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¡TAMALADA!
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As Christmas season rolls around, I never quite grasp the “chestnuts roasting on 
an open fire” image. I have seen chestnuts in the produce section of HEB. They 
look soggy. As for eggnog? Warm heavy cream mixed with rum and nutmeg? Not 
my favorite thing. Guess I’m just more of a margarita girl. But tamales! For me, 
tamales are as much a holiday tradition as Christmas trees and twinkling lights. 

A tamal (yes, the plural is tamales) is a traditional Mexican food 
that can be traced back to the ancient Maya people, who served them 
at celebrations as far back as 1200 BC . These tasty treats, made of 
a corn masa dough spread on a softened corn husk, and wrapped 
around a filling, traditionally pork, beef, chicken, beans, vegetables 
or cheese . Tamales can even be prepared for dessert, using fresh 
apples, pineapple, sweetened cream cheese, and raisin . Search the 
internet for gourmet tamales and you will find hundreds of ideas . 

Growing up, I watched the adults make tamales, as yet another 
cultural tradition was shared between the Germans and the Tejanos 
of South Texas . I even tried to help a few times, and was redirected 
to the kitchen sink full of dishes if I wanted to “help .” Try as I might, 
I was never good at spreading masa on a corn husk with the back of 
a spoon . At best, I had lumpy messy masa everywhere, inside and 
outside of the rolled tamal .

But that was then . My life before Sandra Vasquez .

That was my life before I went to my first Tamales Making Class at 
El Centro Cultural Hispano de San Marcos . I saw a notice on Face-
book, and jumped at the chance to learn from the masters . On a 
crisp Friday night, I was sitting on the second row of a full house at 
El Centro Cultural, learning to master tamales making .

First let me describe El Centro Cultural Hispano de San Marcos . 
Housed in the old Bonham Elementary School, originally named 
for a hero of the Alamo, it is a living museum of culture . The brain-
child of longtime political activist and community organizer, Ofelia 
Vasquez Philo, El Centro Cultural showcases the beauty and richness 
of the Hispanic culture by sponsoring classes, events and exhibits that 
exemplify the finest in visual and performing arts as well as celebrating 
traditions of cultural significance . They offer art education classes, per-
formances, exhibits and healthy lifestyle pláticas (community sharing 
forums) that address diabetes and other wellness issues and promote 
healthy lifestyles . Cultural heritage centers are becoming more popular 
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across the South, but remain somewhat of a secret in some areas . Be 
sure to check out the opportunities in your community . 

At our first class, we found seats and were greeted by our instructors, 
Corpus Christi native Sandra Vasquez and her sisters . Sandra is a ball 
of fire, as passionate about tamales as anyone you will ever meet . She 
had prepared meat and vegetable fillings and lined up all the ingredi-
ents for the masa . As she described the process for making healthier, 
lighter, and easier tamales, she reminded us that she was offering the 
basic steps, and we could add whatever we wanted because tamales are 
an expression of art and creativity and, “These are YOUR tamales!”

Our class was a mix of neighborhood women who had been mak-
ing tamales the old fashion way for up to a half-century, and novices 
like me, and we were all amazed at the revolutionary new way to 
make tamales .

Vasquez told us that after her mother’s death, she wanted to carry 
out the family tradition of making tamales during the Christmas 
season . The third of seven children, she gathered her sisters to meet 
the requests of the family and found that traditional tamale making 
took all day . She was the only one who could spread the masa so 
everyone else stood in line to fill the tamales and wrap them . 

The hardest and most labor-intensive part of making tamales, she said, 
has always been mastering the perfect spread of masa on the corn husk .

As years went by and the extended family grew, the demand for 
more tamales grew . One holiday season, she decided that if the masa 
could be spread faster, they could streamline the tamale making 
process and make more tamales in the same amount of time . She 
started using a roaster, a blender and food processor for the fillings . 
She developed a masa recipe that incorporates a hand mixer to add 
air and make the masa light .

