


CHILE CON QUESO,THE EARLY YEARS




In the late 1500s, Spanish explorers arrived in the area around what is known today as El Paso, Texas, along the Mexican-American border. With them, they brought livestock, such as cows and goats, which that part of the world had never seen. Dairy was not known to the Native Americans, as their diet was made up of indigenous ingredients such as corn, squash, and chiles. From that point, however, as the old world connected with the new, it was perhaps inevitable that one day cheese would be paired with chiles and a culinary alliance would be born.

Although the exact moment when chile con queso came into existence has not been determined, the earliest reference to it in print can be found in the 1816 Mexican novel, El Periquillo Sarniento (The Mangy Parrot) by José Joaquín Fernández de Lizardi. The next citation occurred in 1865 in the Mexican poem “Glosa del Chile Verde con Queso,” in which an anonymous poet laments that women of his era know much about artifice and fashion but little about practical matters such as stewing chiles with cheese.

Despite the presence of chile con queso in the literature of the day, Mexican cookbooks from the 1800s did not feature recipes with that name, though dishes composed of chiles with cheese did exist. One such recipe, Chiles Poblanos, found in the 1887 cookbook La Cocinera Poblana, was made up of poblano chiles, cheese, and tomatoes.

Although chile con queso most likely originated in Mexico, the first published recipe to use the phrase appeared in the United States. An 1896 article about Mexican cuisine in the magazine The Land of Sunshine included a dish called Chiles Verdes con Queso, which was a mixture of long green chiles, tomatoes, and cheese. Like all early Mexican versions, it was intended to be a side dish, with the cheese enhancing the chiles, much like cheese melted onto cauliflower. Its evolution to a dip was yet to come.

Now, looking toward Europe, Swiss fondue and its British counterpart, Welsh rarebit (or rabbit), became popular in the United States in the late 1800s. Fondue is a pot of melted cheese for dipping bread and vegetables; Welsh rarebit is a melted cheese dish that is poured over toast. Neither was considered a side dish but instead was an appetizer or the main event of a meal.

Then, in 1908, a Kentucky newspaper ran a recipe for Mexican rarebit, a take on Welsh rarebit that added chile pulp to a base of melted cheese, milk, and egg and was served over toast. In 1909, the San Francisco newspaper Call published a similar recipe, but replaced the chile pulp with chili powder, a blend of ground ancho chiles with herbs and spices, such as oregano and cumin. One of the fathers of chili powder was a German immigrant in Texas named William Gebhardt. He began to market his Eagle Brand chili powder in 1896, and in 1911 his company produced a cookbook that included a recipe for Mexican rarebit similar to the San Francisco version.

About the same time, recipes for and references to Mexican chile con queso began appearing more frequently in the press. Eventually, an astute cook realized that combining rarebit (and getting rid of the egg often used in its preparation) and chile con queso would make for a fine dish, which leads us to a recipe for Mexican rarebit that appeared in the 1914 edition of Boston Cooking School Magazine and that called for green chiles, tomatoes, cheese, beer, and corn. This version, though intended for pouring over toast, was very close to what most would consider American chile con queso today.

In Texas, chile con queso appeared in restaurants as early as 1910, when San Antonio’s Gunter Hotel offered it, according to the book The Menu Maker. (In 1922, O. M. Farnsworth asserted that the menu for his Original Mexican Restaurant, also in San Antonio, had not changed since it opened in 1900. Chile con queso was on the menu at the time, so perhaps it was served back in 1900, though no one seems to have documents to confirm this.) It is not known what form this dish took—whether it was a side dish or a sauce to be poured over tostadas or toast.

Then, in the early 1920s, a recipe with the name Chile con Queso appeared in the Woman’s Club Cook Book of Tested and Tried Recipes published by the Woman’s Club of San Antonio. Like some Mexican rarebit recipes, this chile con queso used cayenne and paprika instead of the fresh chiles found in Mexican chile con queso. But it did not contain egg and it was the first chile con queso recipe to call specifically for American cheese. A truly American queso  in both name and style had arrived.

After that, chile con queso appeared frequently in Texas publications and community cookbooks. These early recipes were served over toast or tostadas or were enjoyed as dips with potato chips, crackers, tostadas, or Fritos, after their invention in 1932. American cheese was a popular choice in these early recipes; Velveeta, which was invented in 1918 but not widely marketed until later, didn’t make its first appearance in a queso recipe until 1939, in What’ll I Cook? published by the First Christian Church of Lubbock.

In 1943, Carl Roetelle opened his canning plant in Elsa, Texas, and began to market Ro-Tel tomatoes, which were tomatoes blended with green chiles. Then in 1949, a Ro-Tel ad appeared with a recipe for making a chile con queso by simply heating a can of the spicy tomatoes with American or processed cheese until melted, and serving the dip with toasted tortillas or Fritos: a Tex-Mex classic was born.

While most of Texas was enjoying chile con queso made with American cheese, green chiles, and tomatoes, in the area around El Paso and southern New Mexico, the dish with that name had more in common with what was

found across the border in the Mexican
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ACCOMPANIMENTS

Here are the salsas and pickles that are used throughout the book and that you will always find in my refrigerator. If you are inclined to fry your own chips and tostadas, I can help you with that, too.




