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			Food from Hearth and Heart

			Introduction
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					A customer enjoys a taco in La Merced Market.
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					Colorful heirloom corn that will be cooked, ground into masa, and patted into blue-corn tortillas.

				
			
			Many Citizens, One Cuisine

			Some residents of Mexico City have roots there that date back generations; others have come more recently from places as far-flung as tropical Chiapas or remote villages on the Isla Guadalupe, an island off the southwest coast. Whether from a region best known for cloud forests or for cattle ranching, each resident brings his or her specific attitude to cooking and eating, influenced by both family and regional history. These myriad traditions have melded in the vast, fast-paced city to create a distinct sensibility at the table. It is a cuisine that defies easy description, yet it is recognizable to those who live there. It might have something to do with the casual adaptation of foods and techniques that come from elsewhere. Only in Mexico City, for instance, does the tamale get put on a crusty roll for a meal on the go—guajolota, the city’s most popular breakfast. And then there is mole poblano, a sauce made from an array of dried chiles with a flavor profile to match. It originated in Puebla, where it is the star dish. But in Mexico City, it has been incorporated into the everyday, not so much a celebratory food as a mainstay, usually slathered atop enchiladas. Notwithstanding the metropolitan flair the city brings to cooking, however, the heart of its dining experience is the family meal, cooked at home.
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					A few faces of Mexico City, clockwise from top left: a street musician; Super Astro, otherwise known as Juan Zesati, a professional wrestler; a waiter at Contramar; Mónica Casanova, a multidisciplinary artist; Alam Méndez Florián, the chef at Pasillo de Humo; a waitress at a restaurant that specializes in Mexican chicken stew.

				
			
			Victoria Hernández, a grandmother still stylish in her mid-sixties, stirs the bubbling stew with a wooden spoon and glances out the kitchen window.

			Back in the village in Veracruz state, where she was raised, the morning stillness was broken by the crowing of roosters and the clopping of horses’ hooves. Here in the Mexico City neighborhood of Tepito, where she lives now, the cars are already honking, and the street teems with sellers hawking their wares. A pushcart vendor is righting a toppled stack of papayas. Under a clothesline heavy with the week’s washing, a couple of young boxers are throwing practice punches, and children have gathered to watch. The youngest girl among them spies Hernández at the window and raises her arm in greeting. She’s one of the seven people that call the three-room apartment home.

			Hernández waves back at the girl, making her smile, then places a few pasilla chiles onto the hot comal, a circular grill. Since antiquity, chiles have been a fundamental component in Mexican cuisine. They are used not only as a condiment but also as a primary ingredient, and a recipe often contains more than one variety. Indeed, the meal that Hernández is making today calls for two types of dried chile: The pasilla, with its glossy, crinkled skin, contributes an earthy flavor and a mild heat to dishes. The ancho, known as a poblano when fresh, is sweeter and adds a vibrant red hue. Ground into a paste, they will fortify the mole de olla, a rich stew made of bone-in pork and chunks of corn on the cob, zucchini, carrots, chayote, and potatoes.

			Tepito has been crowded with itinerant street markets for nearly seven hundred years. The neighborhood has had a reputation for being a rough and lawless place since the Aztec era, and in that regard, little has changed. But while Hernández has lived here for five decades, she’s proud to bring the quietness and simplicity of her Veracruz upbringing to her cooking style. The chiles toasting on the comal pop and release their sharp, smoky fragrance into the air. In a blue enamel stockpot, the pork is getting tender. She places the toasted chiles into hot water to soften.

			A pair of small dogs comes bursting through the door, with Flora Ayala, Hernández’s neighbor and friend, close behind. Ayala, beautiful and poised in her twenties, has come for some of her companion’s sage advice and perhaps a bit of gossip. But she knows Hernández, who has a cleaning job that starts at six every evening, still has a lot of work ahead of her, so she seats herself at the table and starts peeling vegetables for the mole de olla.

			As Hernández grinds the softened chiles along with spices and fried garlic in a blender, then strains that mixture into the pork broth, the women chat. Daily life, family, politics, the conundrums of the day—this conversational aspect of meal preparation is not an exercise in biding time; it’s an integral part of the cooking process. Hernández’s teenaged granddaughter comes in to announce that there’s a new man on the block selling very convincing fayuca—fakes, knockoffs, usually made in China—of the shoes everyone’s wearing this season. But, she adds proudly, she was not taken in by his ruse.