And (insert drum roll here) Sandra Vasquez created a masa 
spreader . She said this tool is the first significant update in the pro-
cess of making tamales since pre-Columbian times, and the U .S . Pat-
ent and Trade Office awarded her a patent for the spreader in 1995 . 
Since that time, its popularity has grown across the Southwest . The 
one-piece kitchen gadget looks a little like a tile grout float . The light 
plastic tool picks up the masa and spreads it in the husk in one easy 
step, and within five minutes, even newbies like me could spread 
masa on a dozen husks like a pro .

We learned to make tamales from start to finish with one stroke 
of the masa spreader . She also shared a “baby tuck” for tucking the 
tail into the tamale rather than leaving it folded over on the outside . 
Veteran tamale cooks were oohing and ahhing over the revolution-
ary time-saving methods and healthy recipes as much as we were .

We all left El Centro with a dozen or so tamales ready for the steamer, 

Miss Viva Cinco De Mayo Jessica Oyoque adds a little sparkle to our tamalada while Veronica Hernandez shows off  Sandra Vasquez’s masa spread-
er and admits she is an old school “spooner.” 
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a new recipe for healthy tamales that calls for oil instead of lard, and 
a variety of fillings, ranging from chicken and chiles to lean pork and 
vegetables . The vegetarian tamales made with broccoli and corn and 
cheese were a big hit as well . I now own two masa spreaders and a 
supply of corn husks, and am planning a tamalada before Christmas .

If you missed the party at El Centro, you can watch a video of 
Sandra Vasquez on her website as she describes the new tool and 
step-by-step instructions for making tamales: www .mex-sales .com .  

Ofelia Vasquez Philo (no relation to Sandra) said, “It really is a won-
derful, time-saving tool . And it puts the fun back into making tamales .”

ReCIPe: MeAT FILLINg
These are YOUR tamales, so the sky is the limit . I have had craw-

fish tamales, green chile and chicken tamales, barbecue brisket 
tamales, apple and raisin tamales, and more . If you don’t want to 
make your filling from scratch, get some brisket from your favorite 
barbecue joint and shred it in the food processor and add spices . Or 
Grab some rotisserie chickens from the deli section at the grocery 
store . Shred and season, and you’re ready to go! 

5 lb pork roast or boston butt
3-5 dried red poblano peppers

¼ cup mixed whole cumin and pepper
3 garlic pods, peeled
1-2 cups meat broth
Salt to taste
5 lbs . chicken thighs or breasts (or use leftover turkey)
3-5 fresh green chile poblanos to taste
¼ cup mixed whole cumin and pepper
3 garlic pods, peeled
1-2 cups chicken broth
Salt to taste

Boil, broil, bake or slow-cook the meat . Reserve the broth for 
the masa and the filling . Chop or shred cooked meat either in food 
processor or with two forks . Take stem from peppers and boil in 
one cup of water or broth for about five minutes . Place in blender 
and add the mixed cumin and peppercorn and garlic . Blend until a 
paste is formed and all the spices are blended . Place chopped meat 
in a large pot and add broth, pepper, and garlic paste, and salt . Mix 
until all ingredients blend together . Use immediately or refrigerate 
overnight, allowing the seasonings to absorb into meat . (Warning: 
you might need to leave a note on the bowl of filling so someone 
doesn’t come in and eat it before you use it!)

Bobbie Garza-Hernandez tries the vegetable filling in her tamales. As Sandra Vasquez said, “They’re YOUR tamales!” On the right, Veronica Her-
nandez shows the girls how to fill and roll their tamales, while Ofelia Vasquez Philo and Bobbie Garza Hernandez swap the history and stories of 
tamaladas with us all. Someone remarked, “This is like a quilting bee with flavor.”

http://www.mex-sales.com
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TAMALe MASA USINg DRIeD MASA HARINA

Masa harina   4-cup   16-cups Chile powder  1-tbsp  ⅓ cup
Broth   4-cup  16-cups  Oil  1-cup   4 cups
Salt   1-tbsp  ⅓ cup  Baking powder  1-tbsp  ⅓ cup
Ground garlic  1-tbsp  ⅓ cup

Place masa in a large bowl, add broth water combination and mix 
to rehydrate using a hand mixer . Combine oil, chili powder, and salt 
in separate bowl, add to masa . Mix using a mixer . Add baking pow-
der and mix . Start on low and then whip for about 10 minutes . 

