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Introduction
Welcome to Sun and Spice: The Food and Flavors of Mexico City. This book is an
invitation to step into the vibrant, ever-evolving world of one of the world’s most
fascinating culinary capitals. Whether you are a home cook curious to try new recipes,
a passionate foodie in search of untold stories, or an intrepid traveler eager to
experience authentic flavors, this journey through the heart of Mexico’s capital is for
you.

Mexico City’s food scene is a living testament to its dynamic history—a place where
the ancient meets the contemporary in every market, kitchen, and street corner.
Centuries-old Aztec traditions endure in the way corn is nixtamalized for tortillas;
luscious moles still tell tales of Spanish and indigenous exchange; tacos al pastor spin
on vertical spits, a delicious inheritance from Lebanese immigrants; and the French
flair for pastry can be tasted in every bite of a fresh concha. This rich layering of
influences makes every meal in Mexico City a celebration of its diverse heritage.

Here, food is not merely sustenance: it is a daily ritual, an art form, and a vibrant
expression of identity. Mercado vendors hand you bundles of herbs still glistening with
morning dew, taqueros deftly toss meat on sizzling planchas, grandmothers stir
bubbling pots of mole for holiday feasts, and young chefs reimagine ancient dishes
with contemporary flair. The city pulses with flavors—from smoky street food stalls to
refined fine dining—making it a place where eating out is a way of life, and every bite
carries a story.

This book is organized to lead you through the many layers of Mexico City’s food
culture. We begin with its ancient roots and layered past, then stroll through the city’s
bustling markets and legendary street food stands. Along the way, you’ll meet cooks
whose families have preserved recipes for generations, explore neighborhoods famous
for their culinary creativity, and discover essential recipes you can try at home—no
plane ticket required. For travelers, there are tips on navigating markets,
recommended food tours, and practical advice for safe, delicious adventures.

Throughout, you’ll find vivid anecdotes, profiles of cooks and vendors, and clear step-
by-step recipes ranging from foundational classics to inventive contemporary plates.
Whether you’re planning your first visit, or simply bringing the sun and spice of Mexico
City into your own kitchen, this book is meant to spark curiosity, expand your palate,
and inspire you to savor every bite.

So grab a tortilla, embrace the unexpected, and let’s embark on a culinary voyage
through sun-drenched streets, bustling markets, and festive family kitchens—the true
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heart and soul of Mexico City’s unforgettable flavors.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Roots — The Aztec Table and
Pre-Columbian Origins
Long before the bustling markets and sizzling street stalls of modern Mexico City, a
vibrant culinary landscape thrived in the heart of Mesoamerica. This was the world of
the Aztecs, a civilization whose ingenuity, agricultural prowess, and intricate social
structures laid the very foundations for much of what we recognize as Mexican cuisine
today. To truly understand the flavors that define Mexico City, we must first journey
back to its pre-Columbian origins, to the sophisticated diet and culinary techniques
that nourished an empire.

Imagine Tenochtitlan, the awe-inspiring Aztec capital, built on an island in the middle
of Lake Texcoco, precisely where Mexico City now stands. This was not a barren land
but a fertile basin, ingeniously cultivated by a people who mastered their
environment. The Aztecs were agrarian innovators, and their most remarkable
contribution to food production was the chinampa system. These floating gardens,
essentially artificial islands created by layering soil, decaying vegetation, and mud
from the lakebed, provided incredibly fertile ground for growing crops year-round. This
allowed for multiple harvests and sustained a massive urban population, a testament
to their advanced understanding of hydrology and sustainable agriculture.

At the very core of the Aztec diet, and indeed, of all Mesoamerican civilizations, was
maize—corn. It wasn't just a staple; it was sacred, viewed as a gift from the gods,
central to their mythology and daily life. The Aztecs cultivated numerous varieties,
from white and yellow to red and the striking blue corn still used in some traditional
dishes today. But simply growing corn wasn't enough; the true magic lay in a process
called nixtamalization. This ancient technique, still practiced across Mexico, involves
soaking and cooking dried corn kernels in an alkaline solution, typically limewater,
then rinsing and grinding them into a dough called masa. This transformative process
doesn't just make the corn easier to grind; it dramatically improves its nutritional
value, making niacin and other nutrients more bioavailable, and enhances its flavor
and aroma. Without nixtamalization, there would be no tortillas, no tamales, no
sopes—the very backbone of Mexican cuisine would be missing.

