THE COLOUR OF MEXICO...
THE SETTING
You cannot help but smile in Mexico.

With the bright colours decorating every little cantina, to the wandering Mariachi bands that serenade you during your meal.

Mexico has over 9000 kilometres of coastline, from the wilder, wavier Pacific coast, to the picture perfect calm of the Carribean. Wild horses gallop down abandoned beaches, sweet mangoes lie by the roadside for an afternoon snack and siesta-time recoups under the shade of a palapa are a must.

The Baja Desert is dotted with towering cacti and ownerless dogs patrol every corner of the country.

The home of margaritas and hammocks is a place of true relaxation…

THE LOCAL CUISINE
Some of these recipes come from the Food Safari website and a selection from award-winning chef, Rick Bayless, who specializes in authentic Mexican fare.

In preparing this meal I used nearly an entire case of limes. That is a lot of limes. They accompany drinks, they “cook” seafood, they accompany meals, they make meals. Limes are everywhere in Mexican food.

Rice, beans and corn are the staples of a Mexican diet. Although sometimes used fresh, corn is often used in the form of masa dough (corn dough) which is used to make tamales, tortillas and gorditas.

There are about 140 different types of chilli grown and eaten in Mexico. From the grassy heat of the Serrano chilli to the spicy smokiness of the Chipotle, not all are unbearably hot, but all have amazingly distinct flavours that add another dimension to the meal.  
“TEQUILA!” 
Mexico is home to Tequila. Made in a place that hold the same name, the spirit is made from the Blue Agave cactus. The juices are pressed out of the plant and put into huge vats to ferment for several days to form alcohol, and a potent alcohol at that.

We sipped on Margaritas, the taste of summer.

Old Fashioned Margarita

Freshly squeezed lime juice

Tequila

Cointreau
Pour coarse salt into a small plate. Use a lime half to moisten the rim of the cocktail glass and then tip them into the salt to encrust the rim.

Mix equal portions of lime juice, tequila and Cointreau in a jug. 

Fill a cocktail shaker half full of ice cubes and add a cup-full of margarita mixture. Secure the lid and shake for about 15 seconds to chill the mixture and dilute it with the melting ice. Strain the liquid into the salt-rimmed glass and enjoy.
I SAY CEVICHE AND YOU SAY CEBICHE AND HE SAYS SEVICHE…
Ceviche uses raw seafood. We used big juicy fresh scallops in ours.

The seafood rests in lime juice for a few hours, partially cooking it, and then it is mixed with fresh herbs and veggies for light, refreshing starter.

Herb Green Ceviche (Serves 6 as a starter)

For a cup of herb seasoning:


1/2 head garlic, cloves broken apart
2 to 3 serrano chillies
1 medium bunch coriander, tough lower stems cut off
1 small bunch flat-leaf parsley, tough lower stems cut off 
1/2 cup olive oil
Salt
Set a dry fry pan over medium heat. Add the unpeeled garlic cloves and chillies.  Roast, turning frequently, until soft and blotchy brown in spots. This will be about 10 minutes for the chillies and 15 minutes for the garlic.  

When cool enough to handle, slip the skins off the garlic and pull stems off the chillies and roughly chop (no need to remove the seeds).  

Place chillies, garlic, coriander, parsley and oil into a food processor with 2 teaspoons of salt. Process until it obtains a paste-like texture.  Scrape into a storage container and refrigerate until serving time.

Scallop ceviche:


700 grams of good quality scallops (that can be eaten raw)

1 cup fresh lime juice
1cucumber, cut into small cubes

2 large avocadoes, pitted, flesh scooped from the skin, then cut into cubes

Pour the fresh lime juice over the scallops, cover and refrigerate for 1 to 1 1/2 hours, stirring regularly.  

When the scallops are as “cooked” as you like them drain off all but about 1/4 cup of the lime juice.  

Stir in 1/2 cup of the herb mixture, cucumber and avocado.  Taste, season and serve. 

