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This book is dedicated to the indigenous peoples of Mexico.

May the next five hundred years be a vast improvement over the last five hundred.
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Preface

Let it be said: this book is a divine accident. As is the conjoined lives of its authors. By some will of the universe (which the authors have been quite happy to follow) and against all logic, Noel and I met (in a prehispanic sweat lodge), married (with four ceremonies), and opened a mezcaleria-cum-restaurant that very early on caught the attention of a literary agent, and here we are today. Little of our personal or business life was preplanned. We are not certified by culinary or academic institutions; Noel did not set out to become a chef, he only discovered he had the gift, the ancestral knowledge, and a family to feed. This is to say that the words and recipes herein are not based on months of formal academic research, but on years of personal and, in the case of Noel, ancestral experience.

Noel was raised in the mountains of Guerrero amid the flavors and traditions of his native people. As a young boy, he helped his mother in the kitchen by preparing family meals or at the market selecting guajes (a type of legume) for salsa, turkey for barbacoa, ciruelas (plums), chayotes, and various chiles. In the evenings, he joined the native dancers: Diablos, Tlacololeros, Tigres, and Huashkixtles—each with their own particular costume, legend, and choreography.

By his late twenties he was the leader of two Aztec dance groups and well-respected for his knowledge of Mexican history, Náhuatl theology, and Mesoamerican cosmovision. He worked as the curator for a gallery of traditional, high-end Mexican art, traveling the southern and central regions in search of the finest works and rare archeological pieces and gathering the stories and visions of Mexicans on his quest. And, of course, eating his way through hundreds of marketplaces and festivals as he went.
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For my part, it has always been the stories and cultural essences behind what we eat that have sparked my passion for food. It was for love of the story that I founded the food blog for one of San Francisco’s most beloved restaurants, Nopa, covering issues in sustainable agriculture and its relevance to humankind’s cultural and spiritual psyche. Every few weeks I would ride my golden 1969 Honda motorcycle out to Bay Area farms to collect the visions, methods, and aspirations of their proprietors, later spinning them out in tales that allowed urban foodies to traverse the bridge that connects farm to table. From there I continued writing about the cultures and people I encountered in my travels through Europe, India, Nepal, and Mexico for my personal blog. The motivation behind my writing has always been to shed light on cultures, lifestyles, and world visions that reach beyond the consumer culture that has so deeply influenced the modern psyche.

My own love for Mexican cuisine was born on a plastic, citrine plate in the chaotic, grimy marketplace of Oaxaca. In that moment, the essence of the Oaxacan spirit manifested on my palate: rich, complex, brimming with history, and roiling with revelry. My enthusiasm for mezcal followed shortly after, when Noel’s Aztec dance group gave me a proper introduction: swigging papalote mixed with Fresca from a five-liter plastic jug in Acapulco’s “Central Park.” As my education in the spirit progressed, my palate became more discerning. In 2014, Noel and I traveled through Jalisco, Michoacán, Guerrero, and Oaxaca, meeting with rural producers and sampling from urban mezcalerias, on a mission to discover some of the best agave distillates of the country. The wealth of knowledge of the mezcaleros and the culture and mythology of the tradition made for the richest of fodder, prompting me to create a blog on the subject.
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In 2016, we decided to open a mezcal bar, serving a bit of food on the side. We took the only affordable place we could find: a cheap, run-down house that required us to reroute the plumbing (the gray water was running directly into the street) and build a bar, dish pit, and prep tables. We threw sand down on the dusty front lawn, strung up garden lights, and set out rickety secondhand tables and chairs for our guests. On December 6, El Refugio Mezcaleria was introduced to Todos Santos with a Náhuatl ceremony, free shots of mezcal, and pozole verde cooked on a camping stove (the makers of our professional stove having absconded with the money we paid them). We began with two dishes a day (always one vegetarian), which would change daily. Our sous chef, Ricardo (aka “Chino”)—a longtime friend of Noel’s and one of the Aztec dancers from the group he led in Zihuatanejo—arrived two weeks later and moved into the storage room. A lovely seventy-eight-year-old lady we’d befriended in Maine moved into the back bedroom and paid her rent in pies.