Beyond corn, a trinity of other essential crops formed the basis of the Aztec diet:
beans and squash. Beans, rich in protein, complemented the corn, creating a complete
and balanced nutritional profile. Squash, in its many forms—from its edible flowers to
its seeds and flesh—provided a wealth of vitamins and versatility. These three crops,
often grown together in symbiotic harmony, represent one of the most successful and
sustainable agricultural systems ever developed, shaping the palate of a continent for
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millennia.

Chiles, of course, were indispensable. The Aztecs cultivated a vast array of chili
peppers, recognizing their distinct heat levels and flavor profiles long before any
European encountered them. Chiles weren't just for heat; they were used for their
complex flavors, as preservatives, and for medicinal purposes. From the fiery serrano
to the smoky chipotle (a dried, smoked jalapeño) and the fruity pasilla, these peppers
provided the essential spice and depth that would define Mexican food for centuries to
come. The ability to distinguish and utilize such a diverse range of chiles was a
hallmark of Aztec culinary sophistication.

While maize, beans, squash, and chiles formed the foundation, the Aztec diet was far
more diverse than many imagine. They had access to an astonishing variety of fruits
and vegetables that were entirely unknown to the Old World. Tomatoes, avocados,
gourds, prickly pears (nopales), jícama, sweet potatoes, and a wide range of tropical
fruits like papaya and mamey were all integral parts of their daily meals. Mushrooms,
edible flowers like flor de calabaza (squash blossoms), and various leafy greens also
featured prominently.

Protein sources were equally varied. While large domesticated animals like pigs and
cattle were absent, the Aztecs consumed a remarkable array of smaller animals, birds,
and insects. Turkeys were domesticated, providing meat and eggs. Ducks and other
waterfowl from the lake were hunted. Fish and amphibians from the extensive lake
system were common, as were various insects, which remain a part of Mexican cuisine
today—think chapulines (grasshoppers) or escamoles (ant larvae), considered
delicacies. Even the spirulina algae that grew abundantly in Lake Texcoco was
harvested and consumed, offering a protein-rich food source.

The Aztec markets were epicenters of this culinary world, bustling hubs of commerce
and social interaction. The most famous, the market of Tlatelolco, was described by
Spanish conquistadors like Bernal Díaz del Castillo as being larger and more organized
than any in Europe. Here, every imaginable foodstuff was traded, from fresh produce
and live animals to prepared foods and culinary tools. These markets were not just
places to buy and sell; they were vibrant expressions of the Aztec economy and their
rich food culture, a precursor to the vibrant mercados that still define Mexico City
today.

Cooking methods were ingenious and adapted to the available resources. Open fires
were common, and clay griddles (comales) were essential for making tortillas.
Steaming was widely used, particularly for tamales, often in communal pits or
specialized clay pots. Grinding stones (metates) were vital for processing corn and
chiles into masa and salsas. Fermentation was also known, used to produce alcoholic
beverages like pulque from the sap of the agave plant.
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Meals often consisted of tortillas or tamales, accompanied by various salsas made
from fresh or dried chiles, tomatoes, and other aromatics. Beans were prepared in
many ways, from simple boiled versions to more elaborate stews. The concept of a 
mole, a complex sauce made from numerous ingredients, including chiles, spices,
nuts, and even chocolate, predates the Spanish arrival, although it evolved
significantly with new ingredients. The Aztecs had their own versions of rich, intricate
sauces used to accompany meats or vegetables.

Chocolate, or xocolatl, was highly prized, though it was consumed as a bitter, frothy
beverage, often spiced with chiles, rather than the sweet confectionery we know
today. It was a drink reserved for the elite, warriors, and in ceremonial contexts,
revered for its stimulating and ritualistic properties. The froth, created by pouring the
liquid from a height, was particularly esteemed.

The influence of the Aztec table on modern Mexico City cuisine is profound and
undeniable. The centrality of corn and its nixtamalization, the fundamental role of
chiles, the pairing of beans and squash, and the concept of complex sauces are direct
culinary inheritances. Even the layout and vibrancy of Mexico City’s markets echo the
grand tradition of Tlatelolco. While new ingredients and techniques would later arrive
from across the Atlantic, the deep, earthy flavors and fundamental preparations of the
Aztec world remain the very soul of the city’s cooking. It is a cuisine rooted in the land,
shaped by ancient wisdom, and brought to life by the hands of a people who truly
understood the art of eating.
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