Praise for To Cook Is to Love
As a child of Miami, one of the things I missed most when I relocated to Boston was Cuban
food. So when Mucho Gusto opened in 1995, I crossed my fingers. On my first visit I was
transported to SW Eighth Street with a little bit of the Tropical Park Flea Market thrown in.
Ropa vieja, maduros, arroz con pollo — I was back in my neighborhood. John has recreated
the recipes from the restaurant and dotted his pages with love for not only the food but a
Cuba from another time.
— Al Stankus, former editor and food writer for Boston
Zagat, Boston Herald and co-author of Jazz Cooks:
Portraits and Recipes of the Greats

Reading To Cook Is to Love is like traveling back and forth in time…part memoir, part
eulogy for a lost paradise, and part Medal of Honor for Mami Aida. So much of my love
for Cuba is bound up in the food that I ate in my mother’s kitchen. I have a way to keep
that alive for my daughter now. Thank you, Johnny…for bringing your culinary brilliance to
my home.
— Melinda Lopez, author of Sonia Flew and Becoming Cuba

In To Cook Is to Love, Johnny Verlinden not only makes Latin cuisine accessible to healthconscious, busy American home cooks, but he masterfully validates the sustaining power of
cooking to anchor family and cultural roots across generations and geography. He proves
to be a great chef, storyteller, biographer, and nutritionist all at once.
— Micho Spring, chairperson of Global Corporate Practice
and president of New England Operations, Weber
Shandwick Worldwide, Inc.

To Cook Is to Love, is about love affairs. Mama Aida’s story is beautifully told…inspirational
and life affirming. In the end, love conquers all, and cooking with love is one of the means
to happiness. Chef Johnny’s cookbook will help you get there!!
— Judge Maria Lopez, former Massachusetts Superior
Court Judge and television personality

A masterpiece. I love the book — such an entertaining and informative read; in such a fun
presentation. Food is so important — it literally and figuratively makes us who we are. We
evolved with these ingredients — they are a part of us, as we are of them.
— Joseph J. Baker, Jr. MD, MPH, internal medicine, Fenway
Health Center

An incredible book, I loved it. To Cook Is to Love is not JUST about delicious and nutritious
recipes. It is about finding the history of food, it is about learning substitutions for healthier
eating, and it is about realizing that one cannot separate food and eating from personal
experiences and relationships.
— Carmen Vega-Barachowitz, chair, Committee for Latino
Initiatives, Massachusetts General Hospital

Formatting for “foolproofing” recipes…made the recipes easy to follow and prepare. The
recipe shortcuts make it more doable. Use of fresh ingredients/whole foods vs. processed
is an important step…The use of nonfat/lowfat dairy and olive/canola oil makes the recipes
healthier.
— Lillian Sonnenberg, DSc, RD, community nutrition,
Massachusetts General Hospital

John Verlinden’s new book, To Cook Is to Love, is not just another cookbook...the book is
full of easy-to-follow (not to mention very tasty) recipes that take traditional Cuban recipes
and give them a lighter, healthier spin. Here’s the thing, though. You don’t have to be a
cook or a foodie or even know the difference between a plantain and a banana to enjoy
reading the book. That’s right, reading it, like any other book. That’s because it’s inspired
by — one could even say stars — Verlinden’s mother-in-law, the delightful Mami Aida.
— Color Magazine
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ABOUT THIS BOOK:

