








Tea

TO TALK ABOUT TEA IN SOUTH TEXAS is to delve into all that is curative and mys-
terious in the early ranch kitchen. Of course, there is the simple delight of a tall,
frosty glass of iced tea, and I will share a recipe for our local Sweetened Iced Tea.
However, tea for many here goes beyond the mere cup.

A hundred years ago, the brushy wilderness served as a vertiable variety
store for the little ranches scattered across the Wild Horse Desert—it was their
strongest ally for survival. The brush plants were what the ranchers had on hand
to cure ailments, and the best way to extract their medicinal properties was by
making a tea from them. Many homes today still have gardens dedicated to grow-
ing curative herbs.

Tea can be made two ways: either by infusion, which is pouring boiling
water over the ingredients, steeping for a few minutes, then straining out the
spent material; or by decoction, which is simply boiling the ingredients in water,
then straining out the spent material. Infusions are generally made with leafy
ingredients; decoctions are usually made of hard woody ingredients such as stems
and bark.

Loose tooth? Try a decoction of sangre de drago, which tightens the gums.
Stomach problems? Boil comancha root for a curative tea. Puffy eyes? Try a com-
press soaked in tea of mesquite leaves. Any ailment could be cured with the right
plant and a little faith.

Other teas were simply refreshing drinks. Store-bought coffee and oriental
teas were scarce; instead, ranchers brewed refreshing teas, or tisanes (“healthy
teas”), from cinnamon sticks, lemon or orange leaves, eucalyptus leaves, or other
garden herbs.
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TE DE MANZANILLA cHamMomMiLE TEA

SERVES 4

Herbal remedies should be administered with caution, as the concentrated
extracts of some plants can prove hazardous. However, there is one recipe that even doctors
recommend for colic in babies: te de manzanilla, or chamomile tea. A good strong infusion,
barely warm, quiets and soothes a child’s tummy and demeanor. Right next to the diapers in
almost every South Texas supermarket are long cardboard displays hung with hanks of man-
zanilla. My babies certainly got their share of te de manzanilla, and I still make it for my kids

whenever they need a little extra care and comfort.

4 bags te de manzanilla (chamomile tea)
PLACE the tea bags in a 4- to 6-cup teapot. Bring 4 cups of water to a boil, pour

over the tea bags, and allow to steep for 5 minutes. Remove bags from the water
and allow tea to cool to warm.
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SWEETENED ICED TEA

SERVES 8

When brewing the tea, allow tea to cool to room temperature before chilling in the

refrigerator, to avoid clouding.

2 quarts freshly brewed black tea, chilled
1 cup sugar

6 to 8 Mexican limes, cut in half (see page 36)

STIR TOGETHER the tea and sugar. Squeeze in limes, and add the spent lime rinds.
Stir well and serve over ice in tall glasses.

@ LEMON ICED TEA: Lemons can be substituted for the Mexican limes, but discard the
lemon rind after squeezing. When packed for shipping, most lemons are coated with
wax, which will leave a film on the surface of the tea.

ICED TEA

AFTER DINNER AT MY GRANDMOTHER’S HOUSE, carrots and chile del monte (wild chile). One

| would always head back to the kitchen to visit thing | always begged from her was a sip of her
the housekeeper to see what she was having. sweetened iced tea. Loaded with freshly

Of course, she would be eating basically the squeezed limes picked from the tree in the
same meal as the rest of the family, but | always yard, the icy glasses always had long spoons in
thought the way she fixed her plate was more them to stir up the settled sugar. Eating with my
interesting. She always mixed Mexican and family, | never got to have my own glass. Tea
American traditions: roast beef we were eating was for grown-ups. But that just made the

with fresh salsa, barbecued ribs with pickled stolen sips taste all the better.
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TEPACHE PINEAPPLE WINE

SERVES 8

Tepache, a type of pineapple agua fresca, is still served on many ranches and
sold on the streets out of large barrels in Border towns. The slight fermentation of the sugars
in the pineapple rind, paired with the mingled flavors of black pepper, cinnamon, and cloves,
gives it a pleasing bite. Even though pineapple is not native to the Wild Horse Desert, the

fruit is widespread throughout Mexico, and the drink is quite popular in our hot climate.

