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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the world of pan y dulce—the world of bread and sweetness.

One single book cannot possibly capture the full range and magic of Latin American baking, but it can give an intoxicating taste. Here I’ve done my best to introduce you to my interpretation of the delicious local specialties that express creativity across this richly varied region. Among these 150 or so recipes are baked goods that touch each of the thirty-three countries that are commonly known as comprising Latin America, extending from México to Central and South America and into the Caribbean.

“Latin America” is itself an odd concept that begins to fall apart once you start to think about it. Although it’s a useful term in that it helps understand a group of countries and their people who have many commonalities and shared roots of language and geography, it is also a by-product of colonization and the Atlantic slave trade. Why are these areas considered “Latin”? It’s because of the European languages that came to dominate these lands, alongside their occupiers. That’s why Jamaica is not part of Latin America despite being so close to Cuba, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic in the Caribbean: it was colonized by people who spoke English, not Romance languages.

But for the purposes of this book, Latin America is a world unto itself. When I say Latin American baking, I’m talking about the artisan-style loaves you may know me for, soft sandwich rolls, and classic renditions of loaves that capture a regional expression, like Pan de Cazuela (here) from Oaxaca. In this world of baking you’ll also find empanadas and tortillas in a variety of styles (and you’d better not sleep on my Baleadas, here). Medialunas (here), flaky and sweet. You’ll find cakes from Chocolate Tres Leches de Coco (here) to Chocotorta (here). Cookies from Alfajores (here) to Champurradas (here). Flan de Coco (here). And flatbreads like the Argentinian Fugazzeta (here).

Sharing the stories behind these recipes and how to make them is part of my mission: to expand the common understanding in the United States about what, and who, can make stellar baked goods.

It is impossible for any single culture to be the true or only source of baking expertise. Culinary ideas, ingredients, and traditions flow from culture to culture, changing over time and in response to regional opportunities and requirements. For me, much of the beauty in baking comes from using historically significant ingredients and flavors related to those roots and traditions. The most exciting baking of my life happened while I researched and developed these recipes.

In Latin America, precolonial baking traditions did not use wheat, a crop that was not Indigenous to the region. The domestication of wheat and the baking of wheat bread is believed to have originated in the Fertile Crescent, specifically Ancient Egypt. This practice spread to other parts of the world, which led to European colonizers bringing wheat to the Americas in the 1500s. That resulted in the extraordinary and diverse baked goods you can now find throughout Latin America. Of course, there is more to the story.

One of the first known harvesters of wheat in the Americas was Juan Garrido, who was born in West Africa and made his way to Spain as a young man where he joined the expedition to what was called Hispaniola. Juan Garrido, a name that he took after converting to Catholicism, is thought to be the first known African to arrive in present day North America. After joining Cortés in the siege of Tenochtitlán, he settled as a farmer and began planting wheat. As a byproduct of this, a few different bread varieties were produced and sold by Indigenous women, some with refined white flour and some with wheat bran. The colonizers’ desire to cultivate wheat and make bread the way it was made in Europe was indeed a factor in the development of these early bread-making methods. But baking in México today is by no means a simple reimagining of the European institution.

Over time, Mexican baking has been transformed by an Indigenous cultural mixture. The brief French occupation opened the door to the creation of regional pan dulce, or sweet bread, with some linked to traditions like Pan de Muerto (here) or the Rosca de Reyes (here). Pan dulce has spread widely in Latin America, and every country has versions that are closely tied to its customs, climates, traditions, and the hands of its people. From Shecas (here) with a hint of molasses and anise in Guatemala to the various Semitas (here) of Honduras, there is no shortage of delicious pan dulce.

There is much to explore beyond traditions that include wheat. Ambato, Ecuador, was said to have had some of the most delicious bread tasted by colonists. Indigenous bread was made with yuca and quinoa flours mixed with finely ground white corn. It was said to have texture and flavor on par with what they were accustomed to in Europe. After wheat was introduced, the standard of bread has remained very high in Ambato. Due to complications from the high altitude, bakers in the city developed a rigorous triple-rise process. Today, some of the best bread in Ecuador is still found along the Ambato River.

