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INTRODUCTION

Sweetness in Mexico is found all around—in the intimacy of the home, at birthday parties, at patriotic holidays, during religious celebrations, and even at death. It’s visible in the capirotadas (bread puddings) decorated with toasted peanuts, raisins, and colaciones (colorful hard candies) for Easter; in the chocolate and sugar skulls elegantly adorned with the names of mortals that don’t scare anyone; and in the fragrant aromas of cooked guava and cinnamon for the ponche navideño.

The ubiquity of sweets may be true for many cultures, but Mexico’s variety is something to be noted and celebrated. There are sonnets, melodies, paintings, and poems written about the subject; there are festivals and fairs; there are handmade sweets and breads made in the shapes of worms, pigs, corn, bows, ears, and shells. They are colorful and playful and embedded in our culture. It’s a geography made up of alegrías (crunchy amaranth candies with nuts and seeds), cocadas (coconut candies), and palanquetas (brittles).

Mexico is renowned for sweet yeast breads that adorn the air with scents of cinnamon, anise, sugar, fruit, and honey; ice cream pushcarts that brighten the plazas and parks with watermelon, mango, and avocado flavors; and beautiful shops filled with confections that look like precious stones and taste like heaven (if it had a flavor)—if you haven’t tried the bright green candied limes filled with sweetened coconut, the crumbly pecan marzipans wrapped in brilliant purple and orange papier-mâché, or the lusciously sweet goat’s milk caramel hidden inside a round wooden box waiting to be opened like an engagement ring, then you haven’t lived.

Mexico is a country that is privileged in the geographical sense. There are mountains, deserts, forests, coasts, and temperate rural areas. These provide an enormously diverse cuisine intimately linked and defined by the climate and products that are produced in each of them.

There are many candies, desserts, breads, and beverages that are associated with a certain region. The north of Mexico is characterized by candies made from milk, particularly goat’s milk, and pecans; the roads leading to the coast have a wide array of coconut and tamarind candies; and the center of Mexico is known for its crystallized fruits, such as pumpkin, chirimoyas (custard apples), prickly pear, figs, and pineapple.

Even more distinct are the pastes, derived from the term “Cornish pastry” that the British brought in 1824 to Real del Monte in Hidalgo; sweet sticky cajeta sold in wooden boxes or jars from Celaya; burnt milk ice cream from the markets and stands in Oaxaca; dulces de arrayán, a delicious soft candy made from this tart and fragrant fruit from Jalisco; rompope (similar to eggnog) from the convents in Puebla; the anise-scented bread from Pomuch, Campeche; and chamuco, a beverage made from fermented red plums, sweetened with piloncillo from Puebla.

The distinction between candies or confections and desserts is difficult to describe in Mexican cuisine. The word dulce literally means “sweet,” and it is used both descriptively and as a general term for candies or confections. Dulces are often served at the end of a meal as what many would consider dessert. However, sweets in Mexico are enjoyed at all times of the day.

[image: People standing outside a dessert shop]

I have always had a special affinity for sweets. Growing up in Mexico City, my favorite place to visit was a store downtown called Dulcería de Celaya. It is a family-owned store that has been around since 1874. Even after visiting countless times, I am transported to an era that has only existed in my imagination. The windows, ceilings, tile floor, wooden showcases, glass jars, and lamps allow me to escape the incredibly noisy and busy city right outside. The showcases are filled with delicacies, and the hardest thing to do is not buy the whole store! Brittle turrón made from almonds and chocolate cut into triangles, covered with a thin rice wafer; square goat’s milk caramels with pine nuts carefully placed to resemble a flower; and giant crumbly meringues were almost an obligation.

