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			Introduction

			Welcome to one of the most ambitious projects that I have embarked on in my personal and professional life: Telling the stories of and celebrating the people who live in the borderlands.

			There is a unique culture in the lands that surround the line drawn in the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which divided Mexico and the US. The borderlands between the countries have always been home to beautiful tales of migration, immigration, resilient and often misunderstood people, and of course a shared love of food.

			I have been a border kid for four decades, and I’ve cooked professionally for over half that time. So much of who I am is a result of where I was raised, the smells and sounds of my childhood, moving seamlessly—daily—between San Diego, California, and Tijuana, Mexico. But I didn’t always know that’s what made me who I am.

			For the first decade of my career, I thought, like many indoctrinated immigrants do, that if I was going to find any kind of success, I needed to push who I am and where my family was from as far back in my mind as possible. Then, in 2014, I took a life-altering trip—my first time abroad. I had the opportunity to travel to Marrakech, Morocco. I saw the matriarchs at the markets, I saw the different religions and cultures colliding yet coexisting. I witnessed the bustling market, dowels covered with freshly butchered meat for the morning shopping rush. I smelled meat grilling over wood and kids playing soccer in the middle of the market halls. And suddenly, seven thousand miles away from home, I saw myself back in Tijuana. I tasted the air, closed my eyes, and became emotional. Why did I have to travel all the way to Africa to find home?

			My aunt Lorenza told me shortly after: “Your motherland will always call you home—but you don’t get to choose how the message arrives.” I came back home with a fire in my belly to learn to understand myself as a first generation Mexican American: raised as a Mexican daughter in California, with a life that took me back and forth across the border daily. Part of understanding my identity is understanding the mindset of the border kid: Having a foot in two countries, being a chameleon who has the ability to be fluid, to blend in anywhere in the world (yes, even with my green hair and tattoos!).

			I have also dedicated the last decade-plus to learning about the cultural and culinary anthropology of Mexico and its immigrants—the who, what, and whys of our food world. I wanted to write this book to take you with me on a journey across the borderlands, starting from where I am from on the Pacific Coast, and heading east through the Sonoran desert and cowboy country. I want you to see, smell, hear, and taste these lands with me, and hopefully feel, as I do, that there is a connection to be shared.

			The biggest disclaimer I will give in this book—and any book I write—is that it is almost impossible to include every recipe from even a single square-mile area, let alone the thousands of square miles that make up our border regions. And when it comes to the recipes I’ve written, if your grandmother did it differently, just know that she’s right and I’m wrong. (In fact, I concede power to all grandmothers. Tías—aunts—I’ll exchange words with, but abuelitas? Not a chance in H-E double hockey sticks. They win every time.)

			My Family

			My family is unique, but at the same time, I am sure we’re a lot like many others. The Zepedas, my father’s side, moved from the coastal state of Nayarit to inland Jalisco and have stayed put to this day. Of the generation before me, my father was the only one who chose to become a permanent resident in the US, in the 1960s, making Los Angeles his home for twenty years. Then, during a fated trip to Tijuana in the winter of 1983, he met my madre. Forty weeks later, the earth cracked open, and I came out.

			The Rodríguez side, my mother’s side, was a nomadic migrant family in Mexico, always moving where the work was. My abue (my granny Paula, shown here) had sixteen kids during her lifetime, and nearly all of them were born in different parts of Mexico. In each state that the family lived in, she learned the regional ingredients and dishes. And I was the benefactor of this nomadic life, not only in the dishes passed down to me, but also in the skill and sense of adaptability that is part of my family’s fabric. My family may not have had great financial or material means, but I am grateful to have inherited a more intangible trait—an insatiable curiosity for humanity and an ability to create and nurture using their hands, wood, and fire.
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					My Abue, Paula Valadez de Rodriguez. Matriarch. Healer. Confidant.

				
			
			I have had the honor of traveling across all of the culinary regions of Mexico, and have swept dirt floors in exchange for my supper or a story. While my family has had experience and made memories in all corners of the country, the fact that I grew up on the border—not just between Tijuana and California, but constantly crossing back and forth—informs my perspective. When you’ve crossed borders daily your entire life—when you’re the product of movement itself—the actual border becomes less important. A sterile line that divides people, language, culture, and food becomes less and less visible. Instead, what you see is a borderland—a place (and a mindset) that freely blends and combines in nuances and shades, not in black and white.

			Life along the border requires resilience and grit. At times, I’ve felt “othered” by the border culture I call my own. We speak with different dialects, from the Pacific coast to the Gulf coast that divides Mexico and Texas. Certain flavors in regional dishes are dialed up in volume, distinguishing them from “dupes” elsewhere in the country. And along the border, you won’t get asked if you like spicy or not—if it’s supposed to be spicy, you’ll know by the first bite. (That reminds me, another disclaimer: Never trust a Mexican when they tell you something’s not spicy. We’re built different, and believing us is a mess-around-and-find-out scenario.)

			The Journey

			The recipes in this book are near and dear to my heart, but they also tell the stories of the humans that make up the borderlands: The beauty that exists in our world and on the table, through the harsh desert climate and (at times) political unrest, the exchange of ingredients between both sides of the border, the mestizaje (blended Indigenous and European) and multicultural families that have formed a new, third-culture cuisine.

