
ISSUE 07 | 2013

MAGAZINE

vegan 
Holiday Treats

A Short Story  
King of the world

Ingredient
Spotlight: Ricotta Cheese

Oaxacan 
cooking class

Cellaring 
Beer Tips 



2

Sensory Linguistics:
Language Lessons in a Oaxacan 

Cooking Class
By Leela Vera Morales

T here is no doubt about it, the best way to 
learn a language is through the senses – 
a full body education. The most effective 
method would be to find yourself a lover 
who doesn’t speak a fleck of English, and 

shack up for several months with him and his 
family.  In the dark hours between the sheets, 
or on dusty corners where musicians strut their 
stuff - through meals with your newly adopted 

family, or arguments with your lover at the bar 
– the opportunities for learning never cease! For 
most of us, however, this isn’t an option. Fear 
not! There are other equally sensual (and far less 
drama-riddled) means of learning a language.
This fall I found myself blissfully entangled with 
a Mexican native healer on the verge of starting 
our new business. 
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 With limited Spanish skills in my pocket, and a 
fiancé whose English was sufficient enough for 
us to have developed a hard-sticking habit of 
never speaking Spanish, I began to search for 
more formal options of language learning. 

Our business had us traveling to Oaxaca 
(pronounced “wa-ha-ka”) in the south of Mexico 
– a major hub for language learners. But linguistic 
courses aren’t the only thing the city excels in. 
When it comes to indulging in the senses, Oaxaca 
takes the lead.

This city, nestled high in the foothills of the Sierra 
Madre Mountains, is considered the culinary 
capital of Mexico. The streets are dotted with 
fabulous coffee shops and enticing restaurants, 
while its markets brim with fresh fruits and 
vegetables, chapolines (fried grasshoppers eaten 
like popcorn), and tclayudas (my favorite street 
food that involves a pizza-sized, crispy tortillas 
piled high with goodies). Oaxaca’s greatest 
specialties, though, are chocolate, mezcal, and of 
course, its claim to fame: mole. It’s easy enough 
to skip all the tourist attractions (of which there 
are many worthwhile ones) and do nothing but 
eat, drink coffee, and take naps in between, as 
my husband and I did on our first visit here. This 
time around, however, there was business to 
attend to.I signed up for two weeks of language 

classes at the Instituto Cultural Oaxaca, located 
a ten-minute walk from the center of action: 
Zócolo and its daily festivities, restaurants and 
markets, the Templo de Santo Domingo, and 
rows of fabulous art galleries - another forte of 
Oaxaca. The main program that I signed up for 
included four hours of class instruction, one 
hour of language exchange, and two hours of 
workshop every day. Amongst the choices was a 
Oaxacan cooking class. Eso es!

The workshop was held within the walls of an 
old hacienda that had been converted into the 
language school. Vicky, a Oaxacan native, was 
our instructor. She sat us down and began with 
a discussion of the base elements of Oaxacan 
cuisine: maíz, frijoles, chilies, chocolate, and 
sundry herbs holding a multiplicity of medicinal 
uses. “We will begin,” she explained, “with the 
most important ingredient: nixtamal.” 

The nixtamal is nothing more than cooked, 
crushed, and hulled corn kernels soaked in cal 
(limewater). From the nixtamal comes masa – the 
corn “dough” from which all things tortilla-related 
are made. Vicky shows us how the cooked corn 
kernels were traditionally crushed on the metal 
– a large, curved stone. We each take our turn 
at the metatl, and quickly understand how time 
consuming the task is.
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 Our curiosity quenched, we turn to the blender 
to get the job done. The nixtamal is set aside to 
soak, ready for the next day’s use.   

During the first week we focused on staples 
such as tamales, black beans, and salsa de queso. 
Although we varied in our Spanish mastery from 
absolute beginners to advanced speakers, we 
each had the opportunity to get our hands dirty 
and progress our Spanish through our senses.

