known as chipotles.

			
				
				Güero. Pale yellow with a waxy sheen, güero chiles pack a spicy punch. They may be used raw in salsas, but are more often roasted and eaten whole or stuffed.

			
				
				Serrano. Small, dark green, and slender, serranos are hotter than jalapeños. Usually minced (with or without their seeds), they are often added raw to fresh salsas.

			
				
				Habanero. This small, bright orange chile has a pervasive burning heat that makes the lips tingle.

		

		 

		
			
				
				USING DRIED CHILES

			
				The flavor of dried chiles is developed by toasting them over direct heat, and it blossoms into its full complexity when the chiles are soaked in a little water. Once soft, the chiles can be pureed and worked into the recipe by simmering with other ingredients or frying to intensify the flavor.
			

			
				
				To toast dried chiles, stem, split, and seed the chiles and remove any ribs. Heat a heavy cast-iron skillet over medium-high heat. Add the chiles to the dry pan and press down firmly with a spatula until the chiles blister, soften, and darken, being careful not to burn them. Turn the chiles and repeat. Transfer the chiles to a bowl and pour hot water over them as directed in the recipe. Once they have soaked for the time indicated, transfer the soaked chiles to a blender and puree with the reserved soaking liquid, according to the recipe instructions. Puree the chiles for several minutes, until perfectly smooth, scraping down the sides of the blender once or twice. At this point, you can pass the pureed chiles through a food mill to remove any traces of skin or fiber from the sauce, if you like. The chile puree may now be added to the slow cooker, or it may be cooked in a skillet to thicken it and concentrate the flavors.

			
				The following are the dried chiles most commonly used in Mexican cooking, listed from the mildest to the hottest.
			

			
				
				Ancho. Deep flavors of fruit, hay, tobacco, and chocolate characterize this wide chile, 3 to 4 inches in length, with wrinkled skin that is reddish-black to black.

			
				
				Chile negro. Similar in flavor to the ancho chile, this long, narrow chile has smooth, thin flesh that is dark brown to black in color.

			
				
				Guajillo (mild or spicy). The most commonly used dried chile in Mexican cooking, narrow guajillos are 4 to 6 inches in length and have smooth reddish to dark red skin and leathery flesh. This sweet-smelling chile, often used in enchilada sauce, has a pure chile flavor.

			
				
				New Mexico. Similar in appearance to the guajillo, this chile may be dark red to red-brown and usually has medium-spicy leathery flesh. Not sweet, this herbaceous chile features the flavors of hay and tobacco.

			
				
				Puya. Narrow and 3 to 4 inches in length, this red, smooth-skinned chile, also known as a japonés chile, is medium-hot, with a fruity taste.

			
				
				Chipotle. A smoked dried jalapeño chile, a chipotle is light to medium brown with dry-looking skin. It is smoky, slightly bitter, and very spicy.

			
				
				Chile de árbol. A small, thin red chile with many seeds, this is hot, with a bitter edge.

			
				
				Pequín. This tiny red chile is very hot.

		

		
			
			Seasoning

		Dry toasting whole spices and grinding them just before adding them to the slow cooker will give you a remarkable boost in fragrance and flavor. Long cooking times can dull the taste of spices, so the quantities in these recipes have been increased slightly to compensate. Some salt should be added at the beginning of cooking, but always taste the final dish and adjust the seasoning to your taste before serving.

		
			
			Liquids

		Slow cooking coaxes the juices out of the food and intensifies natural flavors, so don’t be tempted to add too much liquid to your slow cooker. If necessary, you can always thin a well-flavored sauce at the end of cooking, which is better than drowning your food in a watery sauce.

		
			
			Timing

		Meat will cook faster than vegetables in a slow cooker, so arrange hard vegetables on the bottom and around the sides of the slow cooker insert. Cut vegetables in cubes of about ½ inch so they cook evenly. Root vegetables—carrots, potatoes, and the like—must be peeled.

		Cooking times may vary slightly depending on the brand of your cooker. The food is done when the meats are very tender and the food smells wonderful. If you want something to cook faster, preheat the cooker and use hot ingredients, like browned meats and hot stocks. If you want something to cook more slowly, start with cold ingredients. And, though it might sound like odd advice in a book on slow cookers, don’t overcook the food. Longer is not necessarily better. A slow cooker with a digital timer and an automatic warm cycle will ensure that your lovely guisado doesn’t cook to mush while you are away.

		
			
			Low versus High Setting

		Long, slow cooking works magic on food, so nearly all of the recipes in this book are cooked on the low setting. Slower cooking allows flavors to develop, sauces to thicken, and meats to become meltingly tender. Foods cooked on high might be done more quickly, but they also might taste watery and boiled.

		
			
			Stirring

		After the ingredients start to simmer, it is perfectly okay to stir the food occasionally; the cooking time should not be affected.

		
			
			Dealing with a Noisy Lid

		If the lid of your slow cooker clatters while it simmers, slip a small piece of folded paper towel under one edge of the lid.

		
			
			Storing and Reheating Leftovers

		Slow cooker food tastes even better the next day, and once a dish is chilled overnight, it’s easy to remove any excess fat, which floats to the surface.

		Chill leftover food as soon as possible. Remove the food from the slow cooker insert as soon as it is done and spread it in a thin layer on a rimmed baking sheet until cool enough to refrigerate. (Caldos and soups should be transferred to smaller containers and either immersed in ice or stirred until cooled.) Next, thoroughly chill the food uncovered to minimize crystallization, then freeze. I fill quart- and gallon-sized zippered freezer bags with the food, date them, and freeze them flat. The food freezes quickly, stores neatly, and thaws in a hurry.

		
		
			
			Other Essential Kitchen Tools

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		 

		
			
				
				KITCHEN TECHNIQUE BASICS

			
				
				Brown: To cook over medium to high heat in a small amount of fat until deep-brown. Don’t stir or move the food until the brown crust has developed.

			
				
				Dice: To cut into neat, evenly sized cubes.

			
				
				Fry: To cook until golden in ¼ inch to ½ inch hot fat.

			
				
				Simmer: To cook just below a boil.

			
				
				Sauté: To cook food quickly over high heat, stirring to cook evenly.

			
				
				Puree: To blend (in a blender, not a food processor) with a very small amount of liquid until thick and smooth, which may take several minutes. Scrape down the sides of the blender several times. For a perfectly smooth puree, run the puree through a food mill.
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