			I’ll start by introducing the foundation of our cuisine (and the way of life in my family), the staple elements that are always on the table: our salsas, our beans, our tortillas, and more. Chapter 1 is called “Sobremesa,” meaning “on the table,” and the recipes in this chapter are the soul of our food. Then, Chapter 2, “Off My Matriarchs’ Hips,” showcases flavors from the rest of the country that can also be found in the borderlands (as they were also highlighted in my family’s kitchen). These are the recipes that the women in my family nurtured me with, leaving an imprint on my soul.

			In Chapter 3, we’ll take a look around the California borderlands, starting at the westernmost end, the San Diego/Tijuana port of entry, where I grew up, home to abundant seafood and the birthplace of the Caesar salad. We’ll dip south to Ensenada for some more seafood classics, then head east from there. We’ll end up in the streets of Mexicali, landing at the beautiful red gateway that signals that you are entering “La Chinesca,” the Chinatown of Mexicali, where generations of Chinese immigrants have found home and raised their families. It is also where you will find, in my opinion, the most delicious Cantonese and Szechuan food outside of China, because it’s where these foods took on Mexican character and flavor.

			From California we head over to the desert borderlands for Chapter 4, with Indigenous communities and vaqueros (cowboys) influencing much of the culinary landscape. Along the Arizona–Sonora border we see the food of an incredibly geographically diverse state, one that features the Sierra Madre Occidental mountain range with its dry desert plains, high elevation, deep valleys, and pine forests…as well as the warm waters of the Golfo de California. The microclimates in Sonora are as extreme as the heat from the state’s chile, the chiltepín.
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					Valle de Guadalupe at Doña Estelas Cocina
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					Rincon de Guayabitos, Nayarit
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					James

				
			
			
				
					[image: A child wearing a white dress with pink accents sits on a patterned couch, arms crossed. White curtains are visible in the background.]
				

				
					Perfecting the chef pose
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					My father and me at our family restaurant, Las Calandrias, in Guadalajara, 1991
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					Jardín de Niños Parade, Tijuana
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					Tortillas on the ranch
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					The Three Musketeers
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					Tijuana Christmas with brothers
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					Abue Paula and my Uncle Cesar & Aunt Betty
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					James & Hailey
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					Legacy
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					Me and James
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					Grilling at home for Everyday with Rachael Ray
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					My brother Alex (left), Miguel (right) & me in Jalisco
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					James, pulling dish duty for mom
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			In Chapter 5 we move to Chihuahua, the land of the Tarahumara (or Rarámuri) people, who are known for running extremely long distances on foot. In Chihuahua, we will see the exchange of ideas and customs across borderlines, some political, some cultural. I also share some of my favorite pastries from the area, including a cookie that seems to only exist in the North, the corico. It has the same texture as the soil in the dessert—haha—but once you dunk in your coffee, it’s wonderful!

			Chapter 6 covers the area from Coahuila to Tamaulipas, the borderlands between Texas and Mexico, where I think there are the most cowboy-influenced, meat-centric foodways. (Generally, you will see a lot more meat dishes in the desert regions of the border.) I could lie to you and tell you that we eat salads and cook broccoli on the charcoal grill, but just between you and me: I didn’t know salads had greens in them until I was in high school when I got my first restaurant job. (All my “salads” growing up had a base of either mayonnaise or condensed milk and marshmallow cream with diced fruit.) This is also the birthplace of Tex-Mex cuisine, and of course we won’t leave without telling the story of how nachos were born.

			These places and stories matter to me. The border is often a huge topic in politics and the media, but in many cases, the border is used as a pawn in a political game, invoked by powerful people to paint an unjust picture and reinforce a narrative that serves their interests. The reality is that in many border towns, a wall does not create or protect life—it takes away from it. In fact, border communities have long depended on the exchange of people and business between both sides of the border.

			If you are anything like me, and if what you read in these pages inspires you to learn more, go to these places yourself, and eat directly from their kitchens. Then I’ll have achieved what I set out to do.
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			A note on the recipes

			These recipes are meant to showcase the cuisines that are the prize of their regions. Does that mean that you can’t use the carne asada recipe and make it vegetarian? Absolutely not! Modify it! Use kohlrabi, celery root, mushrooms…anything grilled over charcoal tastes like it’s got a secret to tell directly from the fire. As you begin to navigate through the pages and cook the recipes, I hope you feel empowered to change things up and make them your own.

			I like to think of recipes as outlines, and they should be approached as such. (Baking recipes…maybe not so much.) I hear so many stories about a person who decided to not make a recipe because they were missing one ingredient, and it makes me sad! You have my permission—go ahead and make it without the missing ingredient. Or replace the missing ingredient with something similar and experiment. You’d be surprised to know how often professional chefs land on new recipes at our restaurant by doing this exact thing. If there’s a special ingredient that you cannot find locally, chances are you can find it online with a couple clicks. Many dry spices will keep for months in your pantry, so buying them can be worthwhile, especially if you start to incorporate them ingredients the rest of your cooking.

