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Out of the Ashes, Something A-maize-ing
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University of Toronto, and former
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we trudge into winter, sweet
A corn fades into a pleasant
memory. When temperatures drop and
snow piles up, we get our corn in other
forms...muffins,polenta, tortillas or hominy
grits, for instance. This last item is reliable
fodder for comedy. | recall a Muppets
episode where Fozzie Bear places a plate
before Ralph, the piano-playing dog, and
proudly proclaims “Hominy grits!” Ralph
responds testily, “l don't know how many!
YOU count them!” And there's the movie,
My Cousin Vinny, where Brooklyn lawyer
Vinny draws upon his newly acquired
grit-cooking knowhow to get his client
acquitted. In an early scene, Vinny asks,
“What exactly is a grit?” Well, putting on
my biologist hat, | can tell you it's a boiled
fragment of a nixtamalized seed of Zea
maize. That's clear, right?
The peoples of Mexico and Central
America have grown maize for more
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than 10,000 vears. Scientists were
long puzzled on what could have been
corn's wild progenitor and many were
surprised by the answer...but I'll save
that story for a later column. This time
my topic is the all-important cooking
innovation that made maize the staple
food of Mesoamerica.

Over the millennia, people developed
numerous local maize varieties that
were early versions of what we call
dent corn. That's the kind you see on
a drive through the country. Farmers
today grow it mostly as cattle feed, but
back then people ate it directly. Recent
archeology suggests that peoples of the
Mississippi valley would harvest some
of their crop just as the kernels filled
out. These they roasted and ate right
off the cob. But as summer ends, the
kernels turn hard and flinty. At this stage,
people had several cooking options,
which likely varied from place to place.
These included popping or toasting to
produce crunchy snacks. In many places,
the maize was ground into a meal on a
stone slab called a metate, using a hand-
held stone rolling pin, a mano.The corn
meal could then be fashioned into cakes.

But the simplest way to cook maize was
to boil it down into a gruel.

Mesoamericans didn't develop metallurgy,
so you might ask, how did they boil corn
without metal pots? It was simple. Fill a
ceramic pot halfway with water and dried
corn, then heat some rocks in a roaring
wood fire and drop them in.The hot rocks
set the pot to boil.

Someone at some point, or perhaps
several someones at several time points,
noticed that if you add wood ash from
the fire along with the rocks, the maize
comes out soft and more flavorful. These
softened, white kernels are hominy. If you
give it a quick course grinding you have
grits, while a longer, finer grind makes
a pliable and elastic dough, called masa.
Soon, the tortilla and taco were born!

This way of processing maize is called
nixtamalization, coming from the Uto-
Aztecan words nextli (ashes) and tamalli
(tamale). How does it work and why do it?
Wood ash is alkaline, raising the pH of the
cooking water: This dissolves the glue-like
hemicellulose in the corn’s cell walls and
loosens the tough hull from the kernels;
this makes it a bit easier to grind. But there
are also nutritional benefits. Unprocessed

maize has niacin (vitamin B3),but it's bound
in form that our digestive systems can't
easily absorb. Nixtamalization releases
the niacin, which helps prevent pellagra, a
disease caused by niacin deficiency. It also
increases the availability of some amino
acids and several minerals. And it destroys
toxins from fungal contaminants. The
alkaline treatment made maize both more
delicious and nutritious.

Nixtamalized maize became the
everyday, staple food. Interestingly,
when Europeans brought corn home
with them, it was adopted as a staple in
several pockets of Spain and ltaly, where
it produced higher crop vields than wheat.
But they didn't know about nixtamaliztion,
and the incidence of pellagra went up.
Meanwhile, back in the Americas, grinding
the treated kernels for tortillas became a
daily chore. While the processed kernels
were easier to grind than unprocessed,
it was still a lot of work. Women typically
spent several hours every day at the
metate and mano making masa for tortillas.
Industrial-grade mechanical grinders were
finally developed in the 1920s, and soon
you could buy masa flour at the market. |
am sure there was much rejoicing.

POZOLE
THE EASY
WAY

Pozole is a hearty soup featuring
pork, chilies and hominy. | often
make it on New Year's Day. Fancy
versions use several types of dried
peppers, but this one uses canned
enchilada sauce and green chilies.

