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INTRODUCTION

One of my first Mexican food memories is eating a burrito that my dad had made, sitting in a bus on one of our many journeys to Sinaloa. The smell of the soft homemade flour tortilla, stuffed with a delicious, melt-in-your-mouth shredded beef stew is something that always makes me think of home.

I’m from Ensenada in the north of Mexico, a small coastal city in Baja California – hence the book’s title Norteña, which means a native woman from northern Mexico, according to the Collins Dictionary. It is pronounced nↃR’tenja. My dad was born there and my mum is from Sinaloa, another northern state.

I grew up Norteña, stretching out my ch’s, talking golpeado (abruptly), listening to Norteñan and banda Sinaloense music. I went to carne asadas (north Mexican barbecues), ate flour tortillas, dogos (Mexican hot dogs), nachos and corn on the cob on the beach while running around with my siblings.

In my house, the outside built-in grill was the heart of the kitchen and we needed no excuse to light it up. Even though I have been living in London for the last twenty years, I still cook the same family recipes that I grew up eating. I’m living proof that you can take a Norteñan out of the north, but you can’t take the north out of a Norteña’s heart.

A NORTHERN FAMILY AFFAIR WITH FOOD

Both sides of my family are big and full of excellent cooks. My dad was one of eight: four brothers and four sisters. My mum is one of fourteen: seven sisters and seven brothers. I spent my childhood playing a la comidita (pretending to run a restaurant) and hide and seek with my three siblings and my many, many cousins. This was especially true when we used to go to Culiacán, a city in Sinaloa, where my mum is from. I have lovely memories of spending every school holiday at my grandma, Mamá Mila’s, house. I will never forget the food she cooked for us, like the calabaza en dulce, pumpkin in syrup (here). We looked forward to being there so much that we didn’t even mind the 24-hour bus journey to get there.

I used to enjoy the summers there as they were full of fun; lots of cousins to play with, fresh ceviche, raspados (flavoured shaved ice) and getting wet under the warm rain. However, the heat was – and still is – unbearable. It feels like an inferno on earth. My favourite month to visit my grandma in Sinaloa is December because the climate is far more pleasant during that time of the year. Plus, we loved all the festive gatherings; the feasts and the commotion that the Zazuetas have always made.

December is also the season for making plentiful amounts of tamales (here) to celebrate Christmas Eve. Tamales are dough parcels, stuffed with meat and vegetables, wrapped in corn husks and then steamed. It is a laborious recipe, but I remember the process always being very well-orchestrated by my grandma – the queen of the kitchen and the woman with the best sazon (magic touch) in the family. The women of the family would make so many that we would be eating them for days, long after Christmas Eve.

Growing up in a large family meant having a feast at every mealtime. We would have to eat in ‘rounds’ as there wasn’t enough room at the table for everybody to be seated at once. My grandma’s house was always crowded like this, with people and food. She and my aunties took the Mexican phrase ‘mi casa es tu casa’ (my house is your house) to heart. That way of thinking is embedded in me – because I now do the same.
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My mum’s family’s love for food shaped the way I think about it, but it was my dad’s passion for cooking that really instilled in me the desire to learn how to cook. He came from humble beginnings so, out of necessity, learned how to cook from a very young age. He taught my siblings and I all he knew. His happy place was always the kitchen, where he cooked the most amazing food, from traditional Mexican dishes to new things that we had never heard of before.

My apa (dad) was always thinking about food. I was accustomed to listening to him during breakfast, talking about what we were going to eat for lunch. My mum used to tell him off all the time, saying: ‘Martin, you are always thinking about food!’. But he never cared about her jests and jeers; food was his love.
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My dad was a proper northerner, totally in love with his grill. I remember his eyes lighting up when he got his brick grill built. He made sure to use it as much as he could. I have so many lovely memories of all the carnes asadas (barbecues) we had. I can still picture him sitting in a corner of our patio with a wooden chopping board and his knife, chopping the grilled arrachera (bavette steak) that he had just taken off the grill. He would put some in a bowl for us to help ourselves to tacos de carne asada (here). Writing about my dad brings tears to my eyes as we have never been able to recover from his sudden passing. The built-in barbecue has hardly been used since he died, as carnes asadas are just not the same without him.