Many more intriguing stories accompany the recipes in this book. You may not have heard many of them because European baking culture has dominated the food media and our restaurant industry in the United States for quite some time. When new artisanal bakeries open here, they most often focus on selling croissants, baguettes, focaccias, and pizzas. This perpetuates the idea that the gold standard for a successful, experienced baker is to be able to master French and Italian products and techniques. But oddly enough, many of the bakers laboring behind the scenes at successful bakeries in the United States are Hispanic, Black, or both—like me.

Don’t get me wrong: croissants and pizza are dope. But they are just one part of the story. And if you limit your own baking to those traditions, you will miss out on something very special indeed.

Many of the most interesting and delicious baked goods in the world today come from Latin America. Learning about them is exciting. But many of their stories are not straightforward. Some of those items trace their roots back to Indigenous ingredients or traditions; others arose as a complex reaction to the often painful legacy of European colonialism. Others were influenced by West African traditions, as a result of the practice of chattel slavery.

I did not anticipate that my work would become part of an important conversation in the food world about topics such as inclusivity, representation, and diversity—buzz words that simply mean we need more Black, Brown, and Indigenous hands and faces representing the world of artisanal baking. I hope books like this one will help readers recognize the fundamental value and impressiveness of their own cultures and expand the minds of both new and experienced bakers.

When I first visited Honduras as a child, I remember my whole life changing as my palate expanded beyond what I knew from the United States. New colors, aromas, and cooking styles presented themselves before my eyes. My goal with these recipes is for you to experience something similar. Whether you are a seasoned or new baker, I want to open your eyes to the beauty of Latin America. I want your kitchen to fill with joy, happiness, and deliciousness. I hope that this book will help you bake bread and pastries no matter your skill level.

As you bake your way through this book, I hope you will be swept away by the deliciousness of all of Latinoamérica. I wish you a happy journey filled with many delicious bakes with your friends, family, and loved ones.


How to Use This Book Successfully

My aim is to deliver practical baking know-how along with relevant history and cultural insight, so there are occasional essays that explore interesting details about recipes, along with a substantial section at the front of the book about tools, ingredients, and techniques. Novice bakers might want to start with the introductory materials, move on to simpler cookies and yeasted breads, and finally work their way up to hybrid and full sourdough recipes.

The recipe chapters begin with the breads that I believe are truest to their form as a straight dough, meaning there is just one stage of mixing with a form of commercial yeast, or as a hybrid, where I use a preferment (typically sourdough) to enhance the flavor while still using commercial yeast for its contribution to texture. A chapter of pure sourdough recipes follows. I believe these recipes are true to their traditional spirit and essence, from a flavor and texture perspective, while being naturally leavened. Then we explore many, many delicious desserts and pastries from Latin America. And finally, the last recipe chapter shares savory bakes and several delicious gluten-free recipes, an homage to the way Latin America baked before wheat was introduced.

In these recipes I also tried to capture the essence of my background as an Afro-Honduran baker located in the United States, in order to share with you the way I enjoy making each recipe. This means that in some cases, I’ve made a sourdough version of a bread that is traditionally made with commercial yeast, because I prefer that result. If you wish to convert from commercial yeast to sourdough or back, the guide here will show you how.

As a professional baker, I am hopelessly devoted to the practice of measuring my ingredients by weight. While this does require a cheap digital kitchen scale, the practice will give you an instant upgrade from baking volumetrically, by which I mean using measuring cups and tablespoons. But because I realize that not all home bakers are with me yet, I have included conversions by volume. If you have questions about a particular conversion, consult the conversion guide here. Note that gram weights will always deliver the more precise result, so when in doubt, pull out that scale.

Finally, note that when an ingredient is used to taste, I mark it as “al gusto.”
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