Mexican sweets are a highlight of my childhood memories. I used to select the candies and fruit to fill my sister’s piñata, which we carefully crafted each year. I remember strolling downtown with my aunt Cucus on Sundays while deliciously sweet and tart tamarind juice dripped down my cheeks from the melted nieve (sorbet). A friend of my father’s, Dr. Abdon, would visit from Puebla and bring delicacies prepared by the nuns—beautiful cookies that resembled the sun, with a creamy center made from pumpkin seeds, and borrachitos, vibrant red gummies filled with a drunken juice of sorts, were always part of the selection. I anticipated his visits with much enthusiasm and discovered my love affair with Mexican sweets at a very young age.

Dulces through Time

A book about Mexican sweets is truly an encounter with the country’s fascinating history that covers five distinct periods. The rich tradition of sweets is one of the fortunate results of the mestizaje, or cultural blend.

Pre-Hispanics utilized maguey plants, mesquite, and insect honeys (such as ants, bees, and wasps) to sweeten things and turned out pumpkin seed brittles, amaranth candies, and beverages made from cactus and cacao. The presence of the Arabs through their ingredients and exquisite artistic sensibility impregnated Spain and was adored by Mexico; they influenced the marzipans, buñuelos, brittles, conservas, and fruit pastes.

The conquest by the Spanish of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital, began in 1521, and they brought with them more than just weapons. They arrived with cinnamon, wheat, cows, nuts, and sugar cane. The thousand or so nuns who arrived in Mexico gave life to an endless world of candy making. They supported themselves by making and selling confections and adapted their recipes to embrace tropical fruits, vanilla, corn, cacao, and new sugars. The importance of the religious convents as producers of sweets was fundamental in the New Spain.

The Spaniards’ cuisine and culture was deeply influenced by eight centuries of Arab occupancy, and this was apparent in their use of preserves, tamarind, dates, spices, and overly sweet preparations that helped preserve food in the warm climate. Their arrival undoubtedly enriched our cuisine, and it is fair to say, in my opinion, that the combination of the imports from Europe and the indigenous ingredients of this land composes what we refer to as traditional Mexican cuisine today.

Sugar cane is perhaps the most influential ingredient that the Spaniards brought to the culture of sweets. Its introduction in the New Spain was only three years after the fall of Tenochtitlan in 1524. It is believed that Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés ordered the first trapiche (a rustic sugar mill commonly fueled by water or animal strength).

In the first decades of the colony, candy was produced in four places: in the trapiches and ingenios (industrialized sugar mills) by artisans using the sugar mainly to make preserves and crystallized fruit; in the convents by the nuns; and by some home cooks and producers who sold their merchandise on a small scale.

In the sixteenth century, Sebastián Elcano arrived in the Philippines. This expansion of the Spanish throne opened new routes of commerce between two faraway lands that had not been in contact previously. As with Arab sweets, there is a parallel in flavors between these two lands that has remained apparent ever since.

Independence from the Spaniards occurred in 1810. At that time, the influence of French cuisine enriched Mexico’s sweet culture with its napoleons, cakes, and ice creams. The French brought new techniques and styles of sweets, with an emphasis on those that were very rich, buttery, and creamy. Layered cakes, rich ice creams, and the way to enjoy sweets—moving from cloistered parlors to cafés and plazas—were just some of the francophone influences. The populist administration of Porfirio Díaz played a very important role in this shift, and the consumption of sweets became a more popular affair rather than an elitist one.

The inherited culture of the Revolution, a century later, allowed for the continuity of techniques that are deeply rooted in our culture, both popular and regional. Many of the desserts, breads, confections, and beverages have remained the same but introductions of new flavors can always be found, particularly in the enormous diversity of candies made or finished with spicy and/or very sour flavors. Fancy restaurants and shops continue to borrow techniques from the Europeans, while always putting Mexican flavors at center stage.

Today, however, many of these heirloom recipes are part of an oral tradition that is being lost. Younger generations are not as interested in these sweets or don’t have the time to make them, and the heart of the older generation resists the uniformity of modernization.