			The tools used in this book are not crazy—I just want to let people cook! Don’t have a molcajete? Use a food processor. Don’t have that? Use your knife! Don’t have a knife? Well, okay, please buy one.

			A note on the photos

			The pictures you see in this book may not look like the ones you have seen in other Mexican cookbooks. There is a reason for that. I am a first generation Mexican American, a daughter of immigrants who was raised with one foot in each country. I have never lost sight of my roots. But I was also part of a household that celebrated cinema and music. My brothers and I learned how to speak English by watching PBS. On any given day when I was a child, you could find me running barefoot, chasing my brothers like we were Batman and Robin (the Adam West version). And after we watched 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, my father asked my mother to make us squid for dinner. To me, food and art are inextricable from one another, and I hope that comes through in this book.
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			With that in mind, these photographs celebrate not just my passion for food, but also my love of self-expression. Our creative team is made up of cinephiles—David Alvarado, Jason Sutherland Hsu, Jaclyn Kershek, Ryan Norton, Salt Worth Studio, Chef Isamar Checo, and myself—and we took inspiration from Quentin Tarantino, Robert Rodriguez, and Wes Anderson, coining the book’s style, “Southwes’ Anderson.”

			Special thanks to Jessica Resendiz, for the incredible flower crown, and to Revolution Carts for sharing your story and beautiful cart to help make our tamal shot special! Thank you both for all that you do in the Latinx food and art communities.
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				[image: A vibrant table display featuring various Mexican dishes, fresh fruits, and colorful flowers. A person wearing a white blazer and a large flower crown stands behind the table. Items include papaya, tamales, tortillas, a candelabra with chili peppers, and a vintage television surrounded by decorative elements.]
			

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Part 1: Sobremesa: Recipes that Can Be Found on Our Table Every Day, Sometimes All at Once.]
			

			
				
				[image: A close-up photo of a hand sprinkling coarse salt, framed by a bold yellow and brown geometric pattern resembling traditional Mexican designs.]
			

			The Mexican table—and the stovetop, for that matter—are never empty. The condiments from breakfast tend to work well in the afternoon meal, the afternoon leftovers in the evening, and so on. Like those in many other food-loving cultures, we finish having breakfast and immediately start thinking about our next meal. And so, the items that are always sitting on the table—think salsas, tortillas, beans—are also the core of our food. Think of it as “casa sustainability.” You don’t clear the table after every meal and start from scratch; you always have delicious things at the ready to make any meal more delicious.

			The number one food rule in our large family—we lived at the poverty line—was that you never throw away food. “Smell it, see! Just boil it, it’s not bad,” my abue Paula would exclaim. We cherished our food, and we made it damn good, even if it was simple. In our home, you could assemble an entire meal out of the items that never left the stove or table: for instance, one daily snack was “perpetual” smashed beans with a salsa made in a molcajete (mortar and pestle); a slice of queso fresco, and minced cilantro, all rolled up in the last tortilla in the tortillero (tortilla warmer). I’ll never not get excited about a pot of well-seasoned rice and beans. There would be chiles “en escabeche” (pickled) in a Tupperware. And of course, there would usually be one mild salsa, often heavy on the tomato and the oregano with maybe one chile de árbol that just walked past the pot to say “¿¡Qué onda?!” (“What’s up?!”)—and a second salsa so spicy that it would make you rethink your entire life. A salsa that, as my aunt said, she wished she could see her ex-husband twist in.

			The recipes in this chapter aren’t just the staples we need at every meal, they’re also the simplest, most foundational elements that will help you learn how to cook our food. So, start here—make a delicious pot of frijoles de la olla and rice. In reality, the majority of classic Mexican dishes we eat at home are not actually complicated. But they can be very intentional. Nothing added is by accident, and every ingredient has a role to play.

			And finally, to give you some insight on why sobremesa—literally, “on the table”—is so beloved in Mexico: It really comes down to one word…chisme. Gossip. Catching up with family, comadres or compadres, even the mailman who stopped at just the right time. Sobremesa is always there. When we’d stand up from the table, before we even offered to clear our plates, we would usually be met with the same response by our abues, moms or aunts: “Déjalo ahí, viene tu tío y va a tener hambre.” (“Leave it there, your uncle will be coming over soon, and he will be hungry.”) Which tío? It didn’t matter. Someone was always bound to show up unannounced to help us make sure no food went to waste.

			The recipes in this chapter start with both corn and flour tortillas, the latter a cornerstone of the borderlands. If this is your first attempt at making corn tortillas, read the instructions thoroughly and have a bit of patience with yourself; the swift motion to get the tortilla on the comal or pan may take a little practice, but it’s so worth it.

			Once you master tortillas, you can move on to the other recipes that are key to customizing any dish to your liking. From spicy, pickled vegetable escabeche, to salsas of varying degrees of heat, this is where you can play with your food. Each salsa has flavors and ingredients that pair well with specific dishes. For instance, the Salsa Verde Cruda is my go-to salsa when cooking pork carnitas. But it’s really all up to you and your preferences; if you are a one-salsa kinda persona and just want to use that for everything, that is fine! Welcome to the borderlands, where everyone is invited to our table. Enjoy the delicious adventure.
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				Tortillas de Maíz

				(Corn Tortillas)
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			Do you have to make your own corn tortillas by hand? No. Should you? I believe the answer is a resounding yes!