Over the years, the dynamic in my family has changed, especially after the passing of my dad and my grandparents. Now, I live in London and have two children, Miah and Emilio, with my English husband, Russell. I haven’t been to Sinaloa in such a long time, but we fly to Ensenada almost every summer. At home in London, I cook a lot of the food that I ate while growing up in Mexico, in the hope that my children come to cherish these recipes as much as I do. I hope they can build their own Mexican food memories and learn that the best way to show someone your love is by cooking, just like my parents did for me.

The list of northern cuisine dishes is so immense that a cookbook is not enough to encapsulate the beautiful flavours of each state. In this book, not only will you find the recipes I grew up with, but also some of the most popular and loved recipes that the north has to offer. Some of the recipes come with useful notes, with what elements can be made ahead of time, how to store the leftovers and what to use to make it vegetarian. Some of the recipes call for easy-to-source alternative ingredients that work well as replacements for traditional Mexican elements – I have cooked all these dishes in my English kitchen.

The recipes are divided into sections: breakfasts, vegetables, seafood, meats, salsas, sweets and drinks. Be sure to use the menu guide to refer to how to serve dishes, when to have them or if they are perfect for a special occasion or a feast.

Here lies a small gathering of northern recipes – each is full of wonderful flavours that offer a great taste of north Mexico.

With love from a very proud Norteña,

Karla x







BUENOS DÍAS

GOOD MORNING

Mexicans love to start their day with a proper, substantial breakfast. A Mexican breakfast always involves eggs, tortillas, beans, spicy salsa, coffee, orange juice, fresh fruit and something sweet to finish with our coffee. It is what keeps us going through the morning, until we sit down for lunch around 3 o’clock.

Mexican breakfast dishes vary depending on the region. For instance, in Yucatán, a typical Mexican dish is huevos motuleños, two fried eggs over a fried corn tortilla, covered with a spicy habanero salsa, peas, ham and fried plantain, originally from the city of Motul. In Mexico City, eating chilaquiles, fried tortilla chips smothered with a green or red sauce, for breakfast is a must.

Breakfasts in the north of Mexico are just as delicious. In fact, in Valle de Guadalupe, in the countryside of Ensenada, there is a restaurant called La Cocina de Doña Esthela (Doña Esthela’s kitchen), which has won the title of being one of the best places in the world to eat breakfast. If you want to eat here, you need to get up very, very early, as the queue for a table is immense – so long that sometimes people wait for up to 3 hours.

A typical northern-style breakfast includes some sort of meat, like steak, machaca, chorizo or barbacoa (a meat dish traditionally made in an underground oven), eggs, flour or corn tortillas, refried pinto beans, spicy salsa, good coffee and a refreshing orange juice.

In my family, my dad was always up for cooking a feast in the morning, he didn’t mind waking up very early to make flour tortillas, fried eggs, refried beans and a salsa from scratch. He used to spoil us all the time, sometimes we’d rise early, hit the road and head towards the countryside to eat at Meson Leonardo’s. My dad would always order the same thing, a querendon: two fried eggs over a corn tortilla, ranch-style steak, two quesadillas and refried pinto beans. It is a wonderful place, extremely popular among the locals, with a wide Mexican breakfast selection.

In this menu plan, you will find light options to start your day, heavy ones to keep you going or the perfect breakfast dish for when you had too many drinks the night before.