We had no idea what to expect.

By January, word had spread that Noel’s food was pretty damn tasty. And the mezcal—well, you wouldn’t find anything else like it in Baja. In February, our soon-to-be literary agent arrived, fell in love with the food, the mezcal, and the stories, and proposed we write a cookbook.

From the beginning, the restaurant has had a momentum of its own, keeping Noel and I running to catch up. Our second year, we moved to a larger location complete with a roof over the dining room and real plumbing. Today our menu has expanded to four dishes that change daily, always with an eye to add new recipes and prehispanic ingredients. Noel hosts cooking classes (which double as entertainment shows) and cultural talks; together we offer mezcal tastings and cater weddings and private events.

At El Refugio, the food and mezcal are more than sustenance, more than flavor. They are the medium we use to share the stories, the wisdom, and the generosity of the indigenous peoples of Mexico with our guests. So when we set out to write a cookbook, we knew it had to include those stories, and, above all, a focus on the mores that give native Mexicans an inestimable value unrecognized in the world of modern consumerism.

The five main points that head each section of stories and recipes address what we find to be principal values among the indigenous communities we have spent time with: intuition, humility, faith, community, and happiness (a combination of gratitude and generosity). These are values that have rapidly diminished with the expansion of modern, consumer culture—a loss that is keenly felt (though rarely acknowledged) by humankind. We would go so far as to say it is the lack of these values that has left a gaping hole in the psyche of consumeristic society, which places a far greater emphasis on the show of what is than on the reality of what lies beneath. It is a vastly complex problem that manifests itself in myriad ways, but like many illnesses, the what and how of our diet is an excellent starting point for a cure.

Food is what brings us together. It is what strengthens and heals our bodies and our relationships with one another. It is the common table of all humanity. How we arrive at that table is as important as the sustenance that it holds. It is these very elements that give the culture—and therefore the cuisine—of Mexico its depth and richness. We believe the preservation and sharing of these values is as important as the preservation of the cuisine itself. A cuisine, after all, is nothing without its culture, and the culture of Mexico is nothing without the values and traditions of its indigenous peoples.
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Introduction

“What I’m speaking of is recovering the narratives across time, connecting all of us into one idea—that our food has not just been fodder for our journeys, but embodies the journeys themselves.”

— Michael W. Twitty

What do you travel for? What makes you seek out new cuisines, new chefs, new flavors? Is it—could it be—you’re wishing for something to wow you? Could it be that beneath the guise of adulthood, you’re longing for that sense of wonder that filled your every day as a child? Maybe we’re all extraordinarily bored as adults, and food and travel are our way of reconnecting to the mystery and magic that flooded our childhood with a sense of adventure and possibility. We all want to believe in that magic, but we’ve forgotten how. And so we seek out extraordinary meals and surreal cultural experiences. Not to fill a void, but to create a void where we don’t know everything, where we can’t be in control, where the how doesn’t make sense, but it fills us with awe. Where we can, for a moment, be at peace with the unknown.

Contrary to what the trillion-dollar tourism industry would like you to believe, it’s not the food itself that holds the mystery—not the million-dollar view from your Airbnb, not the traditional dance show performed at your resort. The magic isn’t in the thing, but in the people who create it. And in the case of Mexico, it is the native peoples and the tapestry of their histories––their blood, their sacrifices, their celebrations––that create the cuisine the world so loves today. Above all, the magic is in their worldview, their faith. If all the Mexicans who believe in spirits; in nahuales; in the miracles of the Virgin de Guadalupe; in the power of their dances, prayers, and ceremonies to bring rain and fertility . . . if they were all to disappear tomorrow, within two generations we would have lost the touchstone of Mexican cuisine. Within four we’d be left with only a flavorless, bastardized version wrapped in sugar skull–printed sandwich paper.

Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Maybe if we’re told it’s the real thing, we’d be satisfied with that. I’m doubtful. I think that on a cellular level the body recognizes the soul of something. You can tell the difference between a handmade burger from your grill and the one ordered from the McDonald’s drive-through, can’t you? And not just in taste. There’s a tangible residue you’re left with: one is vibrant and satisfying; the other resembles a sticky porno sandwich.