			Hernández puts fresh green beans and chunks of calabacitas, Mexico’s smaller, lime-green zucchini, into the pot. “Clever princess, did you remember to get tortillas?” Her granddaughter claps her hands over her mouth—oops. “I’ll do it right now,” she says, dashing for the door.

			“Wait—get another avocado while you’re out. And bring your sisters in for lunch at three,” Hernández tells the girl. “Tell your grandfather, too, if you can wake him.” This last is a joke. Her husband, a parking attendant, works tirelessly, despite being in his seventies. Her granddaughter dashes out, whistling for the dogs to follow.

			I n her wake, Hernández’s teenaged grandson comes in. Yes, he answers Hernández before she can ask, he has started the weekend’s homework—his mother can testify to that. Hernández pours for him an agua fresca, cool water infused with juice or flavorings, in this case with flor de jamaica, hibiscus blossoms. It’s a subtly sweet, sour, and refreshing drink that he gratefully gulps down.

			By now the aroma is irresistible. Ayala stirs the stew, tastes it. “This is so delicious. Why is your cooking always better than food at a restaurant?”

			“Because nothing tastes as good as it does at home,” Hernández replies without hesitation.
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					The dining room at Casa Virginia, where chef-owner Mónica Patiño offers classic, seasonal Mexican dishes.

				
			
			
				[image: ]
				
					Paseo de la Reforma, a central thoroughfare.
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					Estella Mejido, a home cook from the Pedregal neighborhood, presides over a plate of Stuffed Roasted Poblano Chiles with Walnut Sauce (this page).

				
			
			T his sentiment is held in the hearts of the city’s cooks. Prepare the dishes presented in this book and you will connect to the heart of the way these people prepare food. Mexico City is inarguably famous for its street food. The dishes people make in their home kitchens, though, hold the essence of the cuisine, and are as joyfully colorful and diverse a human accomplishment as the city itself.

			When you try your hand at these recipes, be patient. Cooking Mexican food is a relaxed, gradual process—true slow food. Begin, if you wish, with a simple yet essential dish like salsa roja, to be eaten with quesadillas hot off the stove, or with frijoles refritos, refried beans with onions and garlic. As you become more familiar with the methods and ingredients, try cooking something a bit more complex, such as lomo adobado, pork tenderloin in a thick sauce spiked with chiles and beer. Or you might make a big pot of wholesome mole de olla for your own family and friends. Señora Victoria Hernández would be honored if you did.

			
				[image: ]
				
					Caramelized sugar gives Flan (this page) a sweet silkiness.
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					A vendor in La Merced Market, where a profusion of ingredients from the countryside near Mexico City is available.
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					A cook circa 1910 uses traditional cookware to prepare a meal over a firewood stove.
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					Cheese Quesadillas (this page).
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					Crisp-Fried Taco Flutes (this page).
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			The Heat That Tames Hunger

			Appetizers and Small Plates
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					Pickled Chiles and Vegetables with Thyme, Oregano, and Bay Leaves (this page), eaten as a condiment with savory dishes.
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					Painter Alfredo Gavaldón holds a bowl containing the topping for Flank Steak and Avocado Tostadas (this page).

				
			
			One way to understand how residents of Mexico City think of appetizers is to visit a fonda. This is a small establishment that, for a few pesos, serves a home-style meal, chiefly comida (what those outside of Mexico consider lunch), and usually according to a set menu of several courses.

			One fonda in Centro Histórico happens to be located in the lobby of a bathhouse, and has a rococo swankiness that evidently crystallized around 1972, with gleaming marble floors, Naugahyde booths, and gilt mirrors, yet the dining space is not much larger than a living room. Here customers are waiting for the patrona, the “boss,” who seats the newcomers, oversees the kitchen, tastes the food, and generally runs the show. Today’s patrona is an imposing figure with immaculately coiffed hair who issues brisk instructions to the staff, but she is congenial with the clientele, seating them with a singsong, “Ah, good afternoon, what do you feel like for your soup course?” A fonda menu mirrors the traditional home meal, and that means starting with soup. Today’s choice, the patrona says, is between consomé de pollo (chicken broth with vegetables) and sopa de lentejas (lentil soup).