In my quest to save these recipes from extinction, I visited artisans in small family-run factories, homes, museums, libraries, bakeries, ice cream shops, and endless markets. I talked to everyone I knew, everyone who might know someone who may know someone who has heard of someone in a place where it is said they make the best ice cream, bread, or caramel. I spoke to everyone I could, even when I was asking for directions or buying a bus ticket. The people working in the different casas de cultura populares, taxi drivers, and market vendors seemed to be some of the best resources. I was not always welcomed, because people are very protective of their recipes and many told me they prefer to go to their grave with them rather than share, even if no one in their family is interested in them at all.

On the other hand, many candy artisans welcomed me and showed me how their treats were made; some even gave me their recipes, for which I am extremely grateful. As a Mexican pastry chef, I then filled in the blanks, so to speak. Although I discovered many wonderful things along the way, my journey only reinforced the fact that there is still so much more to learn, to savor, and to document.

It is not surprising that one of the hardest things for me was to let go and not include some recipes. With more than three hundred types of regional confections and two hundred varieties of sweet morning pastries, not to mention the countless fruits in Mexico and new recipes I found along the way, the task was not easy. Many of the original recipes are very lengthy, so I have made them more user-friendly while preserving the essence that captures much happiness from my childhood.

I believe that documenting is continuity, and I have attempted to do just that. I hope to highlight some of the most important aspects of Mexican culture and the wonderful people who have helped keep the traditions alive. Welcome to the cultural and tasty journey of my sweet Mexico.


INGREDIENTS GUIDE

Most chefs, including me, will tell you that much of the success of a recipe lies in the quality of the ingredients. Imagine, for example, making the lime tart with that awful juiced stuff that says something like “fresh tasting” versus actually taking the little bit of time to juice some fresh limes. Even basic ingredients like flour, sugar, butter, and eggs can make a big difference. Try a recipe you like with a few different brands, making a mental note of the variation, and you’ll quickly understand why we chefs sometimes go crazy over something like eggs.

You might be surprised to find that a lot of the recipes in this book are made with familiar ingredients. However, there are key ingredients that you may be unfamiliar with, so I’ve included some basic information about them to help you out. The more you know about your product, the better understanding you’ll have and better outcome. Luckily, many of the ingredients that I used to have to bring back from Mexico are much more available in the United States now. I hope that you are excited to try out new products and discover new flavors.

ACITRÓN Candied biznaga cactus usually sold in blocks and used in many savory and sweet preparations. You can substitute it for candied pineapple.

[image: ]

Acitrón

AGUAMIEL Commercially known as agave nectar, this is the sap or sweet juice from the agave plant.

AGUARDIENTE Clear brandy made from fermented, distilled fruit juice.

ALMIBAR Syrup made from cooked sugar and water.

AMARANTH A cereal that has been used in Mexico since pre-Hispanic times, amaranth has played an essential role in many rituals and ceremonies. The Spaniards tried to eliminate its production, but they were only able to diminish it; it is still used today most commonly in the alegría candy. Look for the puffed amaranth that has already been toasted and store in a dry, cool area. It makes a wonderful and nutritious addition to granola or yogurt.

ARRAYÁN Small yellow- to green-shaded aromatic fruit with tiny hard seeds and a very tart flavor. They are often eaten covered with sugar and are used to make candies.

AZAHAR This is the little flower that blossoms in the lime or orange trees. The orange blossom water is used in a few of the recipes. Make sure you get a high-quality one and not an imitation because the flavor will not only be unpleasant and artificial but also a bit soapy. Store in a dry, cool area or refrigerate if you’re going to have it around for awhile.

BAKING POWDER Made from baking soda, cream of tartar, and cornstarch. Use double-acting baking powder, which is the most common, for the recipes here. Baking soda releases carbon dioxide when it is combined with a liquid and some more when it is exposed to heat, helping batters rise and achieve a light texture. Store in a dry, cool area and sprinkle a little bit over some hot water to see whether it fizzes. If it does, it’s still good; if it doesn’t, you should throw it away.

