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   To Havana


   for what it was


  





   

    

     

      Note from the Author

     

    


   


   

    All recipes yield 4 to 6 servings unless otherwise indicated.


    All butter is unsalted.


    All garlic is pressed with a garlic press or minced.


    All chorizo is Spanish chorizo, fully cooked.


    Piquillo peppers, a Spanish product, are a bit smoky and spicy and come canned or bottled.


   


  





   

    

     Introduction
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    Let me make clear that this book is neither a dance manual nor a Cuban cookbook per se. And if you are looking for new dance steps or an old black bean recipe you won’t find them here. What you will discover is a remembrance of the Havana that was and the food we ate before the Castro catastrophe. Havana Salsa is a group of connected stories, all absolutely true, at least 98 percent of the time. With some name changes and to the best of my recollection. The remaining 2 percent consists of a pinch of fantasy and a dash of sentimentality. Much like life itself.


    This book has been rattling in my head since Mrs. Prieto, my first-grade teacher at Ruston Academy in Havana, told me I had either a very vivid imagination or a very remarkable family and that, in either case, I should someday write about it.


    As time passed things all around me got even more “interesting” and as I retold the stories they seemed harder and harder to believe. But the truth is that my reality was magical in itself; the Havana of the forties and fifties, with its corruption, turbulent politics, delicious decadence, and my eccentric family, is indeed, the stuff of myths.


    Born in 1939, I grew up in the Cuba of the forties, when magical realism was first being defined. We may not have recognized the concept in our daily lives, but we were living it—the fusion of the real and the fantastic. A Catholic country famous for its decadence, our Cuba was shaped by opposing perspectives—one rational, the other supernatural. With the continual social and political upheaval, the endless struggle for a political ideal, and the reality of a revolution, the extraordinary was taking place in our lives every day.


    The Cuba I knew in pre-Castro days has disappeared, a place in time and space that will never be again.


    Cuba now is filled with sadness, crumbling buildings, an agriculture in ruins, an economy in shambles. Long gone are the days filled with music and laughter, the closeness of family now obliterated by a diaspora that started in the early sixties and continues to this day. The sense of humor, the very lust for life that defined the Cuban character, has given way to emotional depletion and a life of extraordinary hardship. Cuba has become a third-world country with little available food, power outages, and water stoppages every day. This is not the Cuba I knew.


    Wanting to pass on the mythical quality of my country and that of those around me, I decided to write down my own Cuban history.


    At every family gathering, inevitably centered around food, my U.S.-born nephews and nieces ask me to tell them stories of the Cuba I lived in. They know the historical facts as taught in school; they know the politics from reading the papers; they know the traditional food trapped in the fifties’ nostalgia of the popular Cuban restaurants in Miami, but the smells, the tastes, the sounds, the soul, the physical feel of the country—that Cuba—they only know through my generation’s memories.


    Essentially this book is a collection of those stories about my family, a rather eccentric group who conducted their lives against the extraordinary backdrop of Havana. This is a snapshot of who we were and the way we ate with the people we loved. And since there is no bigger cultural trigger than food, the book is set up as a series of vignettes showcasing the food and recipes I associate with each family memory, beginning with my childhood in the forties through the sensual fifties and then the first eighteen months of the Revolution. Havana Salsa tells the history of Havana, my Havana, through the sortilege of its food and the mirror of my family.


     


    When my parents met in the late thirties, they were both married to others, but the difficulties they had to overcome to be together only intensified their passion. I was born in 1939, almost a year before they married each other.


    Cuba was just emerging from the economic crisis of the Depression and the bloody regime of Gerardo Machado. Student revolts, strikes, and protests led, in 1933, to a military coup headed by Sergeant Fulgencio Batista, who became the de facto ruler through a number of presidents who served in name only. But it was a time of renewed possibility, with newly enacted social measures: a minimum wage, eight-hour workday, women’s right to vote. Batista was legally elected and served as president from 1940 to 1944. In 1948 he was elected senator, only to organize another bloodless coup, this time against President Carlos Prío Socarrás in 1952, an event that in part led to the Castro revolution.


