Food and Drink in Mexico

Here’s a list of some common traditional dishes in Mexico.  We’d suggest that you try as many as possible and see which ones you like best!  Of course a description in a few lines can never match the colours and smell of a real dish, so let your eyes advise you when selecting! There’s also a section on drinks further down.

Mexicans usually have a large, warm breakfast any time in the morning; something that will keep you walking around the Museo de Antropología or climbing the Pyramid of the Sun. If you don’t feel like heavy food in the morning, all hotels and cafeterias will have toast and more typical European breakfast (in hotels this is called “Desayuno Continental”). Lunch is generally between 2 and 4 pm and is the main meal of the day.  Dinner is usually eaten after 8 pm and tends to be lighter, except at parties or receptions (such as our wedding!).  Most restaurants will serve warm food from noon until past midnight.

Food safety: Cooked food is generally safe, but if you decide to eat on a stall on the street avoid beef.  Fish and seafood should generally be eaten at the coast or in good restaurants inland.  The biggest hazard is water: never drink tap water (go for bottled water instead, that’s perfectly safe), and if possible ask for your drinks without ice.  Good, expensive restaurants are the exception.  Likewise, avoid things that could have been in contact with tap water (in particular lettuce) and fruits that may have been peeled long before being sold (particularly by street vendors).  Also, avoid eating very spicy food at night, at least to begin with.

A note on spiciness: This depends on the chef and your personal preference.  Do not feel pressured into eating very spicy food - the idea is to enjoy, not suffer, and most places will prepare more or less spicy dishes on request.

Food

	Frutas
	Fruit.  Mexico boasts a very large number of more and less exotic fruits.  Some you may come across are papaya, piña (pineapple), guayavas, mamey, guanabana, tamarindo (tamarind – this is a mild laxative, so be careful!), tunas (cactus fruit), melon (cantaloupe), sandia (watermelon), platano (banana), manzana (apple), naranja (orange), uva (grapes), toronja (grapefruit), limon (lemon, frequently in combination with tequila), fresas (strawberries), mango etc. 

	Verduras
	Vegetables.  Common ones are zanahoria (carrot), pepino (cucumber), calabaza (courgette), lechuga (lettuce), papas (potatos), maiz/elote (corn), jicama.

	Frijoles
	Beans, usually fried and partly mashed into a sauce.  They can be brown or black.

	Pan
	Bread, usually “baguette-type”. Bolillo and Telera are individual bread rolls, with different forms. If you want sliced bread ask for pan de caja o pan Bimbo, but don’t expect it to be particularly good, it’s usually industrial. If you want toast ask for pan tostado.

	Pan dulce or bizcochos
	Literally sweet bread, these are various pastries and are usually eaten for breakfast. Some examples are conchas, orejas, banderillas, donas (donuts), piedras, panques (muffins).

	Salsa verde

 (green sauce)
	Made from green tomatoes (these are not unripe, but refer to a different species found on the American continent), coriander, garlic and onion, this ranges from mild to medium spiciness.

	Salsa roja

(red sauce)
	Made from “normal” tomatoes, onion, garlic and chile, this sauce tends to be spicier than the green sauce.

	Salsa Chipotle
	Deep red sauce made out of fully ripened and smoked Jalapeño chiles. It can be hot!

	Huevos
	Eggs.  As always, there are 101 ways to cook them, for instance: huevos revueltos (scrambled eggs), huevos estrellados (fried eggs), huevos rancheros (on a tortilla with a red sauce), huevos divorciados (two fried eggs, one with red and the other with green sauce, divided by a bed of frijoles), machaca con huevo (dried meat with scrambled eggs).

	Chilaquiles
	Bits of fried tortilla bathed in a sauce which can be green, red or made from Mole (see below).  They can come with or without chicken and are usually topped with cheese and soured cream (but these can be omitted on request).

	Enchiladas
	Corn tortillas filled with cheese or chicken and bathed in a green or red sauce.

	Quesadillas
	Corn tortillas folded in two and filled with a variety of fillings, cheese being the most common.  Usually, the menu will list the filling, e.g. quesadilla de flor de calabaza (pumpkin flower), quesadilla de hongos (mushrooms), quesadilla de huitlacoche (blue corn) are all worth trying.

	Tacos
	Anything can be placed into a tortilla and rolled up to make a taco.  As for quesadillas, the menu will give details of the filling.  The most famous are tacos al pastor, which are made from pork meat cooked on a spit.

	Tortas
	A sandwich with many ingredients.  As standard you’d get frijoles, avocado, tomato and onion, plus your choice of the “main” filling (jamon = ham, queso = cheese, lomo = pork fillet, milanesa = schnitzel and many others).

	Molletes
	A bolillo (bread roll) cut in two with beans and melted cheese on top. They can also be served with ham, bacon or chorizo.   

	Mole
	One of the most famous traditional Mexican dishes, Mole is made from about 50 ingredients, among others several types of chile, banana, tortilla, peanuts and chocolate.  It’s usually served with chicken, but can also be used as a sauce for other dishes.  Ask for different levels of spiciness.  Mole originates from the state of Puebla to the east of Mexico City, so it’s a must if you’re going there!  Today, you’ll also find it all over the country.