BAKING SODA Baking soda produces carbon dioxide when it is combined with some kind of acid. It can be placed in a refrigerator to absorb strong odors. Store in a dry, cool area. It lasts a very long time.

BOLILLO This is a crusty white bread used to make tortas, a kind of Mexican sandwich, and other dishes, including the sweet capirotadas. Use any other crusty bread, such as a baguette, in its place.

BROWN SUGAR This is simply granulated sugar with some molasses added to it. The darker one has a stronger, more molassy flavor, which is why it is used in place of piloncillo when it can’t be found. Make sure it is tightly sealed so it doesn’t harden; if it does harden, put it in a tightly sealed bag with a piece of white bread and you’ll have soft sugar once again in a couple of days.

BUTTER Be sure to use the unsalted kind because it will allow you to control the salt in a recipe; don’t use low-fat or imitation butter. It’s quite simple: the more fat, the more flavor (82 to 86 percent butterfat is a good indicator of high quality and should be used in recipes where you want to show off the taste and richness of it). Be sure to keep butter well wrapped so that it doesn’t absorb other flavors.

CACAO BEANS The cacao is an oval-shaped pod that grows on a tree. When you cut it open, a white sweet and delicious flesh encapsulates many seeds, which are, in fact, the cocoa beans (there are 30 to 60 per pod). These are left in the sun to dry out so they can then be roasted and used to make chocolate. There are many different kinds of chocolates made from a combination of different cacao beans. The three main varieties are forastero, criollo, and trinitario. Forastero is most often used because it doesn’t have any outstanding fruitiness or acidity, which makes it a good base that allows other flavors and characteristics to shine through. It is also more resistant to disease, unlike the criollo variety, which is more delicate to harvest and yields fewer beans but has an exquisite fruity, deep flavor that is highly priced. The trinitario is a blend of the two; it has a complex flavor but is easier to grow and maintain than the criollo. Both the criollo and the trinitario are used to define the flavor of a chocolate, providing a unique characteristic to a base made from the forastero, which helps provide consistency.

CAJETA A yummy, sticky caramel made from goat’s or cow’s milk that has been cooked down with sugar. It is often used in sauces such as crepas de cajeta, in ice creams, and as a spread (or if you’re anything like me, eaten by the spoonful). The most common ones come in three main flavors: quemada (burnt), vanilla, and envinada (finished with some kind of liqueur). The commercial ones are usually thicker, stickier, and sweeter but more easily found.

CAL (SLAKED LIME) This white powder is used in construction and in sport fields, but also is used to soak dried corn, making it much more nutritious and softer; it is also used in the preparation of candied fruits, creating a sort of barrier or crust so the fruit doesn’t fall apart during hours of cooking. You can find it in some hardware stores, pharmacies, or tortilla factories, but you can also get quicklime (calcium oxide) in some ethnic supermarkets or Mexican grocery stores. It looks like small rocks and must be dissolved in water (it will sizzle quite a bit). The liquid is then used to cook the corn or soak the fruit.

CAÑA DE AZÚCAR (SUGAR CANE) The long green canes are sold in many markets and cut into small pieces for you to enjoy by chewing on the fibers that deliciously release the sweetness as they are bitten.
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Caña de azúcar (sugar cane)

CANELA The translation of canela is “cinnamon,” but Mexican cinnamon is of the Ceylon variety, which is much more fragrant and less spicy than the more common ones. I know this may not seem like a big deal, but it is. The Ceylon sticks are much softer than the uniform Cassia variety and look like they have layers that coil or wrap around each other. When buying canela, break off a piece of it. It should be very fragrant and a bit sweet. Use it whole and break it into 2- or 3-inch pieces, or grind a few of them in a spice/coffee grinder.
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Canela (cinnamon)

CHILES There are a few different types of chiles used in this book, and there is an immense array of them in Mexico. In the sweet world, however, there are a few things to keep in mind. Don’t buy any canned chiles because they will have other flavors and will be salty. In fresh and dried chiles, the heat is concentrated in the little veins and seeds, so remove these if you are a bit concerned about the heat. If they are fresh you can always soak them in salted cold water to remove any more spiciness. Most stores carry a larger selection of whole dried chiles than the ground ones, but you can always make your own powders by lightly toasting them in a hot skillet for a few minutes on each side, pressing down a bit and making sure not to burn them because the flavor will turn bitter, then cooling and grinding in a spice/coffee grinder.