			When you think of Mexican food, you likely think of tortillas. And while the concept of flatbread used as a vessel for a meal isn’t unique to our cuisine, tortillas are uniquely tied to ancient Mexican folklore and myth. Every Mexican kid learns about how the Aztec god Quetzalcoatl gave maíz to humans after seeing an ant carrying a corn kernel. And we learn that the Mayans told stories of how man was born from corn. Regardless of which of the stories of corn you’ve been told, or which ones you agree with, we can all agree that the tortilla is delicious. Plus, it means you have to wash fewer dishes—your tortilla is your utensil!

			Making tortillas by hand, like any other dish you make from scratch, allows you to control the quality and flavor of ingredients. You can get supermarket masa harina (dehydrated nixtamalized maíz corn flour, sold under the name Maseca) almost anywhere—and at the very least enjoy the satisfaction of homemade just-cooked tortillas—I recommend looking for non-GMO masa harina, which will give you a deeper corn flavor. Each variety of maíz has distinct flavor notes, and heirloom varieties of masa harina are increasingly available from producers like Masienda (available online).

			There’s an unusual ingredient in this tortilla recipe—water infused with tomatillo husks. It’s the best secret straight from abuela; I learned it when I was little. There are natural compounds found in the tomatillo husks: the pectin in them slightly modifies the water absorption and binding properties, helping make the tortillas soft and flexible, and malic acid helps break down the proteins and saponins, helping the dry masa flour hydrate more evenly. The lift that the tortillas get with that pH-enhanced water will guarantee the iconic puff without a leavening agent! (You can use the same trick to make your tamales light and fluffy.)

			Once you get comfortable, you can also experiment with adding flavor to your tortillas. You flavor them with the chile adobo from Tía Lore’s Pozole (this page), add herbs into to the masa, or even press edible flowers into the face of the tortilla for a beautiful taco base.

			I hope this recipe empowers you at the start of your Mexican cooking journey. I do encourage you to use a tortilla press, but you don’t need to go out and get any special equipment if you don’t already have one. Women from every corner of Mexico, past and present, flatten tortillas using just their hands. It’s intimidating and beautiful all at once. Whether you use a press or not, don’t worry if you can’t get the shape perfectly the first time, or the second, or the third. Tortilla-making is mastered through years of repetition. So get started here and see where it takes you!

			Makes 12 (4-inch) tortillas

			2 cups Tomatillo Husk Water (recipe follows)

			2 level cups masa harina, plus more if needed

			½ teaspoon Diamond Crystal kosher salt (or ¼ teaspoon Morton salt)

			Special equipment

			Tortilla press

			Thin plastic bag, cut into two 6-inch squares

			Tortilla warmer or clean kitchen towel

			Make the dough:

			
					
					In a small pot over low heat, bring the prepared Tomatillo Husk Water to body temp.

				

					
					In a medium mixing bowl, combine the masa harina and salt. Slowly add the warm tomatillo husk water to the bowl, mixing the masa continuously with your hands, until the water is evenly incorporated into the dry ingredients and you have a cohesive dough. The dough should feel slightly tacky to the touch and will stick to your hands.

				

					
					Knead the dough. Roll the dough into a ball and press it down flat with the heel of your hand. Then, with a swift motion, drag the flattened dough back into a ball. Repeat this motion for 5 to 8 minutes—you don’t have to worry about overworking the dough like you would with bread. The dough should be well-hydrated, but once it’s kneaded, it shouldn’t leave residue on your hand when you lift your palm.

				

					
					At this point, you can flavor your masa by kneading in herbs or spices.

				

					
					Wrap the masa in a clean, damp kitchen towel and allow it to rest for 5 minutes to fully hydrate.

				

					
					Don’t wash your hands after kneading—the residue of the masa will help create a nonstick surface, so you won’t need oil or flour during cooking.

				

			

			Press the tortillas:

			
					
					Prepare the plastic sheets to line the tortilla press (thin plastic produce bags are best, not thick zip-top bags). First, cut off the closed seam of the plastic bag, then cut along both sides. You’ll end up with two rectangles—trim them to the size of your tortilla press (about 6 by 6 inches).

				

					
					Test the dough: Roll a 2-ounce ball of dough (about the size of a golf ball) and place it in between the plastic sheets in the tortilla press. Press it flat—if you see the edges are jagged and cracked, the dough is too dry. If the tortilla feels tacky and sticks to the plastic when you try to peel it off, the dough is too wet.

				

					
					If dough is too dry, add a bit more liquid, a few tablespoons at a time, and knead until fully incorporated. If too wet, add masa harina, a pinch at a time and knead in. Continue testing the dough until it’s neither too tacky nor too dry.

				

					
					When the dough is at the correct consistency, portion it into 2-ounce (golf ball–size) balls. Store the dough under a damp towel until ready to press.