In my short time in Mexico, I’ve been blessed to have been invited into various native circles, thanks to my husband’s experience, reputation, and, no doubt, his charm. Soon after my arrival, I began to grasp the complexity of Mexico and get a sense of just how deep its history and how rich its culture is; one could spend lifetimes exploring it. Life here takes on a new dimension. Over time, I came to see there were core values that form and direct the culture of my hosts. Values that my own society, as a whole, does not embody. These values make for a radically different experience of life––in the kitchen, at work, within the family, and with one another. The values of any one group are what form its world vision, direct its actions, and influence its art and cuisine. The goal of this book is to recognize the contribution of indigenous Mexicans toward global cuisine; we would be greatly remiss if we did not highlight their foundational values.
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Within Mexico there are sixty-five different indigenous ethnic groups,1 each with their own language, customs, and food traditions. The values we speak of, however, we’ve found to be generally held by different native groups throughout the country. This book is in no way an anthropological examination attempting to cover the numerous social, cultural, and culinary aspects of all of Mexico’s indigenous peoples. That would require the work of multiple experts over several lifetimes and result in something far more ambitious than a cookbook. Our intent is simply to provide you with a glimpse of a native Mexican vision of life, to share with you their stories, their recipes, and their wisdom, and to create a bridge between your world and theirs. I have little doubt that these social mores are also deeply rooted in many other cultural groups around the world––particularly ones that have a history of strong ties to the natural habitat. How those values play out in different regions of the world is what makes the human planet and its many cuisines so endlessly fascinating and so remarkably diverse.

When the world speaks of Mexican food, it is all lumped together. For the majority, it means tacos, burritos, guacamole, and any number of plates that have only trembling ties to Mexico. For a growing number of foreigners, that vision expands to encompass carnitas, sopes (a thick tortilla topped with meat and/or beans, salsa, cheese, and cream), mole, and pozole. But for the most part, it’s all still “Mexican,” without differentiation between Oaxacan, Jalisqueño, or Guerrerense cuisine. As the West imports Mexican culture at a maddening rate, the culinary traditions of the Zapotec, Nahuatlacah, Chontal, Mixtec, and any number of the sixty-five different native groups become mixed up, watered down, and further adrift from their home ports, like a ship cut from its moorings. It’s a natural part of globalization and emigration and it can result in the evolution of gastronomy. It can also result in a terrible misinterpretation of an ancestral cuisine. To be clear, what we refer to here in this book as native food is far from unadulterated, pure-blooded prehispanic cuisine. Little of that is left. Native Mexicans have incorporated the imports and influences of their immigrants. Namely, the Spanish and Americans. Where once meat was a rare luxury saved for celebrations, now it is the dominant portion of the plate. Pork, now the favored meat of Mexicans, wasn’t eaten with regularity here before the Spanish arrived. Neither was beef, or any number of herbs, spices, and vegetables now considered essential parts of the traditional cuisine.
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A Note on the Term American

It should be noted that the term American applies to all of those living in North, Central, and South America—not just citizens of the United States of America. While we strongly dislike using this name as most of the world commonly does (i.e., in reference to USA citizens), we have yet to find a comprehensive replacement for it. As such, with our sincerest apologies, the use of the term American here is in reference to citizens of the United States of America.



This book does not take a purist approach to indigenous Mexican cuisine, nor does it attempt to be an encyclopedic manual. When we speak of native Mexican cuisine, we speak of the culinary traditions indigenous Mexicans have carried forward into the present, complete with their influences of foreign cultures—i.e., the food they are still eating today. Most contemporary Mexican cooks use grinders instead of metates and take advantage of pressure cookers to save on time. While, admittedly, a tortilla made from a masa hand-ground on a metate is incomparable, we understand that most people today are not going to go to that length for dinner. The recipes here are rooted in Noel’s tradition and inspired by his experience but presented the way he actually cooks: for his family, his friends, and for our restaurant. A mole prepared for a festival might cook for twelve hours. A mole for a small gathering of friends does not. Our intent is not to create a romanticized, frozen version of the prehispanic peoples of Mexico or record labor-intensive recipes from their cuisine. Our intent is to celebrate their knowledge, their traditions, and their skills, and to present them in a way that allows you, our reader, to participate.