MENU 1: A TRADITONAL NORTHERN BREAKFAST

FLOUR TORTILLAS [image: ]

DRIED SHREDDED BEEF WITH POTATOES

JUST-FRIED PINTO BEANS [image: ]

CHARRED SALSA [image: ]

FRIED EGGS

FRESH FRUIT PLATTER

COFFEE FROM THE POT

FRESH ORANGE JUICE

PALMIERS

MENU 2: A HANGOVER CURE

CORN TORTILLAS [image: ]

SKATE WING SOUP

SEAFOOD COCKTAIL

FRESH ORANGE JUICE

MICHELADA

MENU 3: VEGETARIAN [image: ]

FLOUR TORTILLAS [image: ]

VEGAN CHORIZO WITH POTATOES [image: ]

JUST-FRIED PINTO BEANS

CHILLI COLORADO SAUCE [image: ]

GUACAMOLE [image: ]

FRIED PLANTAIN

COFFEE FROM THE POT

A SLICE OF DATE LOAF CAKE

MENU 4: SOMETHING SPECIAL

CORN TORTILLAS [image: ]

BEEF BIRRIA

PIGGY BEANS (PAGE 232)

SCRAMBLED EGGS

COFFEE FROM THE POT

PALMIERS
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ESENCIALES DEL NORTE
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NORTHERN ESSENTIALS

It is almost unthinkable to imagine a northern Mexican table without warm, homemade flour tortillas, spicy salcitas (salsas), good refried pinto beans or frijoles puercos (piggy beans). I’m certain that every north Mexican family holds their own perfect recipe for carne asada (charcoal grilled steak), machaca (dried shredded beef) and chile colorado (red sauce).

These are recipes that are embedded in us, that we grow up with, cook and repeat – sometimes on a daily or weekly basis. Some of the recipes in this section have been passed from generation to generation, like the piggy beans or chile colorado.

The first twelve recipes are the perfect dishes to host a carne asada (northern Mexican barbecue). I think it’s important to learn how to make them, so you, like me, are able to host a proper northern party (here). This is sociable, family food, to be shared and enjoyed together.








TORTILLAS DE HARINA

FLOUR TORTILLAS
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Wheat arrived in the north of Mexico with the first Spanish explorers. The indigenous people of the north found a way to use wheat flour by adopting the ingredient into their traditional tortilla recipe, which was usually made with corn. Each state in north Mexico has its own way of making tortillas – in Sonora they are famous for their tortillas sobaqueras, a very large tortilla that is hand stretched and then cooked over an iron dome heated with wood. In Chihuahua, they add baking powder to the tortilla dough, to make it puff easily. In Coahuila, the tortillas are a bit thicker.

There are different ways to make a flour tortilla; rolling with a rolling pin, stretching by hand or using an electric tortilla press to pre-cook them. This last one is a bit trickier, as electric tortilla presses are hard to come by in the UK. I use a combination of two methods: starting my tortilla by rolling it with the rolling pin and finishing it off stretching by hand. Whichever technique you decide to use, remember that practice makes perfect.

MAKES APPROX. 16 TORTILLAS

100G PORK LARD (OR VEGETABLE SHORTENING), CUBED, PLUS EXTRA FOR GREASING

500G PLAIN FLOUR, PLUS EXTRA FOR DUSTING

1 TBSP TABLE SALT

250ML WARM WATER

Take the lard out of the fridge 2 hours before making the tortillas, so it is soft enough to work with.

Place the flour in a large bowl. Mix the salt into the flour and then add the lard. Mix well with the tips of your fingers until it feels and looks sandy. Then add the warm water, bit by bit, mixing well until a dough has formed.

Take the dough out of the bowl and start kneading on the worktop. Knead it well for around 15 minutes to activate the gluten in the flour, until the dough looks soft and smooth.

Once the dough bounces back when pressed, place it back into the bowl and cover with a clean, dry tea towel. Leave to rest for 45 minutes.

After 45 minutes, divide the dough into 50g dough balls and place them on a baking tray. Rub a small amount of lard on top, to make sure they don’t dry out, before covering with a clean, dry tea towel again. Leave to rest for a further 15 minutes.