1 pineapple rind, washed, plus any leftover 6 whole cloves
pineapple bits or core (not the leaves) 2 ounces piloncillo (unrefined sugar; see
6 black peppercorns page 26)

1 stick cinnamon (Mexican if possible; see
page 29)

PLACE the pineapple rind and pieces of core in a l-quart glass or ceramic con-
tainer. Add 4 cups water and the spices, seal tightly, and allow to ferment at room
temperature for 72 hours. Using a mesh strainer, filter the liquid into a pitcher
and discard the pineapple remains. Add the piloncillo and stir to completely dis-
solve. You may want to dilute the drink further with up to 4 cups more water.
The tepache should have a distinct winey flavor. Serve over cracked ice, and store

any leftover tepache in the refrigerator.
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AGUA DE JAMAICA HIBISCUS FLOWER WATER

SERVES 8

Deep scarlet in color and tart in flavor, the juice of the hibiscus flower, or flor
de jamaica (Hibiscus sabdariffa), will remind you of cranberry juice. Originally from India
and Malaysia, flor de jamaica can be a bit expensive, as the blossoms are harvested by hand,
but you need only a small amount to make enough of this agua fresca for a crowd. You can
find flor de jamaica in your local Latin American market; however, there are several brands
of cranberry teas that combine hibiscus flowers with dried cranberries and other herbs. These
make a fine substitute—just check the ingredients on the label to make sure the tea contains

hibiscus flowers to achieve the same refreshing flavor.

% cup dried flor de jamaica (hibiscus flowers)

% cup sugar

COMBINE the flor de jamaica and 4 cups water in a 2-quart saucepan. Bring to a
boil, reduce the heat, and simmer for 5 minutes, then remove from heat. Allow
to cool.

STRAIN the cooled liquid into a 2-quart pitcher. Add the sugar and enough water
to make 2 quarts, stir well, and chill. Serve chilled over ice.
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AGUA DE TAMARINDO ramarIND WATER

SERVES 8

Agua de tamarindo always needs to be stirred right before serving, as it has a
tendency to separate. You can use a blender to better combine the pulp with the water, but the
drink becomes somewhat foamy. Instead, I serve agua de tamarindo with a long spoon left in

the pitcher, to give it an occasional stir.

1 pound tamarind pods

% to 1 cup sugar

CRACK the outer peel of the tamarind pods to separate and pull out and discard
the stringy interior veins (don’t worry about the seeds yet). Place the peeled
tamarind pods in a 2-quart saucepan and cover with water. Bring to a boil, reduce
the heat, and simmer for 25 minutes, or until the tamarind pods are soft. Drain.

PLACE a mesh strainer over a 2-quart mixing bowl. Press the cooked pods through
the mesh strainer, breaking up the pods and scraping the pulp against the mesh
to remove the seeds. The pulp will drop into the bowl. You may have to do this
in batches to accommodate all the pods. Discard the seeds. You should have about
1% cups of pulp.

PLACE the pulp in a 2-quart pitcher. Add 2 quarts of water and the sugar to taste.
Stir well to combine. Serve chilled over ice.

TAMARIND

NATIVE TO ASIA AND AFRICA, tamarind is grown markets. Make sure the tamarind pods are fresh,
throughout Mexico and is a favorite candy and are moist, and that the shell breaks cleanly away
beverage flavor. Tamarind can be found in its from the fruit, showing no mold or bugs (if you
whole-pod form in Latin American and Indian can, test one at the market before buying).
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CAFE DE OLLA cLay poT cOFFEE

SERVES 4

Early in the morning, between November and December, when the wind blows cold
outside and the misty rain clutters the view from the kitchen window, that is the exact moment
when I make café de olla. Originally boiled in a traditional clay pot called an olla, this coffee
has a rich, strong flavor, sweetened with spices and the raw sugar flavor of piloncillo.
Comforting like a grandmother’s hug, the aroma of the spices wraps itself around my kitchen

and makes the world right.

This is an old recipe, enjoyed in cow camps across the Wild Horse Desert.

4 whole cloves 2 ounces piloncillo (unrefined sugar, see
page 26) or 2 tablespoons brown sugar,

1 stick cinnamon (Mexican if possible; see 8
tightly packed

page 29)
Y orange, unpeeled 3 to 4 tablespoons ground coffee

2 pieces star anise

POUR 4 cups of water into a 2-quart saucepan and add the cloves, cinnamon,
orange, star anise, and piloncillo. Bring to a boil, reduce the heat, and simmer
for 2 minutes. Add the coffee, simmer for 1 minute more, then remove from the
heat. Allow the mixture to steep for 2 minutes. Remove the orange and whole
spices, then strain the café de olla into a serving pot. Serve hot.