YOUR OWNER’S MANUAL FOR TO COOK IS TO LOVE
To Cook Is to Love breaks a few rules. It’s not your
grandmother’s cookbook. First, it’s equal parts conversation,
cookbook and memoir. It’s like My Dinner with Andre meets
The Betty Crocker Picture Cookbook meets The Mambo Kings
Play Songs of Love.
My mother-in-law, Mami Aida, is your hostess. She
joyfully shares her cooking secrets, precious memories and
the simple wisdom she’s acquired in life. Chatting with Aida
and working alongside her in the kitchen, as she made magic
with her Cuban cooking, was a rewarding experience. And,
capturing the extraordinary things that this ordinary woman
has done in her life was important to me. It was the best way
I knew to honor my teacher and the person responsible for
my ongoing love affair with Cuban cuisine.
When diners visited Mucho Gusto Café & Collectibles®
in Boston, they’d often ask about the inspiration behind our
menu. “That’d be our mom,” we’d explain, and if they were
fortunate enough to be visiting while Aida was in the kitchen,
we’d escort our guests back to meet her. Mami Aida would
greet them with a big hug, offer them a taste of whatever
she was cooking and regale them with a story. Our customers
loved Aida’s “no limits” personality as much as they enjoyed
our delicious food, finding the few minutes spent in her
company the most memorable part of their visit.
This book is my attempt to give you the total Mami Aida
experience, an opportunity to get to know her as you try your
hand at my Nuevo Cuban recipes. Aida Luisa Gonzalez de
Mondejar is a fascinating and fun-loving person with a zest
for life. Generous and thoughtful, she’s happiest when doing
for others. And her favorite way to show love and express
joy is through cooking.

Mami Aida’s stories will engage you. Based on actual
events in her life, some are amusing and light, others difficult
and complex — but then that’s life, isn’t it? In some cases the
names have been changed — some on purpose, some just
forgotten. Some characters are a composite of people in
her life, and some characters have been given the names of
people dear to Aida, so that they may know she remembers
their kindness and that they too had a role in her story. Her
memories are personal in every way.
Then there’s me, your friendly American translator,
recipe interpreter and tour guide who adores Latin cuisine
and culture. By the time Aida and I are done with you, you’ll
fall in love with it too, as I did over twenty-five years ago.
My love affair with Cuban cuisine began with my love affair
with a Cuban man. I met my husband in 1985, and I guess
you could say I was pretty much enchanted from the very
beginning. A few months later, he took me home to meet his
mom. Aida made me a delicious Cuban meal and I was struck
by lightning a second time. It was love at first bite! Before
long, I was hooked on the yummy, mouth-watering dishes
she’d create for us. And, as a chef, I yearned to make them
myself. I wanted to know how to use the same wizardry that
thrilled and delighted my taste buds. During my career, I’ve
worked in many different types of restaurants and in every
capacity from dishwasher to waiter to bartender to chef
to owner. I’ve had the opportunity to work firsthand with
lots of different cuisine and with many different methods of
preparation. With Cuban food, I found a special connection.
I began this project about ten years ago, just after we
sold our restaurant. It began as a really small, really simple
idea. I’d create a special little keepsake for our beloved
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restaurant customers. I envisioned this tiny, cute recipe
booklet — Mucho Gusto Café Shares its Recipes, with a dozen
or so of our most popular menu items. But then, I thought:
“wouldn’t it be nice to have a little something else going on
besides the recipes to amuse and interest folks? I know! I’ll
talk with Aida, ask her for a few precious cuentos (stories)
about her childhood in Cuba and then put those in with the
recipes.”
Excited about my new idea, I began interviewing Aida
and talking with her about her life. I soon discovered she
wasn’t just a loving mom and amazing cook with charming
stories about the old country, but a strong, complex woman
with insight, who’d lived a turbulent, but quite remarkable
life. Now I had to share her powerful personality, internal
strength and compelling story with others. Well, of course,
once I’d gone there, it was just a short journey for me to
decide: Okay! This will be a major cookbook with a couple
hundred recipes interspersed with reminiscences from
Mami Aida’s life. And it should also include some fun facts
about the ingredients — their history, where to find them,
how to purchase and prepare them, as well as nutrition
and health information. I also want to include the shortcuts
I developed that make preparing traditional dishes easier,
faster and hassle-free, and some advice on how to throw a
successful party — things I’ve learned from years of catering.
And because these days it pays to be a frugal shopper, I
need to include suggestions on how to shop and cook on a
budget, and of course some presentation techniques that
make a dish look as awesome as it tastes. And I really want
to include some information about wine and recommend
some pairings, and a few suggestions regarding musical
accompaniments. I’ve always thought cookbooks should
have those. And, of course, the book has got to be beautifully
illustrated!
That’s how my little recipe booklet idea turned into To
Cook Is to Love. But, if you’re just here for the food, that’s
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cool! There’s a comprehensive index at the back of the book
that will enable you to quickly find my take on a traditional
Latin favorite or a tasty way to use that leftover chicken in
the fridge or the ripe avocado on the counter and get you
cooking Nuevo Cuban style right away.
All right, so what else should you know about this
book? Well, I’m a farm boy from Missouri. That’s interesting
only because not too many of us grow up to become chefs
specializing in Cuban food. While Tipton, Missouri, and
Fomento, Cuba, were vastly different in many ways, Aida and
I had a special culinary connection from the moment we met.
We both grew up on farms and this influenced our culinary
perspectives. We both like the real deal (whole foods, slow
cooking and “from scratch” processes). And, both of us were
raised in places where we grew our own food, which means
there was a lot of variety on our plates — at a time before
processed foods had taken over our diets.
You should probably also know that I’m a free spirit who
does things a bit differently — which is a kind way of saying
that it’s just really hard for me to do things the “normal”
way. I think it’s because I fell on my head a lot as a child. But,
whatever the reason, knowing this may help you appreciate
the unconventional organizational structure and nature of
To Cook Is to Love. Cookbooks are typically organized in
some fashion around the food or its preparation — by type
of dish (e.g. appetizer, sauce, soup, salad, etc.), by principal
ingredient (e.g. beef, chicken, fish, etc.), by season (spring
salads, summer cookouts, winter soups, etc.), or by some
other systematic methodology. My recipes simply fall from
the story and land in the text where Mami Aida mentions
them. Pulling the recipes out of her story and organizing
them into a particular pile somewhere just didn’t feel quite
right — or, like nearly as much fun to me. I hope you’ll agree.
My recipes are rebels, too. I’ve abandoned some
traditional recipe conventions to present things in a way
that even the busiest cook can follow, because that’s how I