The recipes in this book are mostly traditional Mexican plates presented in Noel’s particular form (as every cook makes their own adjustments to traditional recipes). Several of the recipes are from other cooks or mixologists, and are noted with their names.

In certain sections, we’ve included boxed texts with unconventional descriptions of some of the mezcals we serve at our restaurant. This is our particular way of presenting mezcals to our guests, as we feel it represents the strong storytelling aspect of native culture. It also is a much more open approach to discovering the flavors and emotional inflections of the spirit. Feel free to use this free-association technique when tasting mezcals, wines, or anything else!

You will notice that this book is written primarily from my perspective: a white woman who emigrated to Mexico from the United States of America, who married an indigenous Mexican, and who spent the past seven years immersed in his world. I do not claim (nor aim) to be an expert, nor do I claim this culture as my own. My desire to write this book springs from how much I have learned, and continue to learn, from the people I have come to know here.

Ingredients and recipes are only one element of gastronomy. What gives Mexico’s cuisine such depth and richness are the relationships, the history, and, above all, the faith and intuition, of its masters. Our goal is to share with you a sliver of that perspective as we know it. For this I’ve sprinkled a few notes on each of these foundational values throughout the book, along with stories of our time with native cooks, hunters, mezcaleros, healers, and dancers. Much of the subject matter comes from what I’ve learned through Noel himself. Noel is an incredible oral storyteller. In order to best represent his voice, I’ve placed the majority of his stories and opinions in italics (as well as those of a few others we have met) to give a better sense of that vision.
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We use Spanish and other foreign words throughout the book—if you don’t recognize a certain word, you may look it up in the glossary (page 8). Words that aren’t included in the glossary are italicized, with explanations or translations beside them.

It’s exhilarating that Mexican cuisine is finally getting the attention and accolades it deserves on the world stage. We have many contemporary Mexican chefs to thank for that––chefs who paint masterpieces sprung from their personal visionary genius. But without the ancestral knowledge that makes up their palette, those masterpieces would never materialize. This book is a tribute to that knowledge and the people who carry it forward. It is also a prayer that one day the native peoples of Mexico are given the respect and the opportunities they deserve.

And finally, a note from Noel:

I hope this book contributes to your understanding and enjoyment of one of the greatest cultures on this planet. I hope reading this book generates so many questions in you that you come to visit Mexico. If you come to Todos Santos, visit us at El Refugio Mezcaleria—your first mezcal is on me.



1 Wade, Lizzie. “People from Mexico Show Stunning Amount of Genetic Diversity.” Science, 12 June 2014, 2:00 p.m., www.sciencemag.org/news/2014/06/people-mexico-show-stunning-amount-genetic-diversity.


The Basics: Tools & Tricks

Ingredients

A number of the ingredients used in this book, such as epazote, tlayudas, and asiento de puerco, are quite common in Mexico but may be difficult to find in your regular supermarket, depending on which part of the United States you live in. We suggest first searching in your local Mexican grocery store (you may be surprised to find they are actually quite common throughout the country). This is also a great way to support locally owned businesses and learn more about Mexican culture. If you cannot find it on the shelves, speak to the staff—they may know where you can source the ingredient. Should that fail, all of these ingredients are available online: try a google search to find specialty importers.

Substitutions are noted in the recipe where possible. In certain cases, there are no substitutions (epazote, for example).

Pressure Cookers

Pressure cooking seems like cheating. It also would seem like it cooks at higher temperatures and destroys nutrients. In fact, a pressure cooker cooks at lower temperatures than generally used in oven and stovetop cooking, and, in many cases, preserves more nutrients than other forms of cooking. It also saves a lot of time. The use of a stovetop pressure cooker is extremely common in Mexican households today. Many of our recipes are written with this in mind, but for those who don’t have a pressure cooker or are averse to using one, we’ve included options for cooking in a regular pot.