TORTILLA, SOUP STYLE 
This seemed to be the winner of the evening. The soup is made with the pasilla chilli, providing a beautifully smoky rich flavour. Like many other Mexican dishes, you then add a choice of a variety of accompaniments from cheese, avocados, fried corn tortilla and onion.

It may look rather unappetising but it tasted fantastic.

Sopa De Tortilla (Serves 6)

3 ripe tomatoes, cut into quarters
½ onion, cut into three
2 cloves garlic 
2-3 pasilla chillies 
6 cups chicken stock 
8 - 10 corn tortillas 
150g feta cheese, diced 
2 avocadoes, cubed

½ cup sour cream 
3 limes, halved

Roast tomatoes, onion and garlic on a cast iron pan until charred. 

Toast chillies by briefly holding over a gas flame using a pair of tongs. This improves the flavour. Soak the chillies in hot water until soft and then remove the seeds. 

Puree the tomatoes, onion, garlic and two of the chillies in a blender with a bit of the stock until smooth. 

Sauté the puree in a frypan with a bit of oil for a few minutes. 

Bring the chicken stock to the boil and stir in puree, season with salt and pepper and cooked covered over medium heat for 15 minutes. 

Cut the tortillas in half and then into thin strips. Heat some oil in a frypan and fry the tortilla strips in batches until golden brown. Remove and drain on paper towel. Add some of the fried tortillas to the soup. 

To serve, ladle soup into bowls and garnish with more fried tortilla. On a plate arrange the diced onion, cheese, avocado, cream, lime and remaining chilli so that each person can add them to taste.

YUCATECAN 
The Yucatan peninsula is that little blip that pokes out into the Carribean Sea near the Mexican border with Guatemala and Belize.

It has its own distinct cuisine that is a lot sweeter and less spicy that other areas in Mexico. This Pollo Pilbi is traditionally meant to be cooked in banana leaves, if these aren’t on hand, wrap the bits of chook in foil.

Yucatecan BBQ Chicken (Serves 4)

4 chicken thigh fillets 
½ package 'El Yucateco' achiote paste (approx. 50g) 
Juice of ½ an orange 
½ tsp salt 
4 pieces foil, about 30 cm square 
1 white onion, thinly sliced 
4 tbsp vegetable oil 
2 tomatoes, sliced 


Prick the chicken all over with a fork to allow the marinade to be absorbed. Using your hands, crumble the achiote paste into a bowl, add orange juice and salt and mix it very well to get a thin sauce. Thoroughly rub the mixture onto both sides of the chicken. 

Wrap the chicken in a piece of foil to make a small parcel. Refrigerate, preferably overnight or for a minimum of 2 hours. 

Red Onion Salsa 


1 Spanish onion, thinly sliced 
1 tbsp olive oil 
2 tsp vinegar 
Splash of fresh orange juice 
1 tsp dried oregano 
Sea salt


Prepare the salsa by mixing all the ingredients and refrigerate for at least an hour. 

Preheat the barbecue. Sauté the sliced white onion in the oil until translucent. Add the tomato and fry it gently on both sides until just soft. Unwrap the chicken and spoon a small amount of the onion and tomato onto the chicken and then re-wrap. 

Cook the parcels on the barbecue for about 20 minutes. Do not overcook. Unwrap the parcels and serve the chicken on a corn tortilla topped with the salsa. 


DESSERT
The aromas and ingredients in this recipe had me a tad concerned at first. Would avocado and tequila in ice-cream form taste any good?!

We thought it to be suprisingly smooth and tasty, have a try yourself...

Rick Bayless' Dairy Free Avocado Ice Cream (Serves 6)
2 cups avocado puree
3/4 cups water
1 2/3 cups sugar
3 tablespoons lime juice
1/3 cups tequila

Put water and sugar into a pat and heat until all the sugar is dissolved.

Combine the sugar syrup with all the other ingredients in a food processor until smooth. Freeze in your home ice cream maker following the manufacturers instructions. 

Don't have an ice cream maker? No worries, package it and freeze it without churning. It will be slightly heavier, but is still just as creamy and delicious!