INGREDIENTS:

| kg pork shoulder or similar cut; |
medium onion, chopped; 3 cloves
garlic, chopped; 2 t ground cummin;
| t oregano; 2 bay leaves; | can

red enchilada sauce, 300 ml; | can
chopped green chilies (other than
jalapeno), I I5 ml; | litre chicken
broth; | can white hominy (800 gm).

DIRECTIONS:

» Cut pork into 3 cm cubes, then
brown in olive oil. Remove from pot
and reserve.

* Sauté onions, garlic, cumin and
oregano until fragrant.

* Deglaze with a cup of chicken broth,
then add back the browned pork, the
chilies, enchilada sauce and the rest of
the broth. Bring to gentle boil, then
reduce heat to a simmer.

* After | hour remove the pork to a
plate, shred into strips, then return to
the pot.

* Drain and rinse the hominy, then
add to the pot. Return it to a simmer
for another 45 minutes.

Serve in bowls and garnish with any
or all the following: chopped cilantro,
fresh lime wedges, shredded cabbage,
shredded cheese, diced avocado, sour
cream. Serves 4.

HAPPY

NATURE

HOW GARDENING HELPS THE
MIND BLOOM — EVEN INWINTER

If you've ever
noticed that a bad
day feels a little
brighter after pulling
a few weeds or
breathing in the
scent of freshly

cut grass, you've
already experienced
the quiet magic

of nature therapy,
otherwise known

as ecotherapy.
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or people living with dementia, that
magic can be truly transformative.

I'll admit, | hadn't given much thought
to how nature might benefit those
coping with dementia until one of our
members at the Nobleton & King City
Garden Club, Mona, who is the director
of Memory Lane Home Living, said,“You
should write about this!” So, | did some
digging (pardon the gardening pun) and
discovered a wealth of research showing
just how powerful time spent outdoors
can be.This connection between nature

and healing even has its own name:
ecotherapy, a recognized practice
increasingly embraced by professionals
working with dementia patients.

Now, before you imagine a white-coated
therapist prescribing “two daisies and a
wheelbarrow,” let's be clear — ecotherapy
doesn't come in a pill bottle. It's about
reconnecting with the natural world
through gardening, walking outdoors or
simply sitting under a tree and letting
nature do what it's always done best: heal,
soothe, and quietly remind us that we're
part of something beautiful.

Researchers tell us that time in nature
can lower blood pressure, reduce

anxiety and even boost memory. For
those living with dementia, whose
worlds may feel smaller and more
confusing, that's a big deal. But there’s
another reason ecotherapy works so
well: it gently engages the senses.

Think of it as a natural spa for the
brain; no cucumber slices required. The
sound of birds, the scent of lavender, and
the warmth of the sun all light up parts
of the brain that illness hasn't dimmed.
A whiff of freshly turned soil might bring
back childhood memories of helping
in the family garden, while the sight of
tulips might spark a smile no crossword
puzzle could manage.

Gardening is grounding, literally and
figuratively. For people with dementia,
tending to plants can bring structure,
purpose and a comforting sense of
accomplishment.And let's be honest, plants
are wonderfully patient companions. They
don't mind hearing the same story twice,
and they'll never rush you.

Some care facilities are catching on,
creating safe and accessible gardens
designed specifically for people with
memory loss. These spaces often
feature familiar plants, shaded benches
and circular paths that invite wandering
without worry. It's not just therapy;
it's joy, independence and the simple
pleasure of fresh air

Now, before you roll your eyes and
say, “That’s lovely, but have you looked
outside lately?"Yes, | know. It's winter.The
garden beds are sleeping under snow,
and we've traded trowels for toques.

But that doesn't mean ecotherapy has
to hibernate.

Winter calls for a different kind of
connection with nature. A short stroll on
a sunny afternoon, bundled up in a warm
coat, can lift the spirits. Even a few minutes
outside, feeling the crisp air and hearing
the crunch of snow underfoot, can awaken
the senses. Birdwatching is another gentle
option; setting up a feeder near a window
and keeping a simple “bird log” can bring
daily joy and purpose.