				

					
					Place a masa ball in the middle of the plastic sheet on the tortilla press, using light pressure with your hand to flatten it a bit. Lay the second plastic sheet over the masa and press down to flatten. You want the tortilla to be about 1⁄8 inch thick (the height of two stacked quarters). If you flatten it any thinner, it may be tricky to handle.

				

					
					Lift the tortilla press lid and carefully remove the top plastic sheet. Then remove the tortilla from the press and flip it gently so the exposed side lands in your nondominant palm. Carefully peel off the second plastic sheet.

				

					
					You should be able to transfer the tortilla between hands without it tearing. The dough is forgiving, so if it does tear, simply roll it back into a ball and press it again. Again, don’t wash your hands after this step!

				

			

			Cook the tortillas:

			
					
					Set the comal or griddle over medium heat.

				

					
					Set a clean dish towel (or tortilla warmer lined with a thin cloth) next to a comal or heavy griddle.

				

					
					Start with the tortilla in your nondominant hand. Gently place one end of the tortilla on the outstretched index and middle fingers of your dominant hand and drape the other end of the tortilla onto the comal. With a graceful, deliberate sweeping motion, lay the hanging tortilla onto the hot cooking surface, then pull your hand out from under it. (It’s like the opposite of flipping the tortilla onto the comal or griddle; just slide your hand away and let the tortilla drop down flat. )

				

					
					Cook the tortilla on the first side for about 30 seconds, long enough to cook the masa and have it set—it should release easily from the comal. Flip the tortilla and cook on the other side for another 30 seconds. Flip once again, and this time let it cook for 1 minute—the tortilla should puff up within a few seconds. If it needs encouragement, gently press the tortilla with a damp towel and watch it rise.

				

					
					Place the cooked tortilla in the cloth (or tortilla warmer) immediately and fold the other end of the towel over it to keep it warm. If you think the tortilla is overcooked, rest assured that in the cloth will help it steam and soften up a bit.

				

					
					Repeat the pressing and cooking steps for each tortilla, stacking them in the tortilla warmer and keeping them covered so they stay soft. Serve and eat immediately.

				

			

			
				Tortilla Tips

				• The day you make the masa is the day you should use the masa. If you have leftover dough, I recommend just making it into tortillas right then and there. You can refrigerate or freeze cooked tortillas, and rewarm them later. Or make them into chips (see below)—no one hates tortilla chips.

				• When you’re ready to eat, open the cloth-lined tortilla warmer and flip the entire stack of tortillas so that the tortilla you cooked first is on top (and will be eaten first). Why is this important? Well, the last tortilla you cooked (at the top of the basket) hasn’t had enough time to steam in the basket and become soft. But the first one you made on the bottom? It is perfectly rested, steamy and ready to enjoy.

				• I wrap leftover tortillas in a paper towel and store them in a resealable plastic bag or airtight container in the fridge. Store them for no more than 3 to 4 days.

				• When reheating tortillas, sprinkle them with a little water to help them steam as they heat. This will ensure they stay as soft as when they were freshly made. Heat over a comal or griddle on medium heat until warm.

				• To make tortilla chips or tostadas, lay a single layer of tortillas (or tortillas cut into wedges, for chips) on a baking sheet. Bake in the oven at 350°F for 10 minutes; then flip them and continue baking for another 8 to 10 minutes, until golden brown and crispy. (You can also make tostadas on the stovetop—grill over medium heat, flipping every 3 to 4 minutes, until nice and crispy on both sides.)

			
		

	
		
			Tomatillo Husk Water

			Makes 2 cups

			Husks from 10 tomatillos

			In a small pot over low heat, add 2¼ cups of water and the tomatillo husks and simmer for 10 minutes.

			Remove the pot from the stove. Strain the tomatillo husks into a heatproof measuring cup and discard the husks. Add water as needed to bring the measure to 2 cups.

			Store the tomatillo husk water in the refrigerator for up to 1 month or freeze in silicone trays to use as needed.

		

	
		
			
				Tortillas de Harina

				(Flour Tortillas)

			
			
				
				[image: A stack of golden-brown flour tortillas partially wrapped in a fringed beige and striped cloth, set on a terracotta tile surface with a glass of iced beverage and a ceramic dish nearby.]
			

			When you grow up in the North, you have a very special allegiance to the flour tortilla, the blanket of the flatbread family. By the time I had kids, I was already a pro at swaddling babies: You just roll them up like a burrito with extra-special fillings.

			Making tortillas in my house was a family affair (much like tamales, this page). Once the dough finished resting, there were rollers, cookers, eaters. (Conveniently, I was always an eater.) Trust me when I tell you that the first fresh flour tortilla that comes off the comal should be immediately slathered with salted butter, a pinch of sea salt, maybe a drizzle of honey, and nothing more—eat it right away!

			The story that the flour tortilla doesn’t come from Mexico has a kernel of truth to it; wheat seeds did in fact land on our soil through the spice trade and the arrival of Spanish colonizers. It’s possible that in different parts of the land that is now known as Mexico, Indigenous and migrant field workers planted various seeds found at the bottom of sacks of other grains, seeds, and legumes. In the northern regions, the climate was not favorable for growing corn; wheat, however, turned out to grow beautifully.