[image: ]

Chiles

CHOCOLATE DE MESA Chocolate used for Mexican hot chocolate. It has a granular texture and is made with sugar, cinnamon, and, in some cases, almonds. You can find it around Mexico sold in blocks, tablets, or balls and prepared in a metate; you can find some decent brands such as Mayordomo, Taza, and Ibarra elsewhere.

CINNAMON AND SUGAR I like to use a ratio of ½ cup granulated sugar to 1 tablespoon freshly ground canela. But use it as a guideline and blend it to suit your taste.

COCONUT See Understanding Coconut.

CONFECTIONERS’ SUGAR This is also referred to as powdered or 10X sugar. It is sugar that has been processed to a very fine powder; most brands have a little bit of cornstarch added to keep lumps from forming, but you should always sift it before using.

CORN HUSKS The most common use for these is to make tamales. To soften them, rehydrate them in very hot or boiling water until they’re pliable. Look for ones that don’t have any holes or evidence of bugs, and be sure to dry them well with a towel before using.

CORNSTARCH This is most often used to thicken and stabilize different preparations. Be sure to keep it tightly sealed in a dry, cool area.

CORN SYRUP This thick, sticky syrup is used mostly in the candy recipes, which helps them achieve a certain texture and finish.

CREAM OF TARTAR What exactly is this? Well, it’s the acid that is formed from the scrapings of wine casks once they’ve fermented. A small amount helps stabilize egg whites and helps avoid crystallization in some cooked sugar preparations. It is not an essential ingredient, but it is very useful. Replace with a few drops of cider vinegar if you don’t have any when whipping egg whites.

CREMA (CREAM) The cream in Mexico is more acidic than regular sour cream and is very similar to the tangy and rich crème fraîche. For these recipes, use one to replace the other or make your own by combining 1 cup heavy cream with 2 tablespoons buttermilk. Cover and let sit in a warm area until it has thickened (about a day), and then refrigerate for up to 2 weeks.

DRIED FRUITS A few recipes use dried fruit. Avoid buying precut dried fruits because they are less likely to be fresh and may contain sulfurs. Sulfur dioxide is used to retain the color, but it changes the flavor and can cause allergic reactions in some people. If you buy in bulk, be sure to taste to ensure freshness, and buy plump ones. Store in a tightly sealed bag or container.

DRY ACTIVE YEAST Yeast is basically a collection of tiny living organisms that converts starch or sugar into alcohol and carbon dioxide and becomes active once it comes into contact with liquid, allowing dough to rise. Fresh yeast is the preferred choice of many bakers, but it is highly perishable and hard to find in many places, which is why I choose to use the dry active kind. There is a regular kind and a rapid kind. Although the rapid kind will save you much time, I prefer to use the regular one because it allows the dough to develop more flavor and texture. You can buy it in envelopes or jars, but make sure you store it in a dry, cool area. If you decide to refrigerate it, make sure it’s at room temperature before you use it.


Understanding Coconut

The coconut fruit grows in tall palm trees. It is a large oval shape with an outer shell that is green or brown. The outer layer is usually removed to export it, and what you most commonly find are brownish hairy rounds that encapsulate the wonderful coconut meat and juice.

There are a few recipes in the book that call for fresh coconut. Below are steps to make the task of cleaning a coconut easier, as well as descriptions of the derived products and some ways to substitute them when you don’t have the time or the patience to deal with fresh coconuts.

Choosing a Coconut

Pick a coconut that feels hard, is heavy for its size, “sounds” when you shake it, and has no odor or visible water around the “eyes.” These can be stored for several months in a dry area, although some people recommend refrigerating them.