While the dishes were simmering away in 
traditional clay pots, Vicky treated us to a lesson 
on medicinal uses of native plants, and stories 
of the elders she learned from in her village. She 
sniffs a bundle of epazote and frowns. “Esto huele 
como una hierba que no me gusta.” She scowls 
and tosses it aside. “This was kept next to a toxic 
herb that’s changed its flavor,” she informs us in 
Spanish. “We won’t use it.” Epazote is a leafy herb 
with an extremely strong odor when fresh (I liken 
it to a cleaning product); I marveled at her ability 
to detect such subtleties.

One day Vicky brought in a photo of an ancient 
and stooped lady. “This woman who taught me 
about medicinal herbs. She was still bringing her 
sheep down from the mountain and combing 
their thick wool by hand at the age of 109!” she 
exclaimed.

 On other days we’d discuss modern farming 
practices in Oaxaca: the rarity of organic 
products in the market, and the regular use 
of hormones, pesticides, preservatives, and 
processed ingredients. 

We moved on to chilaquiles – my favorite 
Mexican breakfast, consisting of tortilla chips,
epazote, salsa verde, and topped with fried eggs. 
It may sound simple, but I tell you - when you use 
fresh ingredients, it’s killer. After nine months, I 
have yet to tire of this dish - and Vicky’s version is 
still the best I’ve tasted. For those of you tempted 
to try this at home (see the recipe that follows), 
don’t you dare use commercial tortilla chips! It’s 
equivalent to stuffing your chicken breast with 
Velveeta and calling it a “Cordon Bleu”. 
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The pinnacle of the workshop was, unsurprisingly, 
the mole. Although mole can be found 
throughout much of the country, Oaxaca has 
the greatest diversity (seven different types), 
and easily the best flavor. The first time I tasted 
mole in Oaxaca’s market it sent shivers through 
my body. Never in my life had I experienced such 
richness and complexity of flavor! The reason 
is obvious: a mole negro is made with at least 
twenty-two different ingredients, including four 
different types of chili, chocolate, bananas, and 
peanuts. It’s a complex affair, though only for the 
number of ingredients and the amount of time 
required. When you get down to it, it’s fairly easy 
to make.

We began with all the ingredients laid out on the 
table, admiring the abundance before cooking 
them one by one. At the end of the first day, 
we had a cazuela of twenty ingredients, ready 
to be ground. The abundance of mole, coffee, 
and chocolate is such that every market has 
a moledor – a section of large machines, each 
dedicated to grinding a particular product. Vicky 
took ours to the moledor the following day 
where it was made into a thick paste. Normally, 
the chocolate and chicken stock would be 
added and allowed to simmer for eight hours, 
with someone constantly stirring the pot. We 
had only two hours, so we settled for less-than-
ideal. My palate didn’t know the difference – it 
was sabrosisimo! The students all groaned over 
their plates, devouring second helpings. 

“Tomorrow you need to come to my village,” 
Vicky told me at the end of class. “It’s a festival for 
Señor del Rayo. My mother is making her mole 
coloradito and I’ll be making the tortillas.” More 
mole? An authentic Mexican fiesta? Count me in. 

The party was on the mountainside near the 
World Heritage archeological site, Monte Albán. 
After dutifully attending the religious ceremony 
– a Catholicized version of the native celebration 
of Tlaloc, the deity of the sky – we were plied 
with mole, mezcal, and cervezas. The band struck 

up and we swung our hips to salsa and cumbia 
along with the hosts. Twelve-year old boys ran 
back and forth serving beers to the thirsty crowd. 
I started a limbo line and the entire neighborhood 
followed without hesitation – including the 
diminutive, straight-faced grandmother.

We left the land of mole and mezcal with a bang, 
just as one ought to. As for my Spanish skills…
have they improved, you wonder? Well at the 
very least, I have perfected one phrase: “Que rico!” 