			Sopa de lentejas it is. She dispatches the order. Serene in spite of the pace, the cook cinches her yellow apron tighter and sets to work. Pots brimming with today’s soups, appetizers, first courses, and main dishes jostle for room on the stove top. As the cook lifts her ladle, steam mingles with air from outside.

			Throughout the room, grateful diners are digging into the bowls that are being set before them. At the counter, a gentleman in a Stetson is rolling up a hot tortilla and dipping it into his sopa de lentejas with satisfaction. Those who have only eaten lentil soup north of the border might envision a comforting but unflashy dish—but this is Mexico City. Its base, seasoned with bacon and cilantro, has the usual earthy quality. Here and now, however, it is eaten with a big dollop of the salsa verde the cook is setting out on the tables. Made with charred tomatillos, garlic, and serrano chiles, the salsa brightens the soup’s hearthside warmth with a garden freshness. The diners’ enjoyment does not escape the cook, and she allows herself a smile of pride.

			A small plate known as a sopa seca follows the soup course. This is usually either a rice or a pasta, which in this context the Mexican cook treats as a course unto itself, not just a side dish. One of the offerings at the fonda today is spaghetti that has been simmered in chipotle chiles and cream, then topped with rustic Cotija cheese. Another choice is arroz borracho, or “drunken rice.” Simmered in beer and fragrant with garlic and onion, it gets its orange color from carrot and tomato and has a subtle depth of flavor. As satisfying as it is, there’s just enough of it to whet the appetite for the main courses to come: Diners can choose from chiles anchos rellenos, battered and fried ancho chiles stuffed with cheese and served with tomato sauce, or enchiladas mineras, tortillas dipped in salsa and then fried, stuffed with chicken, and garnished with toppings.
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					Shrimp and árbol chiles transform pasta into a distinctly Mexican dish at Contramar, one of the city’s most famous restaurants; recipe on this page.
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					In Central de Abastos, the world’s largest food market, a waitress deftly carries a tray on her head for easier transport.

				
			
			Attend a party in Mexico City and you’ll enter another realm, where appetizers and small plates reign supreme. There’s nothing like a celebration for a chance to regale friends and family with an array of tempting offerings. A host doesn’t need to craft a full meal, as long as there are enough snacks out for the guests, from crunchy, pungent pickled chiles aromatic with oregano and bay leaves to crispy little fried taquitos served with lashings of guacamole, Cotija cheese, and crema, Mexico’s sour cream. One master of the art of party-worthy appetizers is Alfredo Gavaldón, a Mexico City–based painter and son of the late Roberto Gavaldón, renowned Mexican cinema director. The younger Gavaldón is the kind of dignified man who can and does wear an ascot with panache. Arrive at a cocktail party in his loftlike apartment and Bach cello suites are playing, the tequila is flowing, and a serving bowl full of homemade salpicón and a tall stack of tostadas are on the table.

			“Salpicón is so practical and chic, don’t you think?” Gavaldón remarks, and who could disagree? His snack centerpiece has a lot of pizzazz: shredded flank steak seasoned with freshly squeezed lime juice, onion, and smoky, spicy chipotle chiles. Dressed to the nines, his guests chat among themselves as, with impeccable comportment, they spoon the steak salad onto tostadas, then squeeze lime juice on top. Salpicón is an ideal party food—and a classic Mexican starter.

			The recipes in this chapter are some of Mexico City’s most popular. Whether served at a fonda on a weekday, at a cantina to soak up an evening’s worth of mezcal, or at a celebratory gathering, a well-prepared appetizer fires up the senses for the meal to follow. Begin, if you like, with something familiar, like guacamole with homemade tortilla chips. Or try your hand at something that might be new to you but will soon become a dish you’ll want to make all the time, like garlic soup with chicken broth and paprika, tailor-made to be accompanied by beer.

			
				[image: ]
				
					The Palacio Nacional in Mexico City is the seat of the federal government.
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					Street eating at covered stalls, like this one near Sonora Market, makes for a quick and delicious meal.