BEVERAGES



MEXICAN HOT CHOCOLATE

The cacao plant, from which chocolate is made, is native to Mexico, where chocolate is

highly celebrated, but if you visit the country you might notice that there is nary a chocolate

candy bar to be found. Chocolate is consumed mainly as a beverage. Montezuma, the Aztec em-

peror, enjoyed his chocolate in a golden cup. Drinking chocolate was the original way it was

served. Aside from its indescribably delicious flavor, the aroma of a steaming mug of chocolate,

as well as the warmth of the mug in your hands, is part of the complete chocolate experience.

1 cup milk

1 ounce Mexican chocolate, broken into pieces (see Notes)

HEAT the milk and chocolate together in a 1-quart saucepan over low heat. When
the chocolate is melted and the milk is well heated, blend with an immersion
blender (see Notes), or transfer the liquid to a blender and process to achieve a

properly frothy mug of chocolate.

NOTES: Mexican chocolate is flavored with cinnamon and ground almonds, and sweet-
ened with sugar. Most Latin American groceries will carry it, but if you can’t find
Mexican chocolate, substitute 1 ounce of unsweetened chocolate, add % teaspoon of
ground cinnamon, and sweeten to taste.

The drink is traditionally beaten with a molinillo, a wooden whisk carved out of a sin-
gle piece of wood that is used for frothing chocolate in Mexico. It is long and thin,
with a flared bulb on its end, with rings of wood that spin as the top handle is rubbed
quickly between your hands. My grandmother had several, but I think she would have
enjoyed using an electric immersion blender, as it is infinitely more efficient.

CACAO

THEOBROMA CACAO is the plant from which ca-
cao, the unprocessed predecessor of chocolate,
is derived. Cacao grows throughout southern

Mexico, where raw chocolate is still roasted and
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ground in many households. Most families have
their preferred molienda, or grinding recipe, which
dictates the proportion of cacao to cinnamon, al-
monds, and sugar that fits that family's tastes.



Spirits of the Wild Horse Desert

THE KARANKAWAS ROAMED THE COASTAL PLAINS OF SOUTH TEXAS, around what
is now known as Corpus Christi and South Padre Island. They were fierce, cruel
warriors with tattoos, their lips and chests pierced with pieces of cane; they were
seven feet tall and known to eat their enemies. Cabeza de Vaca, the famed
Spanish explorer who was their captive, observed them as they often binged on
a yellow brew of yaupon leaves, drinking themselves into a torpor, until they were
only blinking, barely breathing.

I think if T were Cabeza de Vaca, I would have needed a drink myself.

With the exception of the above-mentioned yaupon brew, almost all the alco-
holic drinks enjoyed in the Wild Horse Desert were brought in by the settlers,
from either the United States, Europe, or Mexico. And, even though we share
much of the food culture of Mexico, tequila was a rare commodity. The agave
plant, although present in this area, was not exploited or cultivated as it was in
Central Mexico. The native tribes of our area were nomadic hunter/gatherers, not
farmers. In addition, climatic conditions were not optimum for the agave plant.
From time to time, you will hear of local folks making home-brewed mezcal from
an agave plant in their backyard, but these occurrences are anecdotal and in no
way compare to the full-scale production seen in the Mexican states of Jalisco and
Oaxaca.

Beer is very much the libation of choice in Texas and northern Mexico. One
reason might be that the Wild Horse Desert is surrounded by some of the most
notable breweries in the world. The largest brewery in Latin America is
Cerveceria Cuauhtémoc, established in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon, and is only 140
miles south of the Rio Grande. Brands such as Carta Blanca, Tecate, Sol,
Superior, Dos Equis, Indio, Bohemia, and Noche Buena are produced by this one
company. North of the Rio Grande, breweries flourished, especially among the
clusters of German immigrants in the Texas Hill Country and in San Antonio. In
1876 there were 58 known breweries in Texas, almost 30 of which were in and
around San Antonio. The largest was William A. Menger’s Western Brewery,
which was located directly across from the Alamo in San Antonio. Mr. Menger
constructed a hotel adjacent to the brewery, with a cellar built with three-foot-
thick limestone walls. The Alamo Madre, an irrigation ditch dug by the Spanish
in 1745 that diverted water from the San Antonio River, flowed in front of the
hotel and kept the cellar humid and chilly, a perfect storage solution for the beer.
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MARGARITAS DE TUNA PRICKLY PEAR MARGARITAS