	Pozole
	Typical “soup” from the state of Jalisco, made from a type of white corn and pork meat, sometimes served with a red sauce. The term soup is misleading; it’s a large dish that will serve the function of a main dish!

	Tamales
	A cake made of corn flour, which can be savoury or sweet.  The savoury ones are filled with pork meat.  They come wrapped in corn leaves or in banana leaves (the latter are called tamales oaxaqueños).

	Chiles rellenos
	Large chiles filled with either cheese or minced meat in a red sauce.  Can be spicy.

	Chiles en nogada
	Typical Mexican dish, usually prepared in September but you might find it year-round in restaurants, particularly in Puebla. It’s a large chille filled with minced meat and covered with a creamy walnut sauce and decorated with pomegranate. Usually served cold.

	Cochinita pibil
	Pork meat in an orange sauce with achiote, a spice originating from the Yucatan.  Generally very mild.

	Tinga de pollo
	Slices of chicken in a tomatoe-chipotle sauce.

	Romeritos
	A typical Christmas dish made from herbs in a mole sauce with dried shrimps and potatoes.

	Nopales
	A certain type of edible cactus, flat and in the form of a rabbit ear. They are good roasted (nopalito asado) or in salad.  Don’t worry; the spines get removed before cooking !  

	Sopes
	Round corn tortillas, a bit thicker than normal, filled with frijoles and topped with cheese and a sauce. They can also be topped with chicken or chorizo con papas (potatoes with chorizo).

	Huaraches
	Thick, fried tortilla served with a piece of beef and a sauce.

	Enfrijoladas
	Tortillas folded in two, bathed in a thin bean sauce and topped with cheese.

	Empanadas
	Deep-fried wheat flour dough filled with cheese, meat, chicken, shrimps or jaiba (freshwater crab).

	Mariscos
	Seafood, among the most common are camarones (shrimps or prawns), jaiba (freshwater crab), cangrejo (sea crab) langostinos (crawfish), langosta (lobster), ostiones (oysters), almejas (clams) and caracol de mar (winkle). 

	Pescado a la 

Veracruzana
	White fish from the Gulf of Mexico, cooked in the oven and covered with a tomato and onion sauce.

	Pescado al acuyo
	White fish from the Gulf of Mexico in a green sauce made with acuyo, an aromatic herb.

	Arroz a la 

tumbada
	Very typical of Veracruz, this is a rice soup with shrimp, fish and fish eggs.

	Hueva
	Fish eggs (i.e. caviar but not from sturgeon!), they’re generally yellow and come in big pieces.

	Helados
	Ice-cream.

	Nieves
	Water-based ice-cream, sorbet. Try those made from exotic fruits.

	Paletas heladas
	“Ice on a stick”, very popular in Mexico and made from all sorts of fruits and well as traditional flavours like vanilla or strawberry. Paleteria “La Michoacana” (found is most cities) is a good address for both nieves and paletas.


Drinks

	Jugo
	Juice. Try those made from exotic fruits!

	Leche
	Milk.

	Chocolate caliente
	Hot chocolate made with milk and locally-grown cocoa, worth trying.

	Cafe
	Coffee, again locally grown.  Coffee from the states of Chiapas and Veracruz is particularly good.

	Te
	Tea.  In Mexico, tea is not very popular, and if you just ask for tea you’ll get camomile.  If you’d like black tea, ask for “te negro”, but don’t expect any exceptional quality.

	Refrescos
	Soft drinks.

	Aguas frescas
	Juices diluted with water, the most popular being horchata, jamaica and tamarindo.  Drink them only in a good restaurant.

	Licuado
	Fruit smoothie, most commonly made with papaya, mamey or banana.

	Malteada
	Milk shake.

	Atole
	A warm, thick drink made with corn flour.  Very good on a cold morning!

	Tequila
	Self-explanatory.  Mexicans usually drink tequila with a wedge of lemon: salt the lemon to taste, bite into it and take a sip, trying to get both in your mouth at the same time.  Some places will serve a separate glass of “sangrita”, tomato juice with lemon and other spices; alternate between the glasses to taste.

Tequila comes in three varieties: blanco (white, straight from the still), reposado (“rested”, aged for a couple of months in oak barrels, giving it a golden colour) and añejo (“aged”, spending more than a year in oak barells, giving it a deep amber colour).  The blanco is the strongest and the añejo the smoothest.  Always look for the tequila made from 100% blue agave (agave azul).  Good, expensive brands are Herradura, Don Julio, 1800 and Centenario.  Slightly cheaper but very decent are Cazadores, Jimador and Sauza.

	Margaritas
	Tequila with fruit juice, often (but not always) served “frozen”.  Although traditionally with lemon, all sorts of exotic fruits are used, and sometimes the drinks are large!

	Mezcal
	Liquor made from cactus, but not blue agave like tequila.  Mezcal is to tequila what brandy is to cognac.  This drink comes with a worm in the bottom of the bottle!

	Cerveza
	Beer.  Although Corona, Sol and XX are the best known, they are not the best Mexican beers, and it’s worth exploring the local brews (Leon, Montejo, Pacifico).  If you like dark beer, try Negra Modelo or Noche Buena.

	Michelada
	Beer with lemon juice, particularly popular at the beach.