NOTE: We haven’t tried these recipes with an Instant Pot—the cooking times and quantities may or may not be the same. If you experiment with that, let us know how it goes!



The Coin Trick

There’s a trick that you can use to figure out if your pot has run out of water while steaming: place a few coins in the water at the bottom of the pot. Several of these recipes require lining the pot with banana leaves, and since it’s hard to know whether the water has run out without turning off the heat and removing the contents, the coins will warn the cook by clanging inside a dry bottom if and when all the water has cooked off.

On Beans

It is always recommended that you sort through your beans to check for pebbles or other foreign material—particularly if buying in bulk. Be sure to rinse the beans before cooking, as well. You can soak the beans overnight to decrease cooking time; however, as we cook them in a pressure cooker, our recipes do not include this step.

On Chiles

When we moved to Baja California Sur from Guerrero, we came to discover that the names they gave certain chiles were sometimes different from the names given in Central Mexico. We also noticed the names can vary in the United States. For this, we offer you a chile guide to use with the recipes in this book. Those marked “always fresh” or “always dried” mean that we, at least, only ever use them that particular way.
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Name of Fresh Chile


	
Name of Dried Chile





	
Serrano (always fresh)


	
 





	
Habanero (always fresh)


	
 





	
Poblano


	
Ancho





	
Anaheim


	
Colorado





	
Jalapeño


	
Chipotle





	
Marisol


	
Guajillo





	
Bola


	
Cascabel





	
Chilaca


	
Pasilla





	
 


	
Árbol (always dried)





	
 


	
Mulato (always dried)





	
 


	
Morito (always dried)





	
 


	
Chilhuacle negro (always dried)








Glossary

Cultural Terms

Abuelito/Abuelita—grandfather/grandmother

Almuerzo—brunch. Mexicans typically eat a piece of sweet bread and coffee first thing in the morning and then a heavy breakfast (almuerzo) around 10 a.m.

Barrio—a neighborhood

Brujo/Bruja—someone who works with dark magic and herbs to harm others. In Mexico, this term has a negative connotation, unlike its current use in the USA, where it describes people who consider themselves shamans, healers, or witches with the goal of helping others.

Calendas—festive parades

Campesino—a farmer or someone who works in the fields

Cervecería—a brewery

Chancla—a flip-flop

Cohetes—fireworks

Compa (short for compadre)—godfather; sometimes used as a term for a friend

Criollo (in reference to a social group)—people born in Mexico, but of pure Spanish blood

Cumbia—a type of music and dance that originated in Colombia. Mexico has its own versions.

Curandero/Curandera—a traditional healer that works with medicinal plants to help others

Guelaguetza—an annual indigenous cultural event in Oaxaca

Gusto—pleasure. “Con gusto” is often said as a response when someone asks for something.

Jefe/Jefa—this can refer to either someone’s father or mother, or their boss

Maestra/Maestro—teacher

Mestizo—a person of mixed race, usually Spanish and native American

Muertos—the dead, or dead ancestors

Nahual—[nah-wahl] a sorcerer or bruja that can change into the form of an animal or natural force, such as lightning

Náhuatl—[nah-wahtl] the indigenous language spoken by the Náhuas; also refers to the culture of the same group

Nahuatlacah—[nah-waht-la-cah] the group of indigenous peoples of Central Mexico that descended from tribes that populated the Valley of Mexico basin and spread out in other territories. Or the indigenous populations that speak Nahuatl. Also known as the Nahuas. They are the largest indigenous group in Mexico today.

Pedimento—a sacred pilgrimage site where devotees give thanks and ask for a favor of a particular deity/virgin/sacred energy

Pinche—technically, a kitchen assistant; colloquially, it’s an all-around filler of a swear word and an insult-enhancer

Puesto—a market stall

Quinceañera—a celebration honoring the transition of a girl into womanhood on her fifteenth birthday. It is often an extravagant affair, starting with mass and followed by a party with formalwear, an official court, and rehearsed dance.