    My father, Carlos Carballo, a.k.a. el Professor Carbell, was an astrologer with a certain notoriety as adivino, healer, psychic, and medium, who claimed he could diagnose health problems by reading auras. Whatever it was he did (or perhaps because of his clients’ need to believe), he was very successful. He wrote for magazines and newspapers and had a flourishing private practice, a rich source of eccentric characters in itself. My father was a man of many friends and passions, and one of these was food.


    Mami too liked exotic foods but she was more of a meat and potatoes kind of cook, which for her meant a rare filet mignon and fried green plantains for breakfast. She couldn’t be bothered with the everyday running of the kitchen and relied on Dulce, our cook, for the daily chore of feeding the family. Yet she had a repertoire of unusual (for the forties) dishes she was always happy to prepare for special occasions—a Mexican pozole, white gazpacho, and magnificent zabaglione to spoon over a citrus sponge cake, a family favorite.


    Our family extended not just to my schizophrenic Aunt Berta, my deaf Uncle Octavio, and my senile but gloriously beautiful grandmother Doña Monona, but also to Tía Patria, the aunt who indulged everyone. The family included my half brothers, my mother’s ex-husband, and even his wife and daughters. In addition, there were the family members connected by heart: Pupen, my godmother, Kiki, Pastorita, Ramón, Don Juan and his dog, and many more, all unique in their own way.


    Dulce, our cook, was a follower of Santería, a religion that combines Catholic saints and African deities and was first practiced by the African slaves in Cuba. While Dulce let me watch her cook, she would recount the legends of all the deities of Santería, teaching me about their favorite foods and how to stay in their good graces.


    Kiki, a gay former aerialist with a country carnival, was my father’s general factotum, my mother’s confidant and hair colorist. Kiki ironed the fine linens, mended our clothes, sewed on buttons, hemmed my dresses, came early every morning to make the first café con leche of the day, and on occasion made chocolate and churros exclusively for me.


    Our landlady, Pastorita, was retired from the oldest profession and lived in total seclusion in the downstairs of the once great house we rented. She took it upon herself to teach me how to make the proper cafecito and how to light a cigar. Ramón, the numbers runner, came every Saturday morning to take my father’s bets and bring us fresh pastelitos from the neighborhood bakery. Don Juan, el carpintero, who lived in one of Havana’s shantytowns, and his dog Joselito were frequent visitors. For Don Juan and Joselito, my dad would drop whatever he was doing to go buy fritas, the chorizo and ground beef Cuban answer to the hamburger.


    Outside of my home, Havana was an enchanted and enchanting city. Remarkably beautiful, green, luscious, scented, built around a protected bay, its urban rectilinear plan became the blueprint for other colonial cities of the Americas. Squares, fortresses, plazas, promenades, wharves, churches, great houses, palaces, monumental buildings, and miles and miles of columned arcades showed a diversity of styles: Renaissance, Mudéjar Baroque, Neoclassic, Art Deco, Art Nouveau, Cuban Baroque, and innovative twentieth-century construction. The city was magical and its beauty had a heady effect on me. I left briefly to attend Catholic boarding school in the States “to perfect my English and learn some discipline,” but I never forgot the city of my heart.


    Back in Havana in 1956, for my seventeenth birthday, I surrendered myself to the pervading sensuality of the city and its warmth and rhythm, colors, sounds, smells, and tastes—the indolence that infused our lives. One could physically feel the vibrancy of the city, the frisson of danger. In the fifties, even at the height of government corruption, or perhaps because of it, Havana was a nonstop party.


    Food and music were at the center of the culture influencing who we were and how we lived. It is hard to believe now, but even as teenagers we frequented the best restaurants and nightclubs. One of our favorites was the improbable Tropicana with its crystal arches and chorus girls who danced on the catwalks among the trees. At all of the clubs, we danced to the music of every great orchestra that played in Havana—Sonora Matancera, Beny Moré, Fajardo y Sus Estrellas, and any number of others.


    But by the late fifties, the political reality of the country loomed over our lives. Fidel Castro had been in the Sierra Maestra since the mid-fifties waging a guerilla war against the Batista government, and by 1957 the revolution had been brought to Havana. Small bombs were being planted in stores, movie houses, and cafés. While they didn’t cause major damage, they did cause some injuries and widespread fear. I narrowly escaped two bombings myself.


