Maize in the Mexican Cuisine: Traditional Cooking of Maize Tortillas
In Mexico, maize tortillas are a widespread food that dominate the diet of many individuals. Maize tortillas can vary depending on the region that they are being made in; they can be quite large, 15cm and over, or a slightly smaller 12cm. The process that they are made also has slight variations, however, the traditional process of making maize tortillas is by a process called nixtamalization, with three ingredients being maize, water, and limestone. The traditional way is changing as different kinds of flour are now being added to the maize tortillas and non-native races of maize that are being imported from the United States are being used. Nixtamalization is a process that turns crop into food by cooking in alkaline water; the pot with the maize, water, and limestone is brought to a boil and is then cooked for anywhere between 35 minutes to 110 minutes. After the nixtamal is done cooking it is then left to soak. The soak time will depend on the environment that the nixtamal has been cooked in and the type of maize that has been used. For warmer more humid environments, the soak time will only be a couple of hours, whereas in cooler environment, the sit time is several hours and the nixtamal is usually left to sit overnight. As the soak times vary, in warmer regions the women usually cook their nixtamal’s in the morning, then leave to soak until the afternoon whereas in the cooler regions the nixtamal is usually prepared in the afternoon, then the tortillas are prepared the next day. Similarly, harder grains of maize will need to sit for longer unlike softer grains that will not as they are already tender. Some common types of native maize races that are used to make maize tortillas are oloton, tuxpeño, and comiteca; tuxpeño and oloton are more common in warmer regions and comiteca is more common in cooler regions. If the nixtamal’s are left to soak for too long, then the flavour will become acidic, and the texture will be rubbery. The next process is washing and rinsing the masa (maize dough created from the nixtamal); the masa will typically be washed two to three times. After the masa has been washed and rinsed, it is shaped with either a press or the women’s hands, to form the tortilla. Usually, women over the age of fifty will press the masa with their hands while everyone else uses a press. After the tortillas take shape, they are set onto a comal where they will cook for around 40 seconds on each side until the tortilla is slightly inflated. In the more urbanized areas of Mexico, it is more common to see maize tortillas being made with non-native, hybrid races of maize, and other ingredients such as flour and xanthan gum. By adding these ingredients, the tortillas gain a much more preferred texture, however, they take away from the traditional taste and texture that many individuals have come accustomed to. 
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