work. I think the standard advice of: “start with a clean work
area, assemble all ingredients and read the entire recipe”
is a wonderful idea, and I encourage everyone to do that.
But that’s not how I work. I’m a spontaneous cook; I cook in
between all the other things I need to take care of in my life.
I’m always in a hurry, always multi-tasking, so I just begin.
I’m embarrassed to tell you how many times I’ve had to run
to the store in the middle of a recipe to get an ingredient,
or have put all the ingredients together in a big bowl, only
to find out three steps later in the recipe that I should have
kept them separate ‘til the end. For this reason, I’ve tried
to make the recipes in To Cook Is to Love foolproof. I list
the ingredients in the order that you’ll use them, and have
broken down preparation steps into small tasks, eliminating
any processes that don’t have an appreciable impact on the
look, taste and texture of the finished dish.
Please bear in mind that measurements, particularly
with respect to spices, are approximate based on my taste.
Like most experienced cooks, I seldom measure ingredients,
just adding a bit of this and a pinch of that and then tasting
the dish and adjusting things as I go until it’s just the way I
like it. We all like some spices better than others, so trust
your instincts. If a particular spice doesn’t appeal to you,
leave it out or make a substitution. And, if you like a lot of
a particular spice, well then knock yourself out. If you’re
new to cooking, don’t be afraid to experiment — some of
your favorite recipes will spring to life from those kinds of
inspirations, and if you’re an experienced cook, well then you
know what I mean.
Oh, and one more thing you should know, like lots of
other folk: high cholesterol and high blood pressure run in
my family, so I know that eating healthier is important for my
future. I want to look and feel good and maybe live a little
longer, and I want the same thing for my clients. So, I started
revamping the Latin recipes I love to make them healthier

