WHAT MAKES AN AUTHENTIC TACO?

Forget everything you think you know about tacos!
In honor of National Taco Day, October 4, let’s look

at the history of tacos, what makes an authentic
taco, and consider the limitless variations of this
delicious food.

HISTORY

Some historians say the Spanish introduced
tacos to Mexico, but anthropologists say there

is evidence of people in Mexico eating tacos
filled with small fish, locusts, and snails before
the 16th century. Authentic, traditional tacos are
almost always served in soft tortillas. The hard
shell taco Americans know today was invented in
1949, and helped the Americanized version of the
taco spread across North America. The first taco
truck is thought to have started by two New York
housewives. It did not have a full kitchen but was
available for catering their tacos.

FILLINGS

Americans love their tacos filled with ground beef,
but it is not a standard authentic filling. When it

comes to tacos, nearly anything can be used to fill a

tortilla and still be called a taco. In Oaxaca, Mexico,
fried grasshoppers are still a popular filling! There

are many types of tacos, but the most popular ones
have made their way into American restaurants.

Seafood Tacos: Fish tacos are usually made with

some sort of white fish, breaded and fried, then
served with shredded lettuce on top and often
accompanied by a spicy chipotle mayonnaise sauce.
Shrimp tacos are often prepared the same way,
although grilled, non-battered fish and shrimp tacos
can also be found.
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Carnitas Tacos: Carnitas are one
of the tastiest styles of meat for
tacos you will find. Sections of
the pig are first braised and then
fried to create crispy, fall-apart
shredded pork. Pork can also

be prepared for tacos by slow
roasting and in zesty chorizo.

Cheese Tacos: Authentic Mexican
tacos are rarely topped with
cheese, and definitely never the
shredded kind. Cheese tacos are
all about the cheese! They are
made with grilled or fried panela
cheese which is rubbery, salty,
and holds its’ shape.

Carne Asada Tacos: Carne asada is
grilled meat, seared on a metal
plate, and chopped into small
pieces before being served.

Vegetarian Tacos: Most tacos
involve a meat base, but there
are many popular vegetarian
fillings to suit different tastes.
Roasted vegetables such as
peppers, carrots, and zucchini
are a common filling. For more
spice, chile relleno tacos (stuffed
poblanos or jalapenos), and rajas
(poblanos in cream) are notable
options.

Barbacoa Tacos: Barbacoa refers to
a style of cooking that originates
in the Caribbean. The word
“barbeque” came from this style
of cooking. In Mexico, barbacoa
is traditionally cooked with a pit
in the ground that is covered in
agave leaves and left to cook in
its own juices. Barbacoa tacos
usually refers to a fatty meat
cooked in this method until it is
so tender it falls off the bone.
The meat filling is then shredded
and served with diced onions,
cilantro, and lime juice.

TACOS DE CARNITAS

Ingredients

3 pounds pork shoulder, either butt or picnic
7 strips orange zest

5 garlic cloves, minced

1 large onion, chopped, plus finely chopped
onion for garnish

11/4 teaspoons crushed red pepper flakes

1 cinnamon stick, preferably Mexican canela
2 bay leaves

11/2 teaspoons crushed dried oregano
leaves, preferably Mexican

11/2 teaspoons kosher salt, more to taste
1/4 teaspoon ground cloves

24 small corn tortillas, warmed, for serving
Chopped cilantro for garnish

Salsa for garnish

Preparation

1.

Trim any thick fat from surface of pork. Cut
meat into 1-inch cubes, discarding any that
are pure fat. Put pork in a large pot. Add
enough water to cover by 2 inches, orange
zest, garlic, chopped onion, red pepper
flakes, cinnamon, bay leaves, oregano, 11/2
teaspoons salt and the cloves.

Bring to a boil, then reduce to a simmer.
Skim off any scum that forms on surface.
Simmer uncovered for 11/2 hours, until pork
is very soft; add water if necessary to keep
meat submerged. Season with salt, then
continue to cook until water has evaporated,
about 30 minutes. Cook a little longer to fry
meat slightly; cook even longer if you prefer
crisper meat. Stir often and add a bit of
water if meat sticks or seems about to burn.

Remove bay leaves and cinnamon stick.
Spoon a few tablespoons of carnitas onto
each tortilla. Top each taco with cilantro,
finely chopped onion and salsa. Serve.

Source: cookifig.nytimes.com/recipes/1012463-tacos-de-carnitas




GREAT VARIETY

Variations are often offered alongside authentic
tacos. Tostadas are fried tortillas topped with
just about anything. Gringas are wheat tortilla
tacos with cheese and filling, and quesadillas are
tortillas folded over, filled with melted cheese and
sometimes a filling.

The beauty of tacos is that they can be customized
with endless options to suit any taste. Lime is
probably the most essential of authentic Mexican
taco toppings. A squeeze of lime adds a dash of
acid that brings out the other flavors in a taco
beautifully. Onions, cilantro, pico de gallo, sliced
radishes or cucumbers, avocado, and chili peppers
are also standard toppings for authentic tacos.

FLOUR VS. CORN TORTILLAS

Traditional Mexican tacos are made with soft
tortillas. It is a common misconception that only
traditional tacos are only made with corn tortillas.
Flour was introduced to the Americas by the
European conqguerors, and Northern Mexican
states have made flour tortillas their own and will
offer a choice of flour or corn tortillas. Southern
states strictly serve tacos with soft corn tortillas.
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SALSAS

The varieties of salsas could be written into a
book of their own. The first difference is whether
or not the salsa is chunky or blended. There are
also chopped salsas, such as salsa Mexicana,
which consists of white onion, red tomato, and
green chile. It is called salsa Mexican because

it resembles the Mexican flag, but in the United
States, it is called a pico de gallo. Blended salsas
are divided into water-based and oil-based
categories and additionally divided again by green
and red salsas. At Mexican taco stands, spicier
salsas are typically used to hide the cheaper
cuts of meat, while more expensive stands and
restaurants will typically use a milder salsa.

Tacos are one thing most Americans can agree
on; we love our tacos. Last year alone, Americans
ate over 4.5 billion tacos! For National Taco Day
this year, consider the countless variations you
can create with traditional meats and endless
garnishes.

Sources

* A Beginner’s Guide to Authentic Mexican
Tacos, whywaittoseetheworld.com/guide-
authentic-mexican-tacos
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