			In Sonora, there is a particular tortilla the size of a tire called “sobaquera,” or “tortilla that gets shaped with your underarms”—yeah, words don’t always translate smoothly. The women who make sobaqueras perform aerial maneuvers with the dough that look something like a rhythmic gymnastics ribbon event, creating a paper-thin tortilla the length of an arm. Then, as if covering a sleeping baby with a blanket, they gently lay the see-through sheet of dough onto a comal with a roaring wood fire underneath. The sobaquera cooks in a matter of seconds—it’s hypnotic. And the global influence is notable—you’ll also see nearly this exact preparation and cooking in the Middle East, South Asia, and parts of Africa. So, although wheat flour is not original to our cooking, its impact is not to be ignored. Somos de maíz, pero somos de harina también. (We are of maiz, but we are also of wheat flour too.)

			This basic wheat flour tortilla recipe is a perfect starting point for anyone who is intimidated by making flatbreads. It truly doesn’t matter if you don’t get a perfect circle—tortillas can be all sorts of crazy shapes (as long as you’re not using them to roll a burrito).

			Makes 12 (6-inch) tortillas

			3½ cups all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling

			1½ teaspoons baking powder

			2 teaspoons sea salt

			½ cup lard or solid vegetable shortening, room temperature

			1½ cups Tomatillo Husk Water (this page) or water, hot (102°F to 110°F)

			Make the dough:

			
					
					In a large bowl, or the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, mix together the flour, baking powder, and salt. Using your hands or a pastry blender, cut the lard or shortening into the flour, making sure that it is completely incorporated. Once combined, the mixture should have the texture of wet sand.

				

					
					If using a stand mixer: Switch from the paddle to the dough hook attachment. With the mixer on medium speed, slowly add the Tomatillo Husk Water to the mixture in thirds. Continue kneading until a smooth dough forms, 10 to 15 minutes.

				

					
					If kneading by hand: Add the Tomatillo Husk Water to the flour mixture. Once the water is fully incorporated, transfer the dough to a smooth surface and knead until the dough becomes smooth and pliable, 20 to 30 minutes…or until your arm falls off. To check if the dough is ready, pinch a small piece of dough and stretch it between your hands; if it can stretch and thin out far enough so that you can see light through it before ripping, it’s ready. (We call this the windowpane test.)

				

					
					Transfer the dough to a lightly greased bowl and cover with a damp towel. Let rest for 30 minutes.

				

					
					Portion the dough into 12 equal pieces and roll into uniform balls. Let them rest on the counter for 10 minutes, covered with a damp cloth.

				

			

			Make the tortillas:

			
					
					Set a dry kitchen towel folded in half, or a tortilla basket/warmer, on the counter next to your comal or griddle on the stove.

				

					
					With a floured rolling pin and a lightly flour-dusted surface, roll out a ball of dough into a thin circle, rotating the dough 90 degrees after each roll to ensure an even thickness. You have two options here: You can roll and cook the tortillas on the griddle right away, one at a time, or roll them all out at once to cook later. If you’re doing the latter, stack the raw tortillas after rolling, separating them with pieces of parchment paper (or wax paper) in between each of them.

				

					
					Set a comal or a heavy griddle over medium heat. (If you’ve been frustrated making corn tortillas, know that the rolled-out flour tortillas are much sturdier than corn.) Lift a tortilla from the parchment and carefully pass it between your hands (similar to handling a pizza dough or other flatbread) to gently shake off excess flour and transfer onto comal, gently laying it down closest to the edge of the comal with a sweeping motion releasing the rest onto the hot surface.

				

					
					Cook for about 2 minutes on the first side, flip, and repeat. An indicator that they are fully cooked is seeing them puff up after flipping and having golden brown spots form over the surface of the bubbles. You may flip them once more to ensure a good puff if needed. Lower the heat a bit if the spots are getting too dark.

				

					
					When fully cooked, place the tortilla inside the kitchen towel, folding the top over to keep them warm. The tortillas are best consumed immediately.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Sopa de Arroz

				(Red Rice)

			
			Sopa de arroz is a dish my abue made, not really a soup, but a loose-ish pan of long-grained rice, saucy and delicious, meant to be a side to guisados (braises) or meats, or eaten alone with tortillas. Many rice dishes I grew up with have a base of sofrito made with tomato, onion, and garlic (and sometimes herbs). The tomato isn’t necessarily the star of this dish, but you’ll know it’s there. The liquid was usually chicken stock, but if money was tight, water with chicken bouillon would do just fine. When you add the chicken stock to the pan, you can also add in veggies like peas and corn; you can even throw in some chicken thighs for a quick, delicious riff on arroz con pollo (rice with chicken). This is a simple, starter red rice that you can feel free to get creative with, and I hope you will!

			Serves 6

			2½ cups chicken broth

			¼ medium onion

			1 Roma tomato, quartered

			¼ cup neutral cooking oil or bacon drippings

			1 cup jasmine rice

			1 bay leaf

			2 garlic cloves, minced

			Diamond Crystal kosher salt

			
					
					In a blender, combine the chicken broth, onion, and tomato. Blend the ingredients on high until completely smooth. Set aside.