				
			
			Chilango Alfresco

			Traditional Mexican food is prepared slowly, but fast-paced chilangos—what we residents of Mexico City call ourselves—can devour a full meal in minutes in the open air. Visitors always remark on our ability to eat standing up. Buying food from street vendors is a practice that goes back centuries; an illustration in pre-Hispanic codices depicts a woman selling a bowl of broth.

			These days, food carts are usually clustered at transportation hubs. They open for business bright and early, bringing pots full of tamales, atole (masa porridge seasoned with cinnamon), sweet breads, and coffee. Later in the morning, they offer more substantial snacks. At lunchtime, you can order virtually anything from three-course meals to crisp-fried whole fish. In the evening, tacos al pastor reign, along with so much more.

			Eating street food is a way to engage with the deepest essence of the city. Sometimes my motivation is simple hunger, of course; other times it’s that I want to slow down and have a leisurely moment—or the sight of something delicious has set off a craving. And personally, if I have to eat on the go, far better than a preprocessed meal in a take-out container is something made by hand on a comal over a wood-fired brazier, freshly prepared just for me. —Libia Brenda, editor, writer, and cofounder of Cúmulo de Tesla, a literary collective

			Spicy Habanero Guacamole

			Guacamole con Chile Habanero

			Guacamole (see photograph on the cover) has near-universal appeal and is exceedingly easy to make. Any fresh, small chile can be substituted for the habanero (if extra heat is desired, leave in the seeds). Mash the ingredients with a fork, a potato masher, or with your hands. Serve with homemade totopos (tortilla chips).

			Makes 1½ cups

			2 ripe medium avocados, halved, pitted, and peeled

			¼ medium white onion, minced

			1 habanero chile, seeded and minced

			½ cup loosely packed fresh cilantro leaves, minced

			1 to 1½ tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice, depending on desired tartness

			Salt

			Tortilla chips (this page), for serving

			In a bowl, combine the avocados, onion, chile, cilantro, 1 tablespoon of the lime juice, and ½ teaspoon salt. Mix and mash the ingredients until you have a coarse, chunky-smooth consistency. Taste and add more lime juice and salt if needed. Serve at once with the tortilla chips.

			Flank Steak and Avocado Tostadas

			Salpicón de Res

			A boldly flavored flank steak salad served on a tostada, salpicón is an inviting, umami-rich combination of crisp, fresh elements. Alfredo Gavaldón, the Mexico City–based artist who inspired this recipe, serves it as a party appetizer. If you want to present it as shown in the photograph on this page, garnish it with extra lettuce, avocados, canned chipotle chiles, and tomatoes.

			Makes 20 tostadas

			1 pound beef flank or skirt steak, cut into 2-inch pieces

			1 medium white onion, half left whole and half thinly sliced crosswise

			2 garlic cloves

			Salt

			2 medium Roma tomatoes, coarsely chopped

			2 ripe medium avocados, halved, pitted, and peeled, and cut into 1-inch cubes

			2 romaine lettuce leaves, coarsely chopped

			½ cup loosely packed fresh cilantro leaves, chopped

			1 (2-ounce) can chipotle chiles, coarsely chopped with sauce

			2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			1 tablespoon red wine or cider vinegar

			1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lime juice

			1 teaspoon dried oregano, crumbled

			Twenty 6-inch tostadas (this page)

			A few limes, quartered, for serving

			
					
					In a pot, combine the meat, the whole onion half, the garlic, 1 teaspoon salt, and water to cover by about 2 inches. Bring to a boil, immediately turn down the heat to medium-low, cover partially, and simmer until the meat is very tender, 2 to 2½ hours. Add water as needed to maintain the original level. Remove the meat and set it aside to cool. Discard the onion, garlic, and cooking liquid.

				

					
					Using your fingers or two forks, very finely shred the cooled meat, following the grain. Put the meat into a large serving bowl and add the tomatoes, thinly sliced onion, avocados, lettuce, cilantro, chipotles and their sauce, oil, vinegar, lime juice, oregano, and 1 teaspoon salt. Mix well, then taste for salt and add more if needed.

				

					
					Serve the salpicón with the tostadas and limes, inviting diners to top their tostadas with a few spoonfuls of salpicón and a squeeze of lime juice.

				

			

			Pasta with Shrimp and Árbol Chiles

			Pasta con Camarones

			Juicy with tomatoes, this pasta dish (see photograph, this page) is light yet hearty, with depth of flavor
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