** Vicky is now raising money to begin her own 
cooking school in Pre-hispanic cuisine. Inspired 
by their trip and the producers they met, 
Leela and her husband are starting a mezcal 
distribution company. For more information, or 
for help planning a future trip to Oaxaca, contact 
Leela at alchemyoftravel@gmail.com. ** 
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Recipes
CHILAQUILES
Ingredients:

- 1 kilo (2.2lbs) of tomatillo

 - 1 onion

- 6 cloves of garlic

 - 4 serrano or jalapeño chilies

- 3 stalks of epazote (or substitute cilanto) 

- 1 block of queso fresco

- tortilla chips (preferably fresh) 

- vegetable or olive oil

Instructions:

Peel the tomatoes, cook with 2 cups of water together with the chilies for approximately 10 minutes. 

Allow to cool. Blend ingredients along with the water, garlic, and onion in a blender.  Pour into a pot

 with 4 tablespoons of oil and fry for 10 minutes. Add 2 cups of water, 2 tablespoons of chicken stock,

and 1 stalk of epazote, and cook on low heat for 5 or 10 minutes. 

Set aside to cool for 5 minutes. 

For the tortillas, you can purchase corn flour for tortillas, marked “Nixtamal,” (available in most chain 

grocery stores or Mexican markets) to make the tortillas fresh. Alternatively, search for fresh corn 

tortillas. Cut the soft tortillas into triangles and fry with a sufficient amount of vegetable oil until 

crunchy. Carefully remove chips from pan and place on paper towels to absorb the excess oil. ! Pour 

the salsa on top of the tortillas and serve on a plate. Top with the queso fresco, slices of onions, 

and fried eggs.
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MOLE NEGRO
Ingredients:

- 6 chilies chilhuacles                                                                                         - 2 tablespoons of oregano

- 6 chilies mulato                                                                                                 - 1 onion, sliced

- 6 chilies pasilla                                                                                                               - 10 whole black peppercorns

- 3 chilies chipotles mecos                                                                                - 10 cloves

- 1 plátano macho (or large banana), sliced                                                   - ½ tablespoon of cinnamon

- 3 slices of “pan de yema” (or substitute a soft, white bread)

- 1 head of garlic, peeled, cloves separated                                                   - 4 tablespoons of raisins

- 4 tablespoons of sesame seeds                                                                     - 20 almonds

- 1 teaspoon of thyme                                                                                       - 10 Roma tomatoes

- 5 tomatillos                                                                                                        - 1 tablespoon walnuts

- 1 tablespoon peanuts                                                                                      - 125 grams dark chocolate

- 8 cups of chicken stock                                                                                    - 2 tablespoons sugar

- salt
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Instructions:

Slice all the chilies and remove all seeds and veins. Take care not to burn yourself with the seeds. 

Wash and soak them in hot water for 10 minutes. ! Fry chilies, onion, and garlic in a dry pan (no oil –

 this is called asado). Fry each of the following ingredients separately with oil: plátano macho,  slice

s of bread, peanuts, almonds, and walnuts. Place all these ingredients in a bowl along with the

raisins, thyme, oregano, black peppercorns, cloves, and cinnamon. 

Fry the sesame seeds dry (asado) with salt to prevent them from popping out of the pan – until 

brown. Add to the bowl of ingredients. 

Fry the tomatoes and tomatillos separately for 10 minutes. Allow to cool and then purée in a food 

processor. 

Blend all the ingredients in the bowl in a food processor to form a paste. Place this paste in a large pot 

and fry for 15 minutes. Add the tomato puree, chocolate, 2 cups of chicken stock, 2 tablespoons of 

sugar, and 1 tablespoon of salt and cook for 1 hour, stirring constantly to prevent the sauce from 

sticking to the pot. You may need to add more chicken stock. Add chocolate, sugar, and salt every 20 

minutes as needed. Ideally, you cook this for 8 hours, however, unless you have a lot of helpers and a 

lot of time, one hour will do. 

The result will be a large pot of incredible flavor, sufficient to provide a sauce for 10 – 12 servings. 

Serve over chicken (breast, thighs, legs) with rice. If you have questions on any of the ingredients, ask 

your nearest Mexican grandmother, or visit your local Mexican grocery store. ¡Buen provecho

About the Author
Leela Vera Valentine is the author of the upcoming book- 
Adventures of a Spiritual Sexologist. Her writing and tales 
of world adventure can also be seen at- http://leelavera.
wordpress.com/