Rebosa—a long, woven scarf used for many purposes by native Mexicans (in birth, carrying children, or as a supportive belt, for example)

Tequio—community work

Veladora—a place in a church or sacred site where candles are left as an offering or prayer

Xipe Totec—a Náhuatl deity of spring; the patron god of seeds and planting; and a symbol of life, death, and rebirth. His Náhuatl name translates to “Our Lord the Flayed One.” His chosen attire was the flayed skin of a sacrificed human.

Food-Related Terms

Agua fresca—a light beverage made from blending water and sugar with fruits, cereals, seeds, or flowers

Asientos de puerco—the sediment from lard

Atole—a prehispanic corn-based beverage, served hot

Barbacoa—a Mexican dish consisting of a type of meat that’s been slow cooked with seasonings

Birria—a spicy stew typically made from goat or mutton

Cacahuates—peanuts

Cajeta—a thick syrup of sweetened, caramelized goat’s milk

Cal—the common term for calcium hydroxide (or lime) used for soaking corn kernels for nixtamal. It can be found in Mexican grocery stores and online.

Calabaza—squash

Caldo—stock or broth

Carnitas—a shredded pork dish that’s been braised or roasted in lard

Cecina—thinly sliced grilled beef, served in Morelos, Guerrero, Puebla. In Morelos, they often spread it with manteca before grilling it.

Chapulines—grasshoppers, commonly served toasted in a taco or tlayuda or as a bar snack.

Chayote—an edible plant of the gourd family, also known as mirliton squash

Comal—a smooth, flat griddle used to cook tortillas

Crema—a thick cream used as a topping in many Mexican dishes (not sour cream)

Criollo—(in reference to seeds or plant) native or heirloom variety

Epazote—an aromatic herb, the leaves and stems of which are used for cooking. Commonly used in beans to reduce gas.

Esquites—a popular street food consisting of corn (off the cob) with crema, cheese, and chiles

Fonda—a restaurant with everyday food that’s attended to by the owner

Frijoles—beans

Gorda peppers—known as allspice in English

Guise—a plate made of spices, chiles, and aromatic herbs. Basically, anything cooked that combines several elements.

Jamaica—a type of hibiscus flower (also known as Jamaican sorrel) used to make agua fresca and marmalades.

Jarrito—a clay cup

Jicara—a dried gourd used as a cup for drinking prehispanic beverages, such as mezcal or tejate; or as a bowl for eating from or making a sacred offering

Maíz—corn. The scientific name is Zea mays.

Masa—corn dough

Manteca—pork lard

Mercado—market

Metate—an oblong stone used to grind corn and other grains

Milpa—a system of intercropping traditionally practiced in Mexico, usually mixing beans, squash, chiles, and/or tomatoes with the principal crop of corn

Molcajete—a precolonial version of a mortar and pestle used for grinding various foods; made of stone

Mole—a complex salsa

Nixtamal—corn that has been partially cooked and soaked with calcium hydroxide (cal)

Nopal—known as the prickly pear cactus in English. Its paddles (also called nopal) are an important part of the indigenous diet in Mexico.

Pollo—chicken

Pozole—a traditional Mexican stew with prehispanic origins that contains hominy

Puerco—pork

Quesillo—also known as Oaxacan cheese. It is semi-hard with a string-cheese-like texture.

Relleno—stuffed or stuffing

Res—beef

Tasajo—thinly sliced beef that’s served grilled; from Oaxaca

Tlayuda—a traditional Oaxacan dish consisting of a large, thin, crunchy tortilla spread with asientos de puerco, refried beans, a meat, lettuce, tomato, avcado, cheese, and salsa

Mezcal Terms

Agua Miel—the sweet water that collects in the center of the agave. It’s nonalcoholic when first collected.