and what I discovered in the process is that I liked it — and
that is how my Nuevo Cuban cuisine was born.
Cuban cuisine is rich, deep and diverse — full of
international influences from all of the peoples who’ve
played a role in her history. It features the healthy natural
ingredients of the Mediterranean diet plus the bonus of the
island’s natural bounty of tropical fruits and vegetables.
But the special challenge I confronted as I worked to make
Cuban cuisine my own was how to redesign these wonderful
traditional dishes into equally delicious — but easier to
prepare and healthier to consume — alternatives. That
project began with the menu in our restaurant, has continued
with my personal chef and catering businesses, and now
culminates in this project. You’ll find that Nuevo Cuban
cuisine is a lighter, more nourishing version of the original
that effectively marries flavors from the past with today’s
lighter, healthier ingredients. The same great taste — the
same savory blending of the essences of onion, green
pepper and garlic, the same earthy complexity that cumin,
oregano and bay leaf give to the originals, the same richness
and roundness that tomato, citrus and wine contribute to
the whole, but with a cleaner, softer, lighter and healthier
touch on the tongue. A modern flavor that’s less dependent
on salt, fat and processed food products. I introduce more
garden vegetables into the cuisine and make maximum use
of alternative cooking methods. Yes, I believe you can taste
healthy; taste nutrition. When it comes to Latin food, I call
that improved taste sabor moderno, and that totally satisfied
feeling you’ll enjoy after finishing one of my healthy, filling
meals is completamente contento.
I love the simple joy that’s associated with Cuban
cuisine. Preparing Nuevo Cuban food is a pleasure. It’s
very forgiving, offering you ample opportunities to correct
flavors during the cooking process. Moreover, it encourages
creativity, enabling you to add or omit ingredients as your
tastes and budget require. Cubans have also given lots
ABOUT THIS BOOK
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of humorous monikers to their favorite dishes, which I find
charming. In the pages that follow, you’ll find recipes for
“Old Clothes,” “Tail on Fire,” “Fried Cow,” “Hard Colds,”
“Drunken Pound Cake,” “Little Mouthfuls,” “Beans with
Faces,” “Midnight Sandwich,” “Moors & Christians,” “Punch
to the Noggin” and more.
I’d love to hear from you. If you wish to share your
experience with the fusion of American and Latin foods or
on improving nutrition for your family, please join our Nuevo
Cuban Food Forum on our website at: www.muchogusto.
com, or send an email to me at: john@muchogusto.com.
¡BuenProvecho! ¡Muchas Gracias! y !Mucho Gusto!
Wait! Before you get started, there is one more thing.
This book is dedicated to the millions of creative cooks in
Cuba today who struggle to put a meager meal on their
family tables. It would be difficult for the average Cuban
family to get the ingredients they would need to make even
the simplest dish in this cookbook, impossible for them to
make most of them. The rationing system affords them only
some rice and beans, a couple of eggs and a few ounces of
meat or fish per week. Milk is strictly rationed and is only
available to families with small children, to pregnant women
or to the elderly. Spices are simply not available anywhere.
And possession of some foods like lobster, shrimp and beef
is strictly forbidden (these products are reserved for the
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tourists). A Cuban must have a special permit — yes, you can
be detained and questioned for having a hamburger.
Still, despite the difficulties, the Cuban people approach
it all with an amazing sense of humor and love of life and
they somehow just deal with it. I admire their persistence,
their creativity and their incredible generosity. Even with
so little, the art of hospitality — celebrating with food and
drink and sharing whatever you have with others, remains
an enduring tradition on the island. When you visit a home
in Cuba, no matter how humble, you are treated like an
honored guest and are always given something wonderful
to eat or drink.
Recent economic and political reforms inside Cuba offer
promise that conditions will improve. It’s my hope that one
day soon, every Cuban home chef will be able to fully enjoy,
explore and enhance their island’s incredible cuisine legacy.
Where’s Mami Aida now? Oh, she’s at home in her
kitchen preparing a big Cuban-American feast, and you’re
invited. You’re gonna love it! Are you ready? She’s waiting
for you right behind this next page!