    In the middle of this political turmoil I met Roberto. We dated for about three months, became engaged, and promptly married in December 1958. I was nineteen, he twenty-eight. We had been caught up in the ever-increasing urgency of a society out of control.


    In the early morning hours of January 1, 1959, we awoke to the news that Batista had fled the country, providing the de facto triumph of the Revolution. At first we were elated, hoping for a better life out from under Batista’s corrupt regime. But soon our joy turned to desperation as new restrictions were put into place hour by hour. Civil liberties were curtailed. All our illusions for a return to democracy were shattered. The slogan of “¿elecciones? ¿para qué?” became the new cri de guerre. Fundamental Law was established and in the immediate revolutionary fervor many suspected of being against Fidel or the Revolution were summarily executed.


    A few months later the U.S. embargo went into effect and food shortages increased. Out of necessity, my cooking became frugal, limited to the few ingredients available. My father was arrested on trumped up counter revolutionary charges and sentenced to an indefinite number of years in prison. I never saw him again. He died in an psychiatric hospital two years after I left Cuba.


    In April 1961, a few days after the Bay of Pigs invasion, Fidel declared Cuba a Communist country. It became clear I had to leave. My husband, Roberto, had no choice but to stay behind. His position as assistant professor at the University of Havana was considered essential to the Revolution and he was not allowed to leave the country.


    After much anxiety, many tears, and hurried good-byes, I arrived at the Miami airport on May 20, 1961, with the clothes on my back and no idea when I would ever see my country, my husband, family, or friends again.


    It’s been over forty years, three-quarters of my life, since I left Havana, but Havana has stayed with me. I have traveled extensively through several continents and earned the Grand Diplôme from Le Cordon Bleu in Paris, and a bachelor’s degree in Religious Studies from Fordham University in New York. I also studied regional cuisine in Spain. Certainly these experiences have enriched my life and influenced my cooking, but what defines me as a person are my experiences in Cuba—my family and friends, the “characters” of my childhood, the food and music, the sensual memories of an extraordinary city. These are those stories.
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    Havana
in the Thirties


   


   

    

    

   


  





     

      One


      

       Carlos and Sylvia
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       Carlos

      


      My father, Carlos Eloy Victor del Carmen Carballo Romero, was born in 1906. He came from a well-to-do family and as the youngest of six children he was very spoiled. There was nothing my grandmother, Abuela Monona, denied him, including a two-seater airplane, a motorcycle, and enough money to support a mistress when he was only seventeen.


      When Carlos was around twenty-one, grandfather Don Pancho concluded it was time for him to make some contribution to the family and take his place in society, either as a student or as an apprentice in a relative’s plant nursery business. Carlos did not like either choice and besides, he was eager to get away from Havana and the “nice girl” he had promised to marry.


      The opportunity for a happy solution came in the form of a traveling carnival that was passing through Havana. He joined “Coney Island Park” as a stunt motorcycle driver. By the time the carnival reached Central America, he had advanced from stunt man to “El Mago de Coney Island Park” and later “el Profesor Carbell”—“Professor” to show deference and respect, a name he continued to use all through his professional life as astrologer, adivino, healer, psychic, and medium.


      Carlos was a handsome man, very tall for a Cuban. He cut an imposing figure at six feet, with a fair complexion, black wavy hair, and sea-green eyes. He had the charm and sophistication of George Clooney with the very masculine good looks of Javier Bardem. Women found him irresistible.


      Before he returned to Havana in 1936, after his stint with the circus had come to an end, he became quite notorious in San José. Not in a good way. In fact, he had last been seen in Costa Rica in 1932 on the eve of his very public deportation.


      After Coney Island Park disbanded, el Profesor Carbell had settled in San José and established a successful practice using his “healing” powers. He came to have an impressive clientele of society ladies and immediately gained a remarkable reputation not only as healer but as seducer as well. The medical establishment saw him as a threat on several fronts and had him arrested for practicing medicine without a license. This, Carbell emphatically denied. His healing techniques, he said, were completely spiritual and involved the mind only, not the body. He did not employ conventional medications, just the use of amulets and charms, and colored waters. Nevertheless he was detained for a few weeks and only released after he had signed several affidavits swearing he would “cease and desist.” But naturally he didn’t.