Fabrica—the term used in Guerrero for where mezcal is mashed and distilled (a palenque)

Fogonero—the person who oversees the roasting of agaves

Jimador—the person who harvests agaves

Maguey—the common name for agave

Magueyero—the person in charge of growing and harvesting the agaves

Mezcalero—the person in charge of making mezcal

Palenque—a place where mezcal is made

Papalote—the common name used in Guerrero for Agave cupreata

Pencas—the leaves of the agave

Pulque—a prehispanic drink made from the fermented juice of certain agaves

Quiote—the flowering stalk of the agave that grows upward when the plant has matured

Tlachiquero—the person who collects agua miel from the agave
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Maíz: Sustenance & Sacrament

Sin maíz no hay pais. Without corn there is no country.

It sounds like a romantic hyperbole, doesn’t it? If anything, it’s an understatement.

Gods made the Maya from maíz. The Huichol socio-psycho existence depends upon corn. Olmec, Nahuatlacah, Zapotec, and Teotihuacan civilizations could not have existed without it. The cultivation of corn is not simply an advancement that allowed nomadic peoples to settle, technologies to evolve, and empires to grow. Corn is the cosmovision of the native peoples of Mexico. It is their art, it is their offspring, it is their sustenance. It is their faith and their flesh and their blood.

In return for creation and propagation by the human hand, maíz has given back a thousandfold to the indigenous populations of Mexico. The natives of Mexico owe their civilizations, their art, their culture, their offspring, their understanding of astronomy, and their architecture all to maíz. For without the ability to cultivate this crop, their civilizations could not have arisen. Their art would have remained rudimentary, their population limited, their structures basic, their gods numbered. The Nahuatlacah have at least seven gods associated with maíz, the planting, and the harvest; the deepest lineages of their gods are all linked to water and the fertility of the earth. Their cosmology, their pyramids and cities (which were, in many ways, far more advanced than those of Europe at the same time), their rites and rituals, their advanced understanding of planetary movements and the measure of time . . . . all of this is reflected in the Nahuatlacah and Maya calendars. It was for the sake of cultivation that they watched the cosmos and took note of the passing of time. Mexico owes its entire existence to Zea mays.

But things are changing at an astonishing rate.

Today, Mexico buys 25 percent of USA corn exports,2 thanks both to its neighbor’s enormous surplus of commodity corn and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Many Mexicans have been persuaded to plant lab-produced hybrid varieties with promises of higher yields over that of their native heirloom varieties, increasing pesticide use and dependency, while decreasing genetic diversity, flavor, and self-sufficiency.

While modernity gnaws on the thighbone of Mexico, crunching its way ever closer to the navel with each passing year, and while each new neoliberal government feverishly sells off its inheritance, today’s eagle warriors amass in the milpa, fighting for their future—for the future of the Maíz Child their ancestors birthed and the children she herself bears into this world. Nonprofits such as Fundación Tortilla Maíze Mexicana work to preserve the culture and consumption of heirloom variety corns. Businesses such as Maizeajo—a tortilleria in Mexico City that buys from small-scale criollo corn farmers to make their own masa and tortillas––are popping up to serve and educate the public on Mexico’s great patrimony.

The heralding of maíz as the lifeblood of Mexicans is not just about its practical and culinary uses. It doesn’t just come down to “Yeah, yeah, they really like tortillas, and they eat a lot of ’em.” That much I, as a foreigner, could intellectually understand. Yet, as we traveled around central Mexico, I felt I was missing out on something key. As if there were a secret understanding of corn that I didn’t have access to.

I gave this long thought over many months—even waking up in the night with it turning over in my mind—until I realized that I couldn’t, and probably won’t ever really, understand. The reason is simple: as a modern Anglo-Saxon American, I have almost no ties to my ancestral cuisine, and very little to corn (despite being raised in corn country). What do I know of seasonality? What do I know of the fragility of depending upon a decent harvest to survive? What will I ever really know of hunger? I grew up having supermarkets and processed, globally traded goods to feed me. Worst-case scenario, I have food stamps to fall back on. Most indigenous Mexicans don’t have that kind of security.

I gave Noel my verbose hypothesis on why I have a difficult time really feeling the connection that Mexicans have to their food staple. His answer came in typical Noel form, like a smack in the face: brief, stinging, but so full of truth you ask for more.

“Basically, you don’t eat corn,” he said.

Yeah, that’s another way of putting it.