GUACAMOLE

Creamy and smooth guacamole is a perfect accompaniment to hot chiles and cheese.


MAKES 2 CUPS

2 ripe avocados, halved, pitted, and peeled

2 serrano chiles, seeded and finely chopped

2 cloves garlic, finely minced

¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro

2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

½ teaspoon kosher salt



In a bowl and using a fork, mash together the avocados, serranos, garlic, cilantro, lime juice, and salt. Taste and adjust the seasonings, if you like. Serve immediately.




PICO DE GALLO

This refreshing salsa makes a hearty, lively addition to chile con queso. It’s best the day it’s made, but will last a day or two if kept refrigerated. Leftovers go well with chips and on salads.


MAKES 2 CUPS

2¼ cups diced grape tomatoes

2 jalapeños, seeded and diced

¼ cup diced red onion

2 cloves garlic, minced

¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro

1 teaspoon kosher salt

¼ teaspoon ground cumin

2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

1½ teaspoons olive oil



Mix together the tomatoes, jalapeños, onion, garlic, cilantro, salt, cumin, lime juice, and olive oil until well combined. Taste and adjust the seasonings, if you like. Cover and refrigerate for 30 minutes before serving.




PICKLED JALAPEÑOS

These chiles add a bright, piquant note to most quesos.


MAKES 1 PINT

6 jalapeños, sliced into ¼-inch rounds

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 tablespoon kosher salt

1 teaspoon mustard seeds

¼ teaspoon ground cumin

½ cup white vinegar

½ cup water



Place the jalapeños, garlic, salt, mustard seeds, cumin, vinegar, and water in a medium saucepan. Bring to a boil over high heat, then turn off the heat. Pour the mixture into a clean pint jar. Cover and let steep for 30 minutes. The jalapeños are ready to use immediately, or refrigerate for a few hours for even better flavor. Store in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.




GREEN CHILE SALSA VERDE

This tangy salsa makes an appearance in a few recipes in this book and is also a fine dipping sauce on its own.


MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP

¼ pound tomatillos, husked

2 serrano chiles, halved lengthwise and seeded

2 cloves garlic

2 Anaheim chiles, roasted (see this page), peeled, and seeded

½ cup fresh cilantro

½ teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon ground cumin

Pinch of cayenne (optional)



Place the tomatillos, serranos, and garlic in a saucepan. Cover with water, bring to a boil over high heat, and then turn down the heat to low and simmer for 10 minutes. Turn off the heat and let cool for 10 minutes.

Using a slotted spoon, transfer the tomatillos, serranos, and garlic to a blender. Pour in ½ cup of the cooking water; add the Anaheims, cilantro, salt, and cumin; and puree until smooth. Taste and adjust the seasonings, adding cayenne if you desire it hotter. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.




TORTILLA CHIPS

Sure, tortilla chips are readily available, but nothing beats the crisp excellence of a batch fresh out of the fryer. If you have the time and inclination, I suggest making your own at home.


MAKES 8 SERVINGS

Vegetable oil, for frying

24 corn tortillas, cut into quarters

Kosher salt



Line a baking sheet with paper towels.

In a large, heavy skillet, warm about ¾ inch vegetable oil over medium-high heat until it reaches 325°F. In small batches (don’t crowd the pan), place the tortillas in the hot oil and fry until light brown and crisp, about 30 seconds per side, turning them with a slotted spatula. Transfer the chips to the prepared baking sheet and lightly sprinkle with salt. Serve immediately or store in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 3 days.

CRISPY TOSTADAS

Simply leave the tortillas whole and cook as directed.




PUFFY TOSTADAS

For years I wanted to make puffy tostadas like the ones you see at Tex-Mex restaurants such as Los Tios in Houston. The light, airy shells with a swollen yet delicate structure somehow manage to support a magnitude of queso. Whenever I attempted to make them at home in New York, however, I could never get them to work. I thought the secret was using raw, just-pressed tortillas. But one day I threw a cooked tortilla into hot oil and was delighted to see it blow up like a balloon. I soon discovered that fresh tortillas made with minimal ingredients are key. The package ingredients should read: corn, lime, and water. If you see fillers, the tortillas are probably too processed to puff. (In the Southwest, you shouldn’t have a problem finding good, fresh ones; elsewhere, try Trader Joe’s or Whole Foods.)

Although this method is a bit of an art, if you ensure your oil is at 375°F and your corn tortillas are fresh and made without fillers, you’ll be well on your way to puffy tostada success. If your first tortilla doesn’t inflate, keep trying. It took me years to get it right! To serve puffy tostadas, pour the queso of your choice over the freshly fried tostadas.


MAKES 12 TOSTADAS

Vegetable oil, for frying

12 corn tortillas

Kosher salt



Line a baking sheet with paper towels.

In a large skillet, warm 2 inches of vegetable oil over medium-high heat until it reaches 375°F. Place a tortilla in the hot oil and press on the edges with a slotted spatula. After a few seconds, the tortilla should puff up. Gently flip it over and let it cook for 20 seconds longer. Using the spatula, transfer the tostada to the prepared baking sheet and lightly sprinkle with salt. Repeat with the remaining tortillas. Serve immediately.
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