      After a few months of going about his usual business in a quieter way, he was denounced again. This time no one would intercede for him. A prominent politician’s wife was involved and no amount of pleading, public letters, or radio broadcasts in his favor would help.


      His alleged threat to medicine and public morals warranted a military detail to escort Profesor Carbell to the coast to board a ship bound for El Salvador. Even the Captain of Police of the city of San José made a special trip to the coast and waited at the docks until he saw the ship carrying my father disappear from view. The cause célèbre had now gone beyond being considered a charlatan, or even practicing medicine without a license. It had become a question of honor, as too many society ladies had become his “patients.”


      The interim years of 1932 to 1936, when he returned to Havana, remain a complete mystery, though I imagine he continued his adventures and his same practices in other Latin American countries.


      By the time my father returned to Cuba he was said to be an experienced astrologer, and my grandmother (forever indulging him) allowed the prodigal son to establish his consultorio in her home. He read auras to diagnose illness, brought messages from the beyond, and in spite of conventional wisdom, he proved himself a healer. His practice included politicians, actors, and many, many ladies. He was a very powerful psychic and used astrology as one of his tools. Carlos again had become an immediate success and soon established a clientele just as impressive as the one in San José.


      

       Sylvia

      


      My mom, Sylvia Molé Betancourt, born in 1910, also came from a large family, but most of her brothers and sisters were half brothers and sisters, eleven or twelve in total, possibly more; a most unusual occurrence in the early twentieth century in Cuba or anyplace else for that matter. But much was unusual about her family.


      My grandmother América left her first husband and four children to run away to Costa Rica with my mother’s father. It was scandalous, especially since it didn’t last long. They separated after two or three years, but bravely, especially for my grandmother, returned to their small town of Manzanillo in Oriente province to go their separate ways. Molé went on to form three other unions and have several more children. América went back to live with her mother and the children she had previously abandoned.


      My mother grew up in reduced circumstances—there was absolutely no money left, everything had been sold: land, cattle, properties, all going to support the independence wars against Spain. The sacrifices were worth it. Cuba became independent and a cousin of my great-grandmother became the first president of the Republic, and another the first rector of the University of Havana. We are still very proud of that.


      For my mother there was also embarrassment, not shame—my grandmother was too proud for shame—but growing up without a father present in a small town was difficult. However, it was an enriching environment. My mother’s home was a spirited household; my Abuela América and my great-grandmother Doña Gertrudis played the piano and the guitar respectively and sat in the open parlor every afternoon serenading the passersby. Their house was the meeting point for the extended family, including my mother’s half siblings on her father’s side and many friends. Abuela América was also a poet and a free spirit. Her intellectual friends, artists, writers, poets—all men—came to her weekly salon for music, poetry readings, pastries, coffee, and cigars.


      Abuela América further complicated the family dynamics by dying at age fifty-two, leaving my mother at thirteen unprotected by her father and in the hands of my mother’s eldest half sister (on her mother’s side), the twenty-three-year-old, energetic Tía Patria. Tía looked after Sylvia until she was seventeen when she thought it was time for Sylvia to marry.


      Tía Patria wanted only the best for Mami and thought it was time for Sylvia to have some stability in her life. Mami thought herself too young, too battered, too fragile, simply not ready to assume the responsibilities of a husband, children, a household. But Tía insisted, and through friends of the family she introduced her to Aubrey, a handsome British engineer freshly arrived from Kingston, Jamaica. Aubrey, born and educated in London, had quickly fallen in love with the tropics and just as promptly fell in love with Sylvia. He made an excellent candidate for marriage. But there was a problem.


      Sylvia had only gone to school as far as the third grade. She had come home crying one day because a nun had called her a heathen and a bastard and had made her kneel on corn kernels in a corner of the classroom as atonement for her mother’s sins. Abuela América made the instant decision not to send her back to school and teach her at home herself. But Sylvia had only been nine at the time of the incident and from then on her learning had been erratic. She read whatever she wanted, as Abuela América never followed much of a syllabus. Without proper schooling, and overprotected at home, Sylvia had remained a bit of a wild child. At seventeen, she was still swimming in the river and climbing trees with the boys, marriage the last thing on her mind.