				

					
					In a wide pan over medium heat, add the oil and heat until shimmering. Add the rice and the bay leaf and sauté, stirring constantly. Add the garlic, stirring constantly to ensure the garlic does not burn. Continue cooking the rice until it is no longer translucent and it begins to toast and brown in spots; it should take between 5 and 7 minutes.

				

					
					Pour the purée from the blender into the rice and season it with a few pinches of salt. Stir to incorporate and bring the ingredients to a boil. Then immediately adjust the heat to the lowest setting. Cover the pan and let the rice cook undisturbed for 15 minutes.

				

					
					After 15 minutes, remove the lid. Take out the bay leaf and discard. Stir the rice vigorously—this helps to release its starches. If the rice has absorbed all of the liquid at this point, you can add an additional ½ cup of water or chicken stock; you want a loose, saucy texture. Adjust salt as needed to taste.

				

					
					Remove the rice from heat, cover it again, and let it sit for 5 to 10 minutes. Serve hot.

				

			

			
				“Spanish” Rice

				• Can we dethrone the whole “Spanish rice” title that seems to get thrown on any tomato-based rice? Spaniards are most known for paella, which classically contains only trace amounts of tomato. So, why the name? Well, in a book that I found from 1914, only 66 years after the Treaty of Guadalupe was signed, Anglos referred to the rice dishes of Mexico as “Spanish rice” because the “Spanish-speaking natives” ate it. Echoing the words of my father, I yelled out, “No seas mamón!”…a more colorful way of saying, “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

				• The Spaniards love a rich, fortified broth in their paellas and aim for a glorious “socarrat,” or rice crust, on the bottom. Our rice dishes are closer to pilafs: fluffy, some containing tomato, some only garlic and onion, others with more vegetables added in to steam alongside the rice—or my favorite, rice topped with fried plantains.

			
		

	
		
			
				Frijoles de la Olla

				(Aromatic Stewed Beans)

			
			
				
				[image: A bowl of stewed beans garnished with fresh cilantro leaves and small cubes of white cheese, served on a tiled surface with a spoon holding beans and cilantro nearby.]
			

			Beans. This magical food is one of the largest parts of our DNA (second only to maíz, of course).

			Frijoles de la olla are beans cooked in what I can only describe as the holy grail of clay pots. (Everything cooked in la olla tastes different, or maybe the secret ingredient is in the hands of the women who wield its power.) Push through the hypnosis of the citrus, alliums and herbs in the air to make yourself a perfect bowl. Growing up, a generous ladle of the irresistible-smelling, herb-infused beans (and the broth that they cooked in), plus chunks of queso panela, hand-torn cilantro and epazote, salsa, all served with a warm rolled-up tortilla, could put a smile on any one of our faces.

			And after we’d eat our fill, we’d leave the beans out; we wouldn’t put them away. My entire childhood, I remember there being a pan of crusted-over smashed beans on the table in the morning. It was the same pan from at least a week before—or at least it seemed like it was the same one. I always thought our kitchen (and the women in it) were magical. My abue or mom would casually walk up to the stove in the morning and add water to the pot to reinvigorate the beans, as if watering their favorite plant. This is what I now call the “perpetual beans,” a never-ending story of sustenance—the “bean mother,” if you will, seeded by the frijoles de la olla.

			But before you go leaving your beans on the stove for a week at a time, let me stop you: Don’t do it! Always refrigerate your leftover beans and reheat them when you want to eat them. The stories are fun, but food safety comes first. (I was built different, raised on MSG and lead candy.)

			Makes 8 cups

			1 medium yellow onion, halved crosswise

			2 Roma tomatoes, quartered lengthwise

			4 garlic cloves

			1 pound dried beans, cleaned (pinto, cranberry, or Mayocoba)

			1 fresh hoja santa leaf

			1 bay leaf

			2 dried avocado leaves

			Peel of 1 lemon

			Diamond Crystal kosher salt

			Optional garnishes

			½ pound panela cheese, cut into ½-inch cubes

			1 large ripe Hass avocado, cut into ½-inch cubes

			Chile de árbol, ground in a molcajete

			Crispy tortilla strips

			Warm tortillas, for serving

			
					
					On a lightly oiled skillet or comal set over medium high heat, char the onion, tomatoes, and garlic until blackened on all sides. Remove from heat.

				

					
					In a large pot, combine the beans, charred onion, tomato, and garlic, the hoja santa, bay leaf, avocado leaves, and lemon peel. Fill the pot with 3 inches of water to cover and stir everything together.

				

					
					Set the pot over high heat and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to low and bring the beans to a gentle simmer. Cover and cook for 2 hours, or until the beans are tender. Check on the water level periodically, and add more water as needed. Generally there should be about 3 inches of water over the beans.

				

					
					Once the beans are cooked, season them well with salt to taste. Remove and discard the chunks of onion, the leaves, and the lemon peel before serving. My favorite way to enjoy fresh frijoles de la olla is to ladle a large portion into a bowl (liquid included) and garnish with cubed panela and avocado, ground chile de árbol, and fresh tortillas. Hits every nook and cranny of my tired heart.