Meanwhile, soak the corn husks in water for about an hour . 

How to Prepare Tamales
Let masa rest for 10 minutes then spread onto the soaked corn 

husk using the Mas Tamales Masa Spreader or, if you are more tra-
ditional, just use the back of a large spoon . Add your favorite filling . 
Place one layer in steamer with the open end of the tamal pointing 
up, and fill with warm water halfway up the side of the tamales . 
Steam cook for 1½ to 2 hours .

NoTeS
Our class used Maseca Masa Harina and an assortment of Fiesta 

brand dried peppers: ancho, pasilla, New Mexico, and de arbol .
For low-fat tamales, use lean meats or vegetables for your filling .
Use fresh spices for a better traditional flavor . Spices include dried 

poblano peppers (chiles anchos) and/or combination of chiles to 
taste, whole mixed peppercorns and cumin seeds, and garlic .

For 5 pounds of masa, you will need 5-10 pounds of meat . Mea-
suring the same as masa will yield equal amounts of filling to masa . 
If you like twice the meat as masa, then go with 10 pounds of meat 
for every 5 pounds of masa .

For spicy tamales, use one small dried poblano pepper (chile 
ancho) for each pound of meat . If you don’t like them spicy, then use 
one pod for every 2 pounds .

Make HOT TAMALES by adding more of your favorite peppers .
For 5 dozen tamales, you will need about 6 ounces of corn husks . 

Make sure you spread on the silky side (inside) of the corn husk .
After filling and rolling the tamales, tie them with cotton string by 

the half-dozen . (If you can’t find cotton string, just ask for kite string 
at the dollar store .) 

At upper left, Veronica Hernandez shows how to roll and fold the tamal in slow motion. Below that, a plateful of ingredients for tamales makes a 
nice table decoration during the holidays. At upper right, Texas State coeds Krista Johnson, Jennifer Gonzales, and Miss Viva Cinco De Mayo Jessica 
Oyoque try their hands at spreading masa the old-school way—with the back of a spoon or a spatula. On the next pge, El Centro Executive Director 
Gloria Salazar listens as Bobbie Garza-Hernandez shares historical tamales trivia at the tamalada.
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TAMALe PHoTo SHooT

When Lisa Gouveia asked if I would write about 
making tamales for the November/December issue of 
Real South Magazine, I readily agreed. After last year’s 
tamales-making class, I hosted three tamaladas in my 
kitchen that included friends visiting from Newfoundland, 
the mayor and a city council member, a couple of other 
political activists, and a handful of neighbors who just 
noticed the cars at the house and stopped by to see what 
was going on.

I had the story and a great recipe, but I needed some 
pictures. I called Gloria Salazar, the executive director 
of El Centro Cultural Hispano, to ask when Sandra and 
her crew were coming back for more classes. She said, 
“Oh—not until early December.” 

I told her what I needed, and she didn’t miss a beat. 
“We’ll bring some people together. How is next Sunday 
afternoon?”  

And that is how I found myself at the old school-
turned-cultural center on a picture-perfect Sunday after-
noon in  mid October. Gloria had invited a delightful 
group of women: Veronica Hernandez, our culinary 
teacher, and her sister, Toni Vasquez, who also works 
at El Centro; local public relations advisor and tamale 
history expert Bobbie Garza-Hernandez; Anita De La 
Cruz, who works at the local bank; and three university 
students: Krista Johnson, an aquatic biology major; Jen-
nifer Gonzales, a communications design major, and 
Jessica Oyoque, an applied sociology major and the 
reigning Miss Cinco de Mayo from the World Cham-
pionship Menudo Cookoff. Even Ofelia Vasquez Philo, 
the matriarch of the community who breathed life into 
this center, dropped by to enjoy the fun.

Amid much laughter and many stories about family 
tradition and tamale parties, the bank executive and 
the beauty queen and everyone in between learned 
to make tamales or honed their skills. Special thanks 
to Veronica for sharing her century-old recipes, and to 
Gloria and Toni for opening the doors of El Centro for 
Real South. 

TAMALe PHoTo SHooT

REAL SOUTH FOOD