      Aubrey was a gentle, sincere man and wanted Sylvia to make an informed decision before accepting his proposal. He wanted to polish her a little and show her a world other than the interior patio of her home. He offered to send Sylvia to his mother, who was now living in Kingston, where she could go to school, or even to London for finishing school. But Tía Patria roundly refused on the grounds that a young woman could not accept a gift of that magnitude without compromising herself and dishonoring the family. There had been plenty of that in the past, thank you. But Aubrey, in spite of his well-founded apprehensions, soon married Sylvia, who was more than reluctant to commit.


      

       Braised Chicken

      


      When friends dropped by to visit my grandmother and great-grandmother, they often brought fowl they had hunted or raised, fish they had caught, and the occasional piglet. No invitations were necessary—everyone who was around stayed for dinner. In Manzanillo, in the early 1900s, they made this dish with guinea fowl (pintada) and in the fifties Mami always made it as part of our Christmas Eve dinner. Now guinea hens are difficult to find, often only available as a special order during Thanksgiving and Christmas, so I have substituted a large chicken. The dish doesn’t have the same depth of taste as when made with pintada, but it is very good anyway.


      

       

        One 4- to 5-pound chicken

       


       

        1 teaspoon salt

       


       

        ½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

       


       

        1 teaspoon saffron threads

       


       

        1 teaspoon coriander seeds

       


       

        ½ teaspoon cumin seed

       


       

        4 tablespoons olive oil

       


       

        1 medium onion, diced

       


       

        3 garlic cloves, pressed or minced

       


       

        Zest (in one piece) and juice of 1 lemon

       


       

        1 cup chicken broth

       


       

        1 bay leaf

       


       

        2 egg yolks

       


       

        2 tablespoons minced parsley

       


      


      Rinse the chicken, dry with paper towels, and place in a bowl. Pulverize the spices in a spice grinder or mini food processor or with a mortar and pestle. Add 2 tablespoons of the olive oil to make a paste. Prick the chicken deeply with a fork and rub with the paste inside and out. Cover and allow to marinate about 4 hours: 3 hours in the fridge and 1 hour on the kitchen counter to bring to room temperature.


       


      Heat the remaining 2 tablespoons olive oil in a Dutch oven or heavy pan over medium-high heat. Brown the chicken well, about 2 minutes on each side. Add the onion and sauté until it colors. Add the garlic and stir. Add the lemon zest and juice, chicken broth, and bay leaf. Set the chicken with the breast up. Cover and cook over low heat for about 1 hour and 30 minutes, or a little longer, turning every 30 minutes. It is supposed to be well done and very tender.


       


      Remove the bay leaf and lemon zest from the pan and discard. Place the chicken on a serving platter and keep warm. Remove as much fat as possible from the cooking juices and keep them simmering on the stove.


       


      In a bowl, whisk the egg yolks well. Add a little of the hot cooking juices to the yolks and whisk vigorously. Pour the yolks into the cooking juices and whisk until thickened to the consistency of cream, making sure the sauce doesn’t curdle. (If it does, give it a few whizzes in a food processor or blender. It won’t be the best, but it is not the end of the world either.)


       


      Spoon the sauce over the chicken and serve.


     


    





     

      Two


      

       Thunderbolts
in Eden
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      My parents met at the Jardín Botánico, the University of Havana’s plant research facility, an idyllic garden full of exotic plants and flowers, greenhouses, and plenty of space for children to play. Every morning Sylvia took her two little boys, Clive and Aubrey, there. Carlos lived nearby and often took his morning walk on the grounds.


      One of those mornings, Carlos approached her, looking straight into her eyes with his otherwordly look. He had been watching her for some time and it was several days before he approached her. He was holding four cones of melting granizado—yellow, red, green, and blue—in his hands as they were an afterthought. The boys smiled. Sylvia had no alternative but to take the ices from him before they melted completely.


      At the time my parents met, in the mid thirties, Cuba was just emerging from the economic crisis of the Great Depression and the political upheaval of Gerardo Machado’s regime. Student revolts, strikes, and protests had led to a military coup headed by Sergeant Fulgencio Batista. Batista claimed he did not want to be president and installed a temporary government (he was the power behind the throne) with the promise of free democratic elections. It was a time of renewed possibility.


      My dad was freshly arrived from his long sojourn in Central America, and Sylvia was trapped in a loveless marriage to a British engineer. They could have not been more different; he was the urban sophisticate, she the inexperienced housewife recently moved to Havana.