After the dough balls have rested, heat a frying pan over a medium–high heat.

Lightly dust your rolling surface and rolling pin with flour. Place a dough ball on the floured surface and, using the rolling pin, roll into a circular shape until 2mm thick and about 25cm wide. Alternatively, start rolling the dough on the worktop and finish by stretching, using the tips of your fingers to make it perfectly round.

Place the tortilla, one at a time, into the dry, hot frying pan and cook for a few seconds on one side. Bubbles will start rising, which is a good sign of when to flip. Cook on the other side until brown spots appear, which should take around 15 seconds.

Once the tortilla has puffed up, quickly and carefully remove from the frying pan and wrap in a clean, dry tea towel to keep warm.

Repeat the process with the remaining dough balls until you have a pile of flour tortillas.

Enjoy the first tortilla with some salted butter and use the rest to make tacos de carne asada or burritos.

Store the tortillas in a zip-lock bag to keep fresh and prevent from going stale and hard. Flour tortillas can be stored in the fridge for a few days, or kept in the freezer for a few months. To reheat, defrost for about 2 hours before warming in a hot frying pan.
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TORTILLAS DE MAÍZ

CORN TORTILLAS
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Corn, for Mexicans, is the golden jewel of our cuisine – we eat it every day in different forms. For me, the tastiest and most versatile way to eat corn is by making corn tortillas; either to wrap food or use as cutlery.

Being totally honest, in Mexico, this is something that you buy fresh from a tortilleria (a tortilla shop that produces and sells freshly made tortillas). Here, they nixtamalize the corn and grind the nixtamal (corn kernels that have been cooked in a solution with limestone and water) to make the dough. This goes into a machine that presses the dough into round tortillas, before they are placed on a conveyor belt and cooked at speed. They make thousands a day! As a child, I was sent here to buy my family’s tortilla batch. I’ll never forget the smell of nixtamal in the tortilleria; a warm nutty, tangy aroma reminiscent of oats. The tortillero would wrap my order either in paper or a towel. Before they did so, I would always pinch a tortilla and borrow the counter’s salt shaker, rolling myself a hot, salty one for the journey home.

I didn’t learn to make these before I moved to London and eventually grew tired of bringing tortillas back in my suitcase. I taught myself and even learnt how to make my own nixtamal. That, however, is a longer process, so the recipe below uses masa harina, or GMO-free corn flour, which still makes a perfect corn tortilla.

MAKES 19 TORTILLAS

250G MASA HARINA (GMO-FREE CORN FLOUR)

450ML WARM WATER

EQUIPMENT

COMAL (FLAT GRIDDLE PAN)/NON-STICK FRYING PAN/SKILLET)

TORTILLA PRESS

2 PIECES OF THICK PLASTIC

TORTILLERA (TORTILLA BASKET) (OPTIONAL)

Place the comal or frying pan over a low heat to warm.

Place the nixtamalized corn flour in a bowl and start adding the water, small amounts at a time. Mix well until well combined and there is no dry flour left in the bowl. The dough needs to be moist and just a bit softer than playdough consistency. If you end up adding too much water, add more flour – or if it is too dry, add more water. Once the dough is ready, cover with a dry, clean tea towel to prevent drying out.

This flour does not need to be kneaded as much as wheat flour, as it is gluten free. As soon as the flour turns into a dough, it is ready to start working with. Weigh out a 35g amount and roll slightly smaller than a golf ball.

Open the tortilla press and place one sheet of plastic on the base. Place the corn dough ball in the centre, pressing it slightly so that it sticks in place. Put the other sheet of plastic on top and close the tortilla press, squeezing slightly to form a small tortilla around 4mm thick. Open the press, flip the tortilla and press again until it is around 14cm in diameter and 2mm thick. Make sure that it is equal thickness all around, to cook evenly.

