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SERIES FOREWORD

The book series The Ilan Stavans Library of Latino Civilization, the first of its kind, is devoted to exploring all the facets of Hispanic civilization in the United States, with its ramifications in the Americas, the Caribbean Basin, and the Iberian Peninsula. The objective is to showcase its richness and complexity from a myriad perspective. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the Latino minority is the largest in the nation. It is also the fifth largest concentration of Hispanics on the globe.

Out of every seven Americans, one traces his or her roots to the Spanish-speaking world. Mexicans make about 65 percent of the minority. Other major national groups are Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Dominicans, Ecuadorians, Guatemalans, Nicaraguans, Salvadorans, and Colombians. They are either immigrants, descendants of immigrants, or dwellers in a territory (Puerto Rico, the Southwest) having a conflicted relationship with the mainland United States. As such, they are the perfect example of encuentro: an encounter with different social and political modes, an encounter with a new language, and an encounter with a different way of dreaming.

The series is a response to the limited resources available and the abundance of stereotypes, which are a sign of lazy thinking. The twentieth-century Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset, author of The Revolt of the Masses, once said: “By speaking, by thinking, we undertake to clarify things, and that forces us to exacerbate them, dislocate them, schematize them. Every concept is in itself an exaggeration.” The purpose of the series is not to clarify but to complicate our understanding of Latinos. Do so many individuals from different national, geographic, economic, religious, and ethnic backgrounds coalesce as an integrated whole? Is there an unum in the pluribus?

Baruch Spinoza believed that every thing in the universe wants to persevere in its present form: a tree wants to be a tree, and a dog a dog. Latinos in the United States want to be Latinos in the United States—no easy task, and therefore an intriguing one to explore. Each volume of the series contains an assortment of approximately a dozen articles, essays, and interviews never gathered together before by journalists and specialists in their respective fields, followed by a bibliography of important resources of the topic. Their compilation is designed to generate debate and foster research: to complicate our knowledge. Every attempt is made to balance the ideological viewpoint of the authors. The target audience is students, specialists, and lay readers. Themes will range from politics to sports, from music to cuisine. Historical periods and benchmarks like the Mexican War, the Spanish American War, the Zoot Suit Riots, the Bracero Program, and the Cuban Revolution, as well as controversial topics like immigration, bilingual education, and Spanglish, will be tackled.

Democracy is only able to thrive when it engages in an open, honest transaction of information. By offering diverse, insightful volumes about Hispanic life in the United States and inviting people to engage in critical thinking, The Ilan Stavans Library of Latino Civilization seeks to open new vistas to appreciate the fastest growing, increasingly heterogeneous minority in the nation—to be part of the encuentro.

Illan Stavans


INTRODUCTION

Not long ago, I read a survey that suggested—emphatically, I recall—that in the late 1990s salsa replaced ketchup as America’s favorite condiment. I have my doubts. Still, the sheer idea is inviting. As the unavoidable companion of nachos, tacos, and quesadillas, among other dishes, salsa is everywhere on north-of-the-border tables. Indeed, Mexican food is the fastest-growing ethnic cuisine in the country. In the area where I live, Amherst, Massachusetts, there are more Mexican restaurants than most other national foods combined.

When seen against the backdrop of Latino immigration, the irony, of course, is unavoidable: just as mexicanos are derided as unwelcome guests in the U.S. media, accused of stealing away jobs, their cookery reaches unforeseen levels of popularity. Wetback, go home! But not before you teach us to eat more adventurously …

Needless to say, Mexican and Mexican-American foods aren’t the same. In fact, they are quite different. A Mexican will remind you that a burrito isn’t really a wrap but a small donkey and that a margarita is a flower not a drink.

The present sampler—following the strict menu of platillos principales and postres—offers a sideboard of anthropological, ethnographic, sociological, and culinary disquisitions on Mexican cuisine. It then moves to the main dishes: an attempt at establishing the boundaries by Jeffrey M. Pilcher between Mexican and Mexican-American food, a topic continued by Helen Simons in her essay. It is followed by Kent Ian Paterson’s focus on the battles over chile, a topic that novelist Laura Esquivel picks up from a belletristic perspective. Meredith E. Abarca offers some philosophical insights into the art of Mexican cuisine. There is also a piece by Frederick Trowbridge and Fernando Mendoza on obesity among Mexican-American children and adolescents, where the index of diabetics is the highest in the nation when compared to other age groups.