SERVES 2

My friend Stephan Shearer gave me this recipe, which was inspired by a few
poor days of dove hunting. Having had no luck with bird hunting, he collected some of the
prickly pears from a cactus plant as he ambled through the goatweed. Once home, he puréed
the prickly pear (tuna) into a cocktail with a South Texas signature. The sweet raspberry-like
flavor of the puréed tunas and the bracing tang of tequila naturally go together. I can just
imagine his serving these to his hunting buddies and laughing about that day, as they watch
the doves dart across the clear orange October sky.

You’ll need two prepared glasses for this recipe.

Salt for rims of glasses, plus a piece of cut 4 tablespoons fresh lime juice

lime (optional) 2 tablespoons sugar

4 ounces tequila 2 ounces orange-flavored liqueur, such as

4 tablespoons cactus pear purée (see below) Cointreau

SALT the rims of your glasses if you wish: fill a saucer with salt; rub the cut lime
around the rim of each glass, then dip the rims in the salt.

FILL a cocktail shaker with 2 or 3 ice cubes, or % cup crushed ice. Pour in the
tequila, purée, lime juice, sugar, and orange liqueur, and cap the shaker. Shake
for about 15 seconds. Strain the cocktail into your prepared glasses.

& CACTUS PUREE: You'll need about two fresh prickly pears. You need to peel the cac-
tus pears by using a fork and knife, never touching the skin of the cactus pears with
your bare hands (invisible thorns!). To do this, hold the pear in place with the fork
and cut off one end of the pear, then the other. Lay the pear on its side and slit the
pear vertically. With the fork, pull the skin of the pear down and hold the skin against
the cutting surface with the fork as you roll the fruit out of the skin with the knife.
Place the whole skinned fruits in a blender with enough water to facilitate blending,
about 7 cup. Purée well and strain out seeds with a mesh strainer. The purée is now
ready for use.
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Using cornstarch instead of corn produces a different atole. In this case,
milk is thickened with a mixture of cornstarch and water, then sweetened with
sugar; different flavorings are added, such as strawberries, blackberries, cinna-
mon, and the like. This type of atole is frequently called by the brand name of
the cornstarch used in Mexico: Maizena.

Later, as oats and rice made their way to the Americas, they too became
popular grain bases for atole. Atole is still consumed in the homes of the Wild
Horse Desert, albeit rarely. With the array of bottled sodas, teas and coffees, and
prepared beverage mixes available to the modern consumer, the humble atole is
a recipe from yesteryear, enjoyed mostly by an older generation.

ATOLE DE ARROZ rice atoLE

SERVES 4

Comf orting and warm, this drink is especially nice on blustery December afternoons.

Like a warm rice pudding you can drink, atole de arroz has a creamy cinnamon flavor that

makes it a favorite with kids and adults alike.

1 stick cinnamon (Mexican if possi- 1 cup milk

ble; see page 29) Vi cup sugar

Y4 cup white rice

BRING 4 cups of water and the cinnamon to a boil in a 2-quart saucepan. Add the
uncooked rice, reduce the heat to medium, and simmer for 30 minutes, until the
rice is tender. Remove from the heat and remove and discard the cinnamon.

REMOVE the cooked rice from the saucepan using a slotted spoon, reserving the
cooking liquid; place the rice in the container of a blender or food processor, add a
few tablespoons of the cooking liquid, and process the rice for 1 full minute, until
very smooth, adding more liquid if needed. Return the purée to the saucepan with
the cooking liquid. Stir until well combined. Add the milk and sugar, and warm over
medium heat. Once the atole is piping hot, serve immediately in big mugs.
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ATOLE DE MAIZ AND CHAMPURRADO I

CORN ATOLE AND CHOCOLATE-FLAVORED CORN ATOLE
(FROM FRESHLY GROUND DRIED CORN)

SERVES 4

This recipe is for the hard-core history buffs out there. Granted, it calls for
grinding the corn using a blender instead of a metate, the stone table-like mortar used in
Latin America since pre-Hispanic times. Regardless, this is an excellent approximation of the
food that kept people alive for millennia throughout the Americas. Its deep corn flavor is

made even better when chocolate is added, which converts the atole into champurrado.