Increase the heat under the pan. Peel off the top piece of plastic. Place the tortilla in the palm of your hand and carefully peel away the other plastic sheet.

Turn the palm of your hand and carefully place the tortilla straight into the hot pan. Cook for 15 seconds over a high heat before flipping. Cook on the other side for around 15 seconds, then lower the heat and flip one last time until the tortilla starts to puff. When it has ballooned, remove from the heat and wrap in a tea towel to sit in your tortillera (tortilla basket) to keep warm. Repeat with the remaining dough to finish the batch.

These tortillas can be stored in a zip-lock bag in the fridge for a few days, or in the freezer for a few months. To reheat, defrost on a worktop for around 2 hours before warming in a hot frying pan.

While you can make corn tortillas by hand, a tradition that a lot of women do in Mexico, investing in a good tortilla press is a great option to make the process quick, easy and enjoyable.
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TACOS DE CARNE ASADA

ASADA TACOS

[image: ]

Cooking over fire dates back way before the Spaniards arrived in Mexico, but the technique of grilling meat on a pit in the north started with the arrival of Sephardi Jews that settled in Nuevo León. They introduced new breeds of cattle to the north, which flourished. Nowadays, the northern states in Mexico are the main producers of the country’s meat.

A good taco de carne asada starts with marinating the steaks. There are different ways to do this in every northern state; some people just add salt and pepper, others have a special blend of spices. In my family, and many others in Baja California, we marinate thin pieces of arrachera (bavette steak) with slices of orange, shredded onion, garlic salt and lager. Ask your butcher to thinly slice the meat, if possible. The acid of the orange tenderizes the meat as well as adding extra flavour, which makes an amazing taco de carne asada.

SERVES 4, MAKES APPROX. 15 TACOS

15 FLOUR OR CORN TORTILLAS (SHOP-BOUGHT OR SEE HERE AND HERE FOR HOMEMADE)

240G PINTO BEANS FROM THE POT

3 PERFECTLY RIPE HASS AVOCADOS, MASHED

150G WHITE ONION, FINELY CHOPPED

150G FRESH CORIANDER, FINELY CHOPPED

SPICY SALSA OF YOUR CHOICE (HERE)

3 LIMES, CUT INTO WEDGES

FOR THE MARINADE

1KG BAVETTE STEAK, THINLY SLICED

1 ORANGE, THINLY SLICED

½ WHITE ONION, THINLY SLICED

1 TBSP GARLIC SALT

200ML LAGER

½ TSP GROUND BLACK PEPPER

TO MAKE THE MARINADE

Place a layer of bavette steak in a large dish, then add some orange slices and some onion. Season with garlic salt and black pepper and continue layering with the rest of the meat. Pour the lager over the steaks. Cover and leave in the fridge to marinate for 30 minutes.

TO GRILL THE STEAKS

Rub the grill with half an onion, then light up the barbecue. Once the charcoal is glowing white and red hot in the centre, it’s ready to cook on. Spread the coals so they are evenly distributed at the base layer.

Remove the slices of orange and onion from the steak and discard. Grill the thin steaks for a few minutes on each side, until well done. Remove from the heat and chop, keeping the meat in a lidded bowl to keep warm.

Serve with a selection of dishes of your preference; mashed avocado, chopped onion, chopped coriander, slices of lime, spicy salsa (here), frijoles de la olla (here), frijoles puercos (here), flour and corn tortillas (here and here), quesadillas, green pepper strips, chilitos y cebollitas (here), fresh radishes and grilled chorizo.

I always use bavette steak but you could use other cuts, too. My dad used to cook the steaks well done, but feel free to cook the steak the way you like it. To make this recipe vegetarian or vegan, replace the steak for portobello mushrooms, season with salt and pepper and drizzle with olive oil, omitting the orange marinade.
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FRIJOLES PINTOS DE LA OLLA

PINTO BEANS FROM THE POT
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In my family, Mondays were the day for cooking beans – always pinto beans, as those are the most popular beans in the north of Mexico. After cooking, we’d store them in the fridge for use throughout the week. Sometimes to make refried beans, or sometimes just to be eaten fresh with some coriander, onion and queso fresco – a proper meal in itself.

