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Cremoso de Chocolate, $10, Ruben Ortega, Xochi, 

Houston. RECIPE, plateonline.com.
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by Gabriella Gershenson

Flan. Tres leches cake. Churros. When you 

think of Mexican desserts, this is the trio 

that comes to mind. But just as there’s 

more to Mexican food than tacos, guac, 

and quesadillas, there’s much more to 

Mexican desserts than these stalwarts. 

Perhaps the most compelling example is 

the photogenic corn husk meringue from 

Cosme in New York City, which, to the sur-

prise of its creators, became Instagram-

famous in 2015. Not only did the ethereal 

meringue—flavored with corn husk ash 

and filled with corn mousse—go viral, it 

served as a reminder that Mexican sweets 

are ripe for interpretations that are whim-

sical, riveting, conceptual, unusually deli-

cious, or all of the above. 

At Empellón in New York City, Chef/

Owner Alex Stupak hits those marks 

with an edible trompe l’oeil that pays 

homage to an iconic Mexican ingredi-

ent, the avocado. “I built the avocado 

dessert because I knew the restaurant 

would quickly become known for it in this 

Instagram age,” Stupak acknowledges. 

The dessert, the spitting image of an avo-

cado half, is a creamy parfait cast in an 

avocado-shaped mold that was commis-

sioned from the Chicago School of Mold 

Making. The parfait is frozen in a blast 

chiller, then painstakingly airbrushed by 
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Pastry Chef Justin Binnie, who custom 

blends his colors to achieve the fruit’s 

green-black rind, and flesh that goes from 

yellowish around the pit to dark green 

near the skin. The colder the parfait, the 

longer Binnie has to paint it before plat-

ing it on eucalyptus-flavored yogurt and 

surrounding it with snowy lime granita, 

made extra fine by running it through a 

Pacojet ($16, recipe, plateonline.com). 

“When I opened my location in Midtown, 

I decided we needed to have a remarkable 

dessert program,” says Stupak, who was 

a pastry chef at Alinea and wd~50 before 

opening Empellón. “We decided to throw 

away everything that people felt belonged 

in a Mexican restaurant. Everyone needs 

to move beyond flan.” 

Ruben Ortega, executive pastry chef 

for H-Town Restaurant Group in Houston, 

already got that memo. The Mexico City 

native has long been making sophisti-

cated Mexican desserts at Hugo’s (which 

he runs with his brother, Hugo Ortega) 

and now also at Xochi, which focuses on 

Oaxacan cuisine. Ortega devotes half of 

Xochi’s dessert menu to chocolate, a fun-

damental Mexican ingredient. Inspired 

by his Oaxacan grandmother, who made 

chocolate by hand using a stone metate, 

he makes chocolate from scratch for 

his restaurants using a massive stone 

grinder from Mexico (it weighs nearly 

700 pounds) to process his cacao beans. 

“We buy raw beans from Campeche 

and Central America, which are washed 

and are dried in the sun,” says Ortega. 

He then toasts the beans, grinds them 

a few times to reach an almond but-

ter-like texture, and transfers the paste 

to a 60-quart mixer and blends in vanilla 

extract, cinnamon, and granulated sugar 

(recipe, plateonline.com). “From there we 

make our tablets,” says Ortega. “It sounds 

simple because I’ve been doing it for so 

many years.”

This is the chocolate that Ortega uses 

in his desserts, in mole, and in the hot 

chocolate that’s frothed tableside with 

a molinillo. In one of his signatures, cre-

moso de chocolate ($10, recipe, plateon-

line.com), Ortega mixes his chocolate into 

a rich pudding, which is topped with a 

siphon cake dusted with peanut powder. 

“WE DECIDED TO 
THROW AWAY 

EVERYTHING THAT 
PEOPLE FELT BELONGED 

IN A MEXICAN 
RESTAURANT. 

EVERYONE NEEDS TO 
MOVE BEYOND FLAN.”

— Alex Stupak, Empellón 

Avocado with Lime, Olive Oil, and Eucalyptus 

Yogurt, $16, Alex Stupak, Empellón, New York 

City. RECIPE, plateonline.com.

JANELLE BENDYCKI
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He dresses it with final components 

including a strawberry gel and a choco-

late branch garnished with edible flowers. 

“There are different ways to use a tab-

let,” says Ortega. “When you leave it in the 

fridge, it becomes solid because the cocoa 

butter solidifies. At room temperature, it 

dries. You can shave it on ice cream, you 

can warm it up in the microwave, you 

can add it to mousse like we do at Hugo’s, 

but you cannot temper it, since it’s pure 

cacao and sugar.” But learning its quirks is 

worthwhile. “It’s not hard to make, it’s just 

time-consuming,” he notes. “It’s something 

we do to preserve our heritage.”

Back in New York City, Fany Gerson is 

guided by a similar passion—to spread 

the gospel of the desserts from her native 

Mexico. At La Newyorkina, her ice cream 

and sweets shop, Gerson specializes in 

paletas (ice pops) made in a rainbow of 

wildly appealing flavors such as hibiscus 

raspberry and Mexican cinnamon with 

a cajeta core. Her approach to making 

street sweets (fittingly, La Newyorkina 

started out as a pushcart) is investing in 

high-quality ingredients. Gerson grinds 

her own Mexican cinnamon, for instance, 

and meticulously sources products like 

hibiscus flowers and Mexican chocolate. 

She uses her favorite Ataulfo mangoes 

whenever she can, as in her take on a 

chamoyada ($7, recipe, p. 98), a mango 

sorbet sundae of sorts layered with 

salted chile, cubed mango, and chamoy 

(a popular salted-plum condiment). “I 

want to make a chamoyada that’s supe-

rior to what you find in the street,” she 

says. The trick to getting the right slushy 

consistency for the sorbet? “If you have 

a frozen margarita machine, that would 

be perfect,” says Gerson, who also rec-

ommends spiking them for an easy 

upsell. But certain things should remain 

untouched. Though Gerson has made her 

own chamoy sauce in the past, she found 

that her customers yearn for the bottled 

stuff. “It’s a nostalgic flavor,” she says. 

“It’s kind of like ketchup. You can have a 

good homemade ketchup, but customers 

just want what their palate is used to.” 

Gabriella Gershenson loves to sip hibiscus agua 

fresca.

Mango Chamoyada, $7, Fany Gerson, La Newyorkina, 

New York City. RECIPE, p. 98.


