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Mexican Food
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Everything in this world has its own bit of history. There is much more to Mexican food history, but this has been a brief overview. Mexican food has a long history and diverse one. It is believed that authentic Mexican food might have been derived from the Mayan Indians. They were traditionally nomadic hunters and gatherers. Corn tortillas with bean paste were a common food item; but they also ate wild game, tropic fruits, and fish.

In the mid 1300's, The Aztec Empire was thriving, and though the Mayan food staples were still in use, chili peppers, honey, salt and chocolate found its way into their cooking. Some of the wild game, such as turkey and duck, had now become domesticated.

In 1521 Spain invaded Mexico. Spanish foods had the most influence on the Mexican cuisine. They introduced new livestock, such as sheep, pigs and cows. They brought with them dairy products, and garlic as well as many different herbs, wheat and spices. It was at this time that the Mexican people saw the assimilation of many other cuisines including Caribbean, South American, French, West African and Portuguese. Because of this Mexican foods today are diverse, yet dishes to vary from region to region.

The early natives of Mexico did not have ovens, instead they heated food over and open fire, using cast iron skillets and ceramic ware. Another method was steaming. They would suspend meat wrapped in cactus or banana leaves, over boiling water in a deep pit. Frying was also a popular method.

They used a metate y mano, which is a large tool made of lava rock or stone that they would use as a grinding stone or the molcajete, which was smaller, to grind and smash ingredients. The molcajete, or mortar and pestle, is a small bowl shaped container that can be made of stone, pottery, hard wood or marble, and the pestle is baseball bat shaped.

Today Mexican Cuisine is a nice blend of the indigenous and Spanish cuisine. It is still based in beans, corn, tortillas, and chile peppers, but these are now usually served with some sort of meat and cheese. Most dishes come with some sort of rice and spices as well, a clear nod to the European influence. Since the colonization many cuisines have influenced Mexican Food, including French. The French intervened in Mexico in the 19th century, and their food was enjoyed by the upper class even after they left.
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The Mexican Pantry
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In Mexico, there are a couple of essential items that people often have in their pantries, including rice, dried pasta, flour, masa harina, dried beans, sugar, and oil. Canned items include canned tuna, pickled jalapeños, a can of chipotles in adobo, and perhaps some canned black beans. These are all items that are cheap, versatile, and mostly non-perishable. Below is recommended ingredients list to keep some of them in your kitchen.

Chili peppers: One of the first things that may come to mind when you think of Mexican food are chilies, which makes sense considering chilies are indigenous to Mexico and have been part of the cuisine for thousands of years. Mexican food has a reputation for being very spicy, but it has a wide range of flavors and while many spices are used for cooking, not all are spicy. Many dishes also have subtle flavors. Chiles are indigenous to Mexico and their use dates back thousands of years. They are used for their flavors and not just their heat, with Mexico using the widest variety. If a savory dish or snack does not contain chile pepper, hot sauce is usually added, and chile pepper is often added to fresh fruit and sweets. The importance of the chile goes back to the Mesoamerican period, where it was considered to be as much of a staple as corn and beans. In the 16th century, Bartolomé de las Casas wrote that without chiles, the indigenous people did not think they were eating. Even today, most Mexicans believe that their national identity would be at a loss without chiles and the many varieties of sauces and salsas created using chiles as their base. Many dishes in Mexico are defined by their sauces and the chiles those sauces contain (which are usually very spicy), rather than the meat or vegetable that the sauce covers. These dishes include entomatada (in tomato sauce), adobo or adobados, pipians and moles. A hominy soup called pozole is defined as white, green or red depending on the chile sauce used or omitted. Tamales are differentiated by the filling which is again defined by the sauce (red or green chile pepper strips or mole). Dishes without a sauce are rarely eaten without a salsa or without fresh or pickled chiles. This includes street foods, such as tacos, tortas, soup, sopes, tlacoyos, tlayudas, Gorditas and sincronizadas. For most dishes, it is the type of chile used that gives it its main flavor. Chipotle, smoked-dried jalapeño pepper, is very common in Mexican cuisine.