Making Fresh Shredded Coconut

Preheat the oven to 325°F. Place the coconut over a towel with the three dots facing up. Pierce the eyes using a screwdriver, an ice pick, or anything sharp. Drain the coconut by turning it upside down; strain and reserve the juice for something else or enjoy cold. This is coconut water and shouldn’t be confused with coconut milk.

Place the coconut in the warm oven until the shell begins to crack (about half an hour). Remove from the oven and allow to cool slightly. Place it on top of a towel, tap it all around with the bottom edge of a knife or a hammer to help crack it open, and remove the outer brown skin using a paring knife or a peeler. Cut the coconut into pieces and grind in the food processor or shred with a grater. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to a week or freeze for 5 to 6 months. One medium coconut will yield about 3 cups of shredded meat.

Making Desiccated or Dried Shredded Coconut

Preheat the oven to 250°F. Lay the fresh shredded coconut in a single layer on a baking sheet and place in the oven. Pay close attention so you don’t burn it, stirring to make sure it dries evenly. Let cool and leave as is or grind in a food processor if you want it finer; store in an airtight container or a resealable bag (this can last for several months in a dry place).

Making Coconut Milk

Place the fresh shredded coconut in a blender, cover with very hot water, and blend until finely grated. Strain over cheesecloth and squeeze the coconut as much as possible. Discard the coconut meat. Refrigerate the coconut milk and use within 2 days.

To make coconut milk from desiccated coconut, repeat the same process as above using 1 cup unsweetened dried coconut and 2 cups water.
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EGGS Eggs give structure to a lot of preparations, adding moisture and richness. In custards, for example, egg yolks, which are high in fat, thicken and enrich the milk and/or cream; egg whites, though low in fat, provide a lovely airiness and texture in many recipes. Nowadays, there are so many varieties of eggs that I am convinced they exist solely for the purpose of confusing us. I have used large eggs in all the recipes. Try to buy organic eggs from the farmers’ market or from free-range hens. They will be more expensive than regular eggs, but they are better tasting and much fresher. Most recipes call for room-temperature eggs; this is because they whip up much better. You can either let them sit out for awhile or soak them in a container filled with very hot water for about 10 minutes; just be sure to dry them before you crack them. If you are separating eggs, it’s easier to separate them cold and then let them sit, covered, until they are at room temperature.

FLOR DE JAMAICA (HIBISCUS) The hibiscus is actually the part that covers the blossoms of the sabdariffa plant before they open. They are mainly used as an infusion to extract their lovely magenta color and tart flavor, and they are a natural diuretic. Look for deep-colored ones and store in a tightly sealed bag or container in a dry, cool area. You can find them in Mexican grocery stores, health food stores, or specialty teashops.
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Flor de jamaica (hibiscus)

FLOUR To measure flour, be sure to use the scoop and sweep method, leveling it off with a knife, and sifting when indicated. It is best stored in a tightly sealed bag in the refrigerator or any dry, cool area. Note that some brands have a slightly higher gluten content, which will alter the thickness and consistency, so play around a bit with different brands to find one that you particularly like.

GELATIN The two main forms of unflavored gelatin are the powdered form and the sheets. I have used the powdered ones for this book because they are easier to find and are less expensive with very similar results. Make sure you measure properly so that the texture is not too loose or rubbery.

GRANULATED SUGAR This is the main sweetener in the book. It is made from sugarcane or sugar beets, and either one can be used.

GUANÁBANA (SOURSOP) This fruit may seem a bit peculiar if you’ve never seen it. It has a green, thin, leathery skin with an extremely fragrant, creamy white flesh and large black seeds. It is quite hard to get outside Mexico, but you can find the pulp at many Latin or ethnic grocery stores or online. Make sure there are no added flavorings of any kind.
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Guanábana (soursop)

GUAYABA (GUAVA) Luckily, this fruit
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