“You don’t eat it the way we eat it,” he clarified. That is very true. Store-bought corn on the cob and high-fructose corn syrup aren’t quite the same as corn in five colors grown in the garden, harvested, ground, and kneaded into a dough by hand.
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Intuitively, I feel it’s so important to have that connection to our food. Ideally, to grow it ourselves. And not only to know where it’s coming from and its impact on the environment and society; there’s something else I can’t quite put my finger on—an unseen something we get when we eat what we ourselves grow. But Noel disagrees with me.

“You don’t have to grow your food to have that connection to it. Many people today don’t have time or space to grow their own food. But they appreciate that they have food to eat. That is the important thing.”

With those words, so many things fall into place. That spiritual connection we feel with food that was grown by someone we know, or cooked from scratch, comes from understanding that it required hard work. We put greater value on things when we know the taste of the sweat and tears required of us than we do for those that come to us freely. It’s an unspoken, scarcely noticeable value that is carried along from field to table. In a world where everything is readily available at any time of year, where life itself is produced on an industrial scale, we have forgotten what it is like to lack, and therefore how to appreciate an individual ear of corn, a tomato, a loaf of bread. These are as common as stones to us now. But in places where people have struggled for centuries to survive through drought, fire, and disease, and in the aftermath of conquest, a tortilla is the greatest gift.

It wasn’t until I patted out my own tortilla that a kindling of understanding was sparked in me. Our nanny, Bertina, offered to make handmade tortillas for Noel’s birthday party and stood over a large bowl filled with dough, a steel comal on the stove behind her. She handed me a small lump and demonstrated how to flatten it out, cupping the edges as she turned it round in her palms, and finally patting it back and forth from hand to hand just so. The first one came out a bit thick and lopsided. The second was deemed quite passable. But the result didn’t interest me so much as the process. It’s one of those techniques that looks so very simple, yet is only perfected with months of practice. As I patted that soft disk between my hands, hoping to shape the moon, I felt the whisper of a connection to a long line of women who had lived the enormity of their lives in this very motion, spreading back behind me through time to ghosts of my child’s ancestors and out to this very moment to the women surrounding me in the kitchen. In some inexplicable way, the very motion of patting out a tortilla felt connected to childbirth—a process one can never hope to understand without having experienced it.
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A month later, Noel brought home maíz criollo from Tlaxcala: purple, red, yellow, and white. “I don’t think it will grow here,” he said. “It’s so much colder in Tlaxcala. But try.”

Bertina, my daughter, Lila, and I planted them in three rows, twelve feet long each, in a small patch behind our house. And we waited. The first shoots to break the soil thrilled us. Up and up they grew until they were reaching for the heavens, waving far over our heads. They grew so fast and so tall there didn’t seem to be enough soil to support them. The corn silks sprouted from the ears, which fattened over the days. In three months’ time, we had a harvest of gorgeous multicolored corn. From this tiny patch we collected three large boxes of maíz. We ate them fresh and raw off the cob (so tender!), we sautéed them with butter and salt, we served them as a welcome taste to our guests at the restaurant. Planting that corn was one of the simplest things I’ve ever done. Harvesting it was one of the most rewarding. And so, finally, I had the vaguest glimmer of understanding.

Maíz is both sustenance and sacrament for the people of Mexico. It is their origin story, their present, and their future. It is their grounding to this world and their bridge to the other world. Maíz is faith manifest.
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2 https://grains.org/buying-selling/corn/


How to Make a Tortilla

There is nothing like a handmade tortilla. The corn tortillas commonly eaten in Baja Sur—made from industrialized, processed corn flour and spit out by the thousands from the mouth of a belted machine—are vastly superior to the ready-made, store-bought variety in the USA. And yet they are absolutely shameful when compared to those tortillas derived from handmade nixtamal and flattened in a hand press, as commonly found in Central Mexico. And even those cannot hold a candle to a tortilla from a nixtamal of native corn, patted out by experienced hands and cooked over a fire-heated comal. The former two serve a functional role and little more; the latter two can satisfy even the most refined palate with nothing more than a pinch of salt and squeeze of lime.
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