Beans: Another widely used ingredient is beans or frijoles, and it would be hard to find any Mexican kitchen without a variety stocked in the pantry. You be familiar with black beans and pinto beans, but there are also plenty of other brownish and black beans, like golden Peruvian and flor de junio. They are used to make dishes such as refried beans, bean salads, soups, and the traditional dish frijoles de olla (Mexican pot beans).
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Corn: Despite the introduction of wheat and rice to Mexico, corn is the most commonly consumed starch in almost all areas of the country and serves as the main ingredient in many local recipes (e.g. corn, tortillas, atole, pozol, menudo, tamal). While it is eaten fresh, most corn is dried, nixtamalized and ground into dough called masa. This dough is used both fresh and fermented to make a wide variety of dishes from drinks (atole, pozol, etc.) to tamales, sopes, and much more. However, the most common way to eat corn in Mexico is in the form of a tortilla, which accompanies almost every dish. Tortillas are made of corn in most of the country, but other versions exist, such as wheat in the north or plantain, yuca and wild greens in Oaxaca.

Avocado: Where to start with the wonderful avocado? It contains nearly 20 vitamins and nutrients such as potassium, which helps to relieve high blood pressure. It is also super rich in monounsaturated fats (the good ones).

Fats: When it comes to using fats in recipes, you won't find butter in classic Mexican cuisine. Today, most cooks will use vegetable oil, but the more traditional fat to cook with is lard. Lard, which is pig fat, gives a wonderful flavor to refried beans and the masa (cornflour dough) used for tamales.

Tomatoes: Walk into any vegetable market in Mexico and you will see more varieties of tomato than you can count. 

Whether you are going for the standard plum or the rippled kidney tomato, give it a good smell before buying and you will know instantly if you are getting something flavorful and fresh.



Tomatillos: Called tomates verdes in much of Mexico, small green tomatillos have a tangier, more citrusy flavor than true green tomatoes. When choosing tomatillos, look for pale green orbs with firm flesh that fills and splits open the fruit’s papery outer husk, which must be removed before cooking. While we prefer the flavor and texture of fresh tomatillos, we have found that you can substitute one 12-ounce can of tomatillos, drained and rinsed, for every 8 ounces of fresh tomatillos. Click here for more information on how to prepare tomatillos.

Pumpkin and Pumpkin Seeds: Using the delicious, buttery flesh of a pumpkin as well as the seeds inside is very satisfying. The two go very well together, as the earthiness of the seeds contrasts beautifully with the delicate flesh. If you are scooping the seeds yourself, wash and dry them thoroughly before using.



Peanuts: Peanuts are grown and eaten throughout Mexico and are a vital ingredient in many mole sauces, for which they are ground up and simmered with chiles, chocolate, and other nuts and seeds to make a rich, dark sauce. Peanuts are also used to make simpler sauces and are often eaten as a snack.

Sesame Seeds: Sesame seeds were introduced to Mexico by the Spanish, and have since become an integral part of many moles and sauces. In Mexico, they’re often used unhulled. We use hulled sesame seeds in our recipes, since they’re more widely available in the United States.

Sour Oranges: Also known as bitter or Seville oranges, sour oranges are used throughout Mexico. Their tart, acidic juice is often used for sauces, like the one for Carnitas, or in marinades, as in Yucatán-Style Barbecued Pork. Because sour oranges are hard to come by in many parts of the Unites States, we substitute a combination of orange and lime juices.

Masa Harina: This flour is the product of grinding dried field corn or maize. It forms the base of corn tortillas, as well as being the core ingredient in many sauces.

Herbs: The two most common herbs you will encounter in Mexican cooking are cilantro and Mexican oregano. Cilantro is used fresh, bringing a brightness and somewhat citrus essence to dishes. 

The vibrant green leaves are snipped and added to guacamole and salsas as well as many other dishes.

Mexican oregano is native to the country and related to lemon verbena. It can be used fresh or dried and differs from Mediterranean oregano in that it has more of a licorice flavor as well as hints of citrus.

Mexican Crema: Thick, slightly tangy Mexican crema is a popular way to impart a touch of richness to many dishes. Drizzled atop creamy Spicy Pinto Bean Soup, it adds a bright finishing touch, and dishes like Baja Fish Tacos with Pickled Onion and Cabbage just don’t seem complete without it. 

Similar in flavor and texture to crème fraîche, Mexican crema is quite simple to make at home. 

We’ve developed two versions: a more authentic version that is cultured overnight, and a quick version that tastes great and takes only a few minutes to make.
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