				

			

			Bean tips

			• If you see the pot wanting to bubble over while the lid is on, lower the heat and place the lid slightly offset from the pot, so a bit of steam can escape.

			• Resist the urge to salt the beans before they are fully tender. Don’t ask me why; I just don’t want the ghosts of the ancestors to come back and yell at me for not warning you.

			• However! When I have time, I do like to brine beans in salted water prior to cooking. It ensures that I don’t get a bean blowout (no, not that kind). Why does it work? The salt penetrates the skin of the beans, giving them a softer and more pliable texture that prevents the skins from splitting. I love science!

			• To brine, for 1 pound of dried beans, add 3 tablespoons of Diamond Crystal kosher salt (or 1½ tablespoons of Morton or table salt) to 4 quarts of water. Let the dried beans soak in the brine solution for 8 to 24 hours. A presoak/brine will also cut down your cooking time; you can start checking for the beans for doneness after 1 hour or so.

			
				Really Fried beans

				The next day, we’d put leftover frijoles in a hot sauté pan with a swirl of oil or, better yet, a dollop of rendered pork fat. We’d mash them with a steel grate–looking tool. (I never knew its name; I just knew it as, “la chingadera para machucar los frijoles”—the damn thing to smash the beans with.)

				This is what most refer to as “refried beans.” The assumption of most people is that the name comes from the beans being “fried” twice. The actual name is a bad translation: “Re” to us means “very,” so “refrito” actually means “really fried.” (If you find the name confusing, know that Norteños, or northern Mexicans, have a distinctive way of speaking, a dialect and cadence that sets us apart from the rest of the country. Because many of us are farmers and/or ranchers, we are a bit country.) But whatever the name, cozy up with a warm bowl of freshly cooked beans the first day, then start with your bean “mother” the next day for your “really fried” perpetual beans.

			
		

	
		
			
				Verduras Encurtidas

				(Pickled Vegetables)

			
			
				[image: A plastic container filled with pickled vegetables, including sliced jalapeños, radishes, carrots, and cucumbers, submerged in brine.]
			

			Chiles encurtidos—or sometimes a mix of pickled carrot, onion, and jalapeños—are an absolute must in my opinion. They’re typically consumed after you take a bite of something that needs a kick to follow it. Take a bite of your carnitas taco, but want a bit more spice? Take a pickled chile or carrot. Why don’t you just put them directly in the taco? Because that would be too easy! I don’t make the rules, I just follow them…some of them, at least.

			I like to go heavier on the vegetables compared to what you might see in other recipes, maybe because we live in California, and preserving summer vegetables in a spicy pickle is a perfect way to freeze time. You can mix and match the vegetables as you prefer, or, if you’re a purist, just stick with the chiles, onions, and carrots. This pickle should leave the veggies with a snap to them; the carrots should still crunch after the brine is cool.

			Makes 4 cups

			½ medium white onion, julienned

			2 large carrots, diagonally sliced ¼ inch thick

			2 jalapeño or serrano peppers, diagonally sliced ¼ inch thick

			2 Persian cucumbers, diagonally sliced ¼ inch thick

			1 cup cauliflower florets

			1 bunch radishes, cleaned and quartered

			3 cups distilled white vinegar

			2 garlic cloves

			2 chiles de árbol

			1½ teaspoons black peppercorns

			1 star anise

			1 bay leaf

			1 dried avocado leaf

			1½ teaspoons dried oregano

			½ cup Diamond Crystal kosher salt (or ¼ cup Morton salt), plus more to taste

			
					
					In a large heatproof bowl, combine

				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

		

	OEBPS/images/906_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/916_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/980_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593796146_title_page.jpg
===

=

COOKING THE

BORDER
LANDA

Spice and Smoke Between Mexico and the States

CLAUDETTE ZEPEDA

Photographs by David Alvarado

Clarkson Potter/Publishers





OEBPS/images/903_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg
w 98






OEBPS/images/938_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/976_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/231_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/page_16_2.jpg
=)=

I M
= 7:3 e e e e e e [ = ) e e e ) e e e e e e . (e e e = ) = = e e e = = = [ (= ILE =

I I

I [

I I

i [

I I

I [

I I

I I

I I

. I

R I

I

i 70
L

ol L
o r
\ N
P t:' E

= ﬁﬁ

X
4R







OEBPS/images/047_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/905_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/942_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/194_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/833_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg






OEBPS/images/511_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/405_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/691_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593796146_cover.jpg
COOKING
THE

Spice and Smoke Between
Mexico and the States

CLAUDETTE ZEPEDA







OEBPS/images/534_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg
tijvana (ORI

/]







OEBPS/images/910_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_8.jpg





OEBPS/images/933_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_19.jpg
SOBREMENA

RECIPES THAT CAN BE FOUND
ON OUR TABLE EVERY DAY,
SOMETIMES ALL AT ONCE







OEBPS/images/925_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/299_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/914_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/909_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/911_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg






OEBPS/images/901_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_18_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/766_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg
R,

g s 5
e <Apak LAY







OEBPS/images/972_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg








OEBPS/images/918_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg






OEBPS/images/524_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg
SANA DISTANCIA






OEBPS/images/978_Zepe_9780593796139_art_r1_2.jpg