      My mother later described their meeting as being caught at sea en una galerna, the northwest wind that strikes the Cantabric coast with catastrophic waves. She had no more control of herself than she would have of a small craft in a deadly storm. My father, more of a fantasist, described their meeting as a sortilege. She had quite simply bewitched him. Neither her married status nor his recent nuptials to the “nice girl” (the same girl he had left behind to join the traveling carnival) seemed to interfere with their immediate reality.


      Sylvia’s history of loneliness and longing brought her close to Carlos very quickly. She was twenty-six, Carlos twenty-nine. They only married after my birth in 1939, three years after they first met. They went to Mexico on their honeymoon, and Mami always observed their anniversary with pozole, a dish they had shared at the Mercado Central. Dessert was watermelon ice.


      

       Pozole

      


      

       Pozole is a dish perfect for sharing. Everyone is served communally, and the garnishes, essential to round off the flavors, are passed around the table. Usually made with pork, it is a popular dish in Mexico and many versions exist. This lighter recipe, made with chicken, was given to me by a cousin who has lived in Mexico City for the last thirty-five years.


      

       For the Pozole

      


      

       5 ancho chiles,* soaked in warm water until soft

      


      

       4 pounds chicken legs and thighs, cut into halves

      


      

       One 2-inch-long cinnamon stick

      


      

       1 whole head garlic (unpeeled)

      


      

       1 large onion (peeled)

      


      

       1 teaspoon salt

      


      

       Two 15½-ounce cans (3 cups) hominy, rinsed in water and well drained

      


      

       For the Hot Sauce

      


      

       10 jalapeño chiles, deveined and seeded

      


      

       ½ cup white vinegar

      


      

       ½ teaspoon salt

      


      

       For the Garnishes

      


      

       1 head red leaf lettuce, cut in chiffonade

      


      

       8 radishes, very thinly sliced

      


      

       1 onion, minced

      


      

       4 Key limes, cut in wedges

      


      

       2 tablespoons dried oregano

      


      

       1 small avocado, diced (optional)

      


      To make the pozole, discard the ancho chile veins and seeds and process the chiles in a food processor to make a thin puree. Place the chicken in a heavy casserole with the cinnamon stick, head of garlic, onion, salt, and chile puree and cover with 3 quarts water, or more if necessary. Bring to a boil and then lower the heat to a simmer. Cover the pot, leaving a small opening for the steam to escape. Cook for about 1 hour, until the chicken is fall-off-the-bones tender. Discard the garlic, onion, and cinnamon stick.


       


      Add the rinsed hominy and cook for an additional 10 minutes.


       


      While the chicken cooks, prepare the hot sauce and garnishes. To make the sauce, puree the jalapeños, vinegar, and salt in a food processor or blender until smooth. Transfer to a bowl and allow to rest at room temperature.


       


      Set the garnishes in small bowls on the table. Set the pozole pot in the center. Serve the pozole and pass the condiments to add to taste to each individual serving. Accompany with corn tortillas sautéed in oil.


      

       Watermelon Ice

      


      One of our childhood pleasures was fruit-flavored, brightly colored ices. No one could pretend they were healthy—they were just refreshing and delicious in the heat. These beauties came in a two-wheel pushcart made heavy by a very large block of ice. On the sides of the cart were tall bottles filled with very sweet colored syrups. You chose your flavor and the “operator” shaved the ice, scooped it into a paper cone, and poured the syrup on top. You got a straw and after the first sip—straight to heaven. This version is all fruit, no syrup, the way Mami made it at home.


      

       3 pounds ripe watermelon

      


      

       ½ cup sugar

      


      Scoop out the pulp of the watermelon into a bowl and carefully seed. Break into chunks. Process the melon together with the sugar in a food processor or blender. Transfer to an ice cream maker and follow the manufacturer’s instructions. Or place in a shallow container in the freezer. Every 20 minutes, scrape with a fork, making sure to reach the crystals formed around the edges. Do this for 2 hours or until the ice is frozen. Before serving, place in the refrigerator for about 15 minutes to soften slightly.


      *Ancho chiles are dried poblanos, which add a smoky taste and depth of flavor.
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