1% cups dried corn (see Note)
1 stick cinnamon (Mexican if possible; see page 29)

3 ounces piloncillo (unrefined sugar; see page 26) or 2 tablespoons brown sugar, tightly
packed

COMBINE the dried corn with 4 cups of water in a 2-quart saucepan. Bring to a
boil, reduce the heat, and simmer for 20 to 30 minutes, until the corn is al dente,
or tender when bitten. Drain the corn.

PUREE the corn with 4 cups of fresh water in a blender or food processor until
very smooth, about 1 full minute. Using a mesh or chinois strainer placed over a
bowl, strain the liquid, pressing to extract any remaining liquid; this liquid is the
atole. Strain the atole two or three more times, cleaning out the chinois/strainer
between strainings. Discard the remains of the ground corn.

RETURN the atole to the saucepan, add the cinnamon and piloncillo, and simmer
for about 15 minutes over medium-low heat, stirring to keep the atole from burn-
ing on the bottom of the pan. The atole is ready when it has reached the degree
of thickness you desire. Serve warm.

© CHAMPURRADO: When simmering the atole, add 8 ounces of Mexican chocolate or
semisweet baking chocolate and 1 teaspoon of ground cinnamon.

NOTE: Look for dried corn at Latin American or health food stores. Any dried corn
except popcorn will work.
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ATOLE DE MAIZ AND CHAMPURRADO II

CORN ATOLE AND CHOCOLATE-FLAVORED CORN ATOLE
(FROM INSTANT TORTILLA MIX)
SERVES 4

If you can’t fznd dried COorn, you can always use instant corn tortilla mix for making

atole and champurrado.

3 ounces piloncillo (unrefined sugar; see page 26) or 2 tablespoons brown sugar,
tightly packed

1 stick cinnamon (Mexican if possible; see page 29)
1 cup instant corn tortilla mix

2 cups milk or water

COMBINE 2 cups of water with the piloncillo and cinnamon in a 1-quart saucepan.
Simmer until the piloncillo is completely dissolved. Do not remove the cinnamon
sticks yet.

COMBINE the corn tortilla mix and 2 cups water in a 2-quart saucepan. Stir well
to dissolve any lumps. Add the piloncillo syrup with the cinnamon sticks. Simmer
over medium-low heat until the atole is thickened, about 5 minutes, stirring con-
stantly. Stir in the milk; add extra water if the atole is too thick. Remove the cin-
namon sticks before serving. Serve warm.

© CHAMPURRADO: When simmering the atole, and add 3 ounces of Mexican chocolate
or semisweet baking chocolate and 1 teaspoon of ground cinnamon.
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ATOLE DE ZARZAMORA siackeerrY ATOLE

SERVES 6

The color Of this atole is dazzling and always catches the attention of my kids. It’s
a great way to get them to drink their milk. Fruity and creamy, this is a terrifically nutritious
breakfast, with no artificial ingredients.

You can also make this drink with strawberries.

1 cup blackberries, fresh or frozen 1 vanilla bean (optional) or 2 teaspoons

4 cups whole milk vanilla extract

1
2 tablespoons cornstarch /4 cup sugar

COMBINE the blackberries and 2 cups of the milk in the container of a blender.
Blend until smooth, then strain through a mesh strainer to remove any seeds.
Pour the strained mixture into a 2-quart saucepan and stir in the cornstarch. Add
the vanilla bean, if using (do not add vanilla extract yet, if using). Simmer the
mixture over medium heat, stirring constantly, until it starts to thicken, about 10
minutes. Add the sugar and remaining 2 cups milk, and continue to stir con-
stantly until atole is slightly thick and well heated, about 10 more minutes.
Remove the vanilla bean and scrape in the seeds (or add vanilla extract, if using).
Stir to combine well. Serve immediately in big mugs.

WILD FLAVORINGS FOR ATOLE

BLACKBERRY CANES grow wild in many parts and brasil. These berries would have been

of the world, rambling around the countryside. gathered, ground into a paste, and incorpo-
Although they do not grow wild in the Wild rated into atoles. Prickly pears and the fruit of
Horse Desert, the flavor of the blackberry is a the strawberry pincushion cactus (or pitaya)
good approximation of the berries that do are other natural sweet fruits that would have
grow in the brush country of South Texas with been foraged in the wild, and may have been
names like granjeno, coma, filigrana, duraznillo, used in a recipe similar to this one.

clepe, manzanita, anacahuita, chapote, agarita,
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