The volume concludes with the deserts: a handful of recipes and recommendations by nineteenth-century California chef Encarnación Pinedo, as well as impressionistic comments by journalist Camilo José Vergara and novelist Dagoberto Gilb. ¡Buen apetito!


PART I

PLATILLOS PRINCIPALES


TEX-MEX, CAL-MEX, NEW MEX, OR WHOSE MEX? NOTES ON THE HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHY OF SOUTHWESTERN CUISINE

Jeffrey M. Pilcher

Residents of the United States often have a peculiar view of Mexican food, drawn more from Mexican American restaurants or from fast food simulations than from actual experience south of the border. While the combination plates at local restaurants offer little of the rich complexity of Mexico’s regional cuisines, they do have a history of their own, one that reflects the ongoing struggle of Mexican Americans to gain acceptance and citizenship in the United States.1

The cooking of the Southwest, like Mexican cooking in general, embodies a fusion of Native American and Hispanic influences, the legacy of three centuries of first Spanish and then Mexican rule. As examples of a common regional style, norteño cooking, the dishes from different parts of the borderlands—resemble each other more than they do the foods of other parts of Mexico. One distinctive characteristic of northern Mexican cooking is the use of wheat flour instead of corn in making tortillas. The great herds of livestock raised along the frontier made norteños more carnivorous, in particular more fond of beef, than Mexicans farther south. On the other hand, the grassy plains and arid deserts of the north, well suited to cattle ranching and irrigated wheat farming, offered less variety in vegetables, herbs, and chiles, limiting the potential for complex sauces and soups. These common elements notwithstanding, considerable variety also exists within Southwestern cooking. Cheryl Alters Jamison and Bill Jamison, in their authoritative work, The Border Cookbook, define four broad regions straddling the U.S.–Mexican border: Texas and northeastern Mexico, New Mexico, Sonora, and California. This essay will describe these differing cooking styles from a historical and geographical perspective.2

Native Americans and Hispanics in the Southwest already had long-established culinary traditions in 1848, when Mexico surrendered California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas to the United States in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The predominantly male fortune seekers who migrated to the region alternately looked down on the racially mixed residents and married into the more European-appearing elite, while grabbing land and wealth on an equal opportunity basis. A peculiar gender dynamic emerged in which Anglo newcomers feminized the male inhabitants—think of stereotypes of passive Mexican men in dress-like serapes and big, gaudy sombreros—and sexualized the women as “hot tamales” and “chili queens.” In this contentious environment, the women’s work of cooking and the traditionally male task of grilling meat became sites of cultural conflict and accommodation. Simultaneously attracted to and repelled by the piquant stews of Hispanic women in San Antonio, Anglo males ultimately appropriated chili by taming the hot peppers into a mass-produced and easily regulated powder. Outsiders found some Mexican American dishes simply repulsive, most notably menudo (tripe), thereby making them powerful symbols of ethnic identity. Between these two extremes, most Southwestern dishes gradually entered the mestizo stew that makes up the cuisine of the United States, acquiring new tastes and forms but maintaining clear links to their ethnic origins.3

CORN MOTHERS AND ANIMAL SPIRITS

For more than a thousand years, cooks of the Southwest have taken inspiration from the civilizations of Mesoamerica. The agricultural complex of maize, beans, and squash, domesticated in central Mexico, gradually diffused through much of North America in the first millennium of the Common Era. The staple tortilla—made by simmering maize in mineral lime (CaO), grinding it into masa (dough) on a metate (grinding stone), putting it into a flat round shape, and cooking it briefly on a griddle—had also begun to arrive in the Southwest before the Spaniards, as had the more elaborate tamales, dumplings made of the same dough steamed in cornhusks. Justifiably proud of their elaborate cuisine, the inhabitants of the Valley of Mexico dismissed their northern neighbors contemptuously as Chichimecas (dog-people) for their scavenging ways. Nevertheless, the lack of large domesticated animals reduced even the haughty warriors of the Aztec Empire to considerable hunting and gathering to supplement their basically vegetarian diet, thus belying some of their claims to superiority over cooks from the northern frontier.

An assortment of wild plants and animals formed the common basis for human subsistence in the Southwest. With its large size and savory meat, the deer stood out as the favorite game animal for much of North America, although Indians hunted smaller game as well, including peccaries, rabbits, mice, rats, and snakes. Edible desert plants such as the prickly pear, mesquite bean pods
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