As a child, helping my mum clean the dried beans was one of the first things I was asked to help with in the kitchen. I still follow this tradition with my children, here in London. They are great helpers, and this is an easy task to get them involved.

Cooking beans from scratch seems like a difficult thing to do, but believe me, this is one of the easiest recipes to make. Once you start cooking beans from scratch, you will never buy ones in a can again. The secret is to soak them for 2 hours and not add salt until they are soft.

SERVES 6

500G DRIED PINTO BEANS

½ ONION, PEELED, WHOLE

3 GARLIC CLOVES, PEELED

2 FRESH BAY LEAVES

5G SEA SALT

TO SERVE

FINELY CHOPPED ONION

CHOPPED FRESH CORIANDER

QUESO FRESCO OR FETA, FINELY CRUMBLED

SPICY SALSA OF YOUR CHOICE (HERE) OR CRUSHED CHILTEPINES

Start by sorting out the beans, making sure there are no broken pieces or little stones. Once cleaned, wash under running water.

Add the beans to a large bowl, cover with water and leave to soak for 2 hours.

Discard the water and place the beans in a saucepan or a cast-iron pot. Add 2 litres of cold water, onion, garlic and bay leaves. Bring to the boil and then put the lid on and reduce the heat to low. Simmer for one hour, adding another litre of hot water if needed.

After an hour, check if the beans are tender; if they are, it’s time to add the salt. Cook for another 15 minutes over a low heat until the beans are soft.

Serve some pinto beans in a bowl with some bean cooking broth, then add some chopped onion, coriander and crumbled cheese. Add some spicy salsa or crushed chiltepines for a nice kick.

Once cooked, the beans can either be frozen for up to 6 months or kept fresh in the fridge for up to 5 days.






FRIJOLES PUERCOS

PIGGY BEANS
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This recipe is from Sinaloa, but there is a similar recipe from Sonora where it is called frijoles maneados (mashed beans). In Nuevo León, the recipe pairs with an adobo made with different chillies, ferociously called frijoles con veneno (beans with poison).

In my family, we cook these every time we’re celebrating: a birthday, Christmas, or another special occasion. The bacon and chorizo add so much smoky flavour to the beans that I could eat them by the spoonful. I love the way my mum makes this at home, with the addition of olives. It’s a simple joy to bite into something spicy while experiencing savoury creaminess at the same time.

SERVES 4

20ML SUNFLOWER OIL

60G ONION, CHOPPED

1 GARLIC CLOVE, MINCED

100G SMOKED BACON, CHOPPED

100G COOKING CHORIZO, CHOPPED

500G COOKED UNSALTED PINTO BEANS WITH JUICE

20G PICKLED JALAPEÑOS

40G CHIPOTLE IN ADOBO PASTE

50G CHEDDAR CHEESE, GRATED

20 GREEN OLIVES, PITTED

Heat the oil in a saucepan over a medium–low heat, then add the onion and garlic. Fry for 2 minutes, making sure not to burn them.

Add the bacon and fry for around 5 minutes, then add the chorizo and continue frying for another 5 minutes.

When the chorizo and bacon are cooked, incorporate the cooked pinto beans, along with their juice. Add the pickled jalapeños and chipotle in adobo.

Once the beans are hot, remove from the heat and, using a handheld blender, blend until smooth. Stir in the grated Cheddar and olives.

Return to the heat and as soon as the mixture starts bubbling, remove from the heat and serve. Enjoy these beans as a side dish or as a dip alongside some tortilla chips.

You can make this vegetarian by replacing all the pork ingredients for vegan alternatives. My recipe for vegan chorizo (here) is perfect for this dish.
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