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preface

When I began to lead culinary trips to Mexico in 1989, I knew it was important that any-
one who wanted to learn about Mexican cooking should also know about the people who 
raise, prepare, and eat both the daily and the celebratory foods of the country. For me, it 
is not enough just to follow the directions in recipes. I believe you must understand the 
culture of those who are preparing the dishes. To quote the noted anthropologist Sidney W. 
Mintz, “The single most important truth about human beings is the existence of culture. . . .  
How could we possibly think about what human beings eat without taking into account 
those properties of our species?”

Over the years, I have eaten and cooked with many Mexican families from diverse cul-
tures. Some prepared their food over the lively heat of a wood fire built on the packed-
earth floor of the cooking area, but most had kitchens that mirror those found in typical 
homes in the United States. The main differences numbered just two: a traditional basalt 
molcajete had the place of pride on the counter and a comal was invariably nearby.

During these years, I wrote four Mexican cookbooks. But none of them accomplished 
what I hope to do here. Initially I wanted to explore fully the origins and traditions of the 
various foods of the country, starting with the basic dishes of the indigenous people, many 
of whom still speak only their original native language, and to better understand the pro-
found European influence, especially of the Spanish and the French, which is everywhere 
in evidence. Then I became aware of an early third component: the more subtle culinary 
contribution of the enslaved Africans brought to the New World by the Spanish. They car-
ried the staple foods of their homeland and the skills and knowledge for growing crops and 
raising livestock. I knew that other later influences existed as well, especially those that 
traveled along the trade route between the Philippines and the Pacific Coast, but it was the 
culture of these first three groups in Mexico that I wanted to know more intimately. All 
three cultures came together to provide the basis for the Mexican cooking of today.

Researching and then writing this book was an almost four-year task, and I was for-
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tunate to have the help of Ricardo Muñoz Zurita during much of that time. He appeared 
in my life about 1991, when Shelley Wiseman, a cooking teacher in Mexico City, told me 
about an exciting new chef who was doing a brief stint at a very “in” restaurant. Of course, 
Shelley and I went and there I met Ricardo for the first time. What I remember most from 
that night, aside from his big smile, was the dish that ended the meal, encanto de zapote 
negro, a wickedly black and irresistible tropical fruit dessert. Ricardo and I bonded that 
evening and since then we have shared many culinary adventures, having fun along the 
way. Now, Ricardo is adding his extensive research on the regional foods of Mexico to this 
book, bringing a truly Mexican perspective to it.

Many of our recipes may be old friends, others quite unfamiliar. You will find dishes of 
corn, beans, tomatoes, chiles, and herbs and little else that are prepared today in the sim-
ple kitchens of some of Mexico’s indigenous peoples just as they have been for centuries. 
You will also discover recipes using these same staples, but transformed by the inclusion 
of ingredients and cooking techniques from Spain, France, and other parts of Europe and 
from Africa.

As you go through the pages of this book and learn the history and tradition behind 
these dishes, Ricardo and I hope you will be encouraged to experience the many tastes and 
textures of this multifaceted cuisine at your own table.