Nature doesn't disappear in winter;
it just changes its wardrobe. The bare
branches, the silvery light, and the quiet
rhythm of the season all have their own
beauty. For those living with dementia,
small, mindful moments outdoors can
offer calm, comfort and connection.

Because the spirit of gardening isn't
really about the season, it's about noticing
life in all its forms. Whether it's the
symmetrical perfection of the evergreen
trees or a cardinal flashing red against the
snow, nature keeps finding ways to remind
us that growth never truly stops.

Now remember, I'm a garden
enthusiast and nature lover, not a
doctor. Consult your doctor and use
your common sense to determine
which winter activities are suitable. Icy
conditions are bad for everyonel!

So vyes, even in February, bundle up,
breathe in and find a little piece of nature.
Because sometimes the best medicine
doesn't come from a pharmacy; it comes
from a bit of fresh air, and sharing the
wonder of the winter landscape.

MOSAIC winter 2025 23



Guardian

SCHOMBERG

QUALITY MEATS

Order your Farm Fresh Free Run
Turkey for the Holiday Season!

Try our In-store Chicken and Beef Pies
Home of the ‘California Roast’

905-939-23851

314 Main Street, P.0. Box 261, Schomberg LOG 1TO0
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! Bliser packaging - Easy Prescription Transfer THE BEST IS THE LEAST | CAN DO.
* Medication Review & Consultation » Accepting All Insurance CALL ME TODAY FOR A NO-OBLIGATION Our team of Traditional Chinese Medicine Practitioners and Acupuncturists were trained in China
« Diabetes Products & Services « Compounding services available HOME EVALUATION! witdh many ye?rs of[ universitty ts\z;chting talnd clinical practicing experience for natural herbal formulas
and acupuncture treatments. We trea
Visit us today and start feeling better about your health. |.. . ' ' .
Y 100/\ ..for pain reduction, symptoms release and maintenance. We also provide
\ / preventive treatments for other health related problems.
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UPCOMING

OPEN HOUSE

/h‘ Tuesday November 28, 6:30 PM.

3t

Your Community Hardware Store
Serving York Region and Surrounding Areas

At Aurora Home Hardware, we believe
every project isn’t just an upgrade: it's
about making your house feel like home.

INSTALL 5
SAT-ATIVE,

= 1)}~

From secure new windows and doors
to beautifully designed kitchens and
— - bathrooms, our expert team handles
every install with care and precision.

Visit us today and
elevate your space!

5T. AMNE'S SCHOOL

SIAC..

St. Andrew'’s College

We Offer Many =
In-House Services to b
m E[_n Make Your Life Easier: | | TR R
l_!Ll]}r 1g'||-'.-e‘ri; | m “ ¢ Window & Door ¢ Paint & Painting
Installation Supplies
e Kitchen & Bath o Stihl Dealer

¢ Custom Deck Design e Delivery

Do it yourself, Doesn’t Mean Do it Alone. Here’s How. -.--UP;F i i, R TR N

Aurora ' , OPEN HUUSES

Home hardware ~ #Wimsonsis | Schomberg it Tlesday, November 18, 4SPAL www.stannes.ca

Building Centre 905-727-4751 Home hardware 905-939-HOME (4663) Tuesday, January 27, 2026, 6:45 PM, | WWW.Sac.on.ca




YOUR VSIT
TODAY AT

www.cds.on.ca/y,
visitus

Who

Performing on stage is thrilling, fulfilling, and transformative. From their earliest years, CDS students are
encouraged 1o step into the spotlight, expressing themselves through drama, music, debate, and leadership
opportunities in our state-of-the-art Performing Arts Centre. Guided by passionate teachers who spark
creativity and confidence, they learn to speak with conviction and collaborate with heart. By the time they

graduate, CDS students carry that confidence into every arena — whether comedy writing, sports broadcasting,
entrepreneurship, or professional performance. Wherever their paths lead, they live with purpose and joy,
doing what they love and loving how they got there.

Plan your visit today at www.cds.on.ca/visitus
We look forward to meeting you soon/!

The Country Day School offers JK-12 in a co-ed,
non-denominational environment located on 100 beautiful acres in King.

13415 Dufferin Street, King, Ontario L7B 1K5
T: 905 8331972 www.cds.on.ca The Country Day School

EDUCATION WITH BALANCE