CHAPTER 3

DIOS ME ENSENO A COCINAR
God Taught Me How To Cook

25

Okay, let’s get started. Muchachos, come over here! Mami Aida need you help in the kitchen.
¡Uno momento, por favor! The first thing, before we start cookin’ is everybody need to wash they manos.
Our hands full of microbios, and we no want them in our comida.
Higiene es muy importante in the kitchen.

kitchen Sanitation

Cantaloupes infected with listeria, sprouts and spinach with E-coli, peanut butter and eggs with salmonella. Then there’s beef from
diseased and dying cows and produce that contains harmful pesticides or herbicides. Our food supply is not always as safe as
we’d like it to be. Each year nearly eighty million Americans get sick from food.
We can’t prevent every possible bacteria, virus or chemical contaminant from getting into our food supply, but there are
simple, practical actions we can take at home to improve the safety of the food we eat. What we do in our kitchens does matter.
By developing certain habits when preparing meals at home, we can reduce our family’s risk of contracting a food-borne illness.

CLEAN
ii Wash hands with warm water and soap.
ii Start with a clean counter, utensils and cutting board.
ii Rinse fresh fruit and vegetables under running tap water,
even if you plan to peel them.

ii Wash cutting boards, dishes, utensils and countertops
with hot soapy water after preparing each food item and
before going on to the next.

SEPARATE
ii Keep uncooked meats, poultry, seafood and eggs
separate from other foods.

ii Assign one cutting board to raw meats, reserve another
for fruits, vegetables and cooked foods.

ii Store raw meats, poultry and seafood in sealed
containers on the bottom shelf of your refrigerator.
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COOK
ii Cook meats to recommended internal temperatures —
160°F for ground meats, (145° for roasts, steaks and
chops of beef, veal, lamb, and pork, 165° for poultry).

ii Heat leftovers thoroughly to 165°.

CHILL
ii Refrigerate meat, poultry, seafood, eggs and other
perishables as soon as you get them home from the
store.

ii Monitor temperatures regularly — keep the refrigerator at
40º or below, the freezer at 0º or below.

¿Que? You think I look nice today? !Muchas gracias, Señor! I try to lose few pound.
You like my hair; is good color for me? They call “honey blonde.”
Why, thank you! I have this camisa for many year. Is very old, but I take good care of my things. Always
buy good clothes, and then take good care. You do this; they last you for long time. I like cotton best. Is a
little trouble because you need to iron with plancha, but it feels so nice on your skin — cool and soft.
¿Qué, señor? How did I learn to cook?
Oh, I cookin’ for very long time. But, I wanna tell you something. Es un secreto. I no learn to cook until I
marry, and then I have to learn very fast.
I worry lot. My wedding day is coming, and I don’t know nothing about cookin’. I was very young, I love him
very much, and I wanna make good impresión for my new husband. I remember it all so well.

My husband loved good food and he

liked to entertain others. He was very fussy about how things
looked and tasted. He was finicky, neat and precise. His
clothes were always fresh, clean and neatly pressed, and he
liked order in his surroundings. He’d grown up used to this in
his parents’ home. His mother was an excellent cook and a
fine hostess who kept a spotless home.
As our wedding day grew nearer and nearer, I became
more and more nervous. You see, I hadn’t actually told my
fiancé that I couldn’t cook. In fact, I might have even misled
him a little — stretched things a bit (you know how young girls
in love will sometimes do). Truth is, I bragged about what a
good cook I was and about all the wonderful things I would
make for him once we were married.
As the big day drew closer, instead of being honest with
the truth, I prayed. I did!
For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a wonderful
friendship with God. I wasn’t the most devout person at
church, and I didn’t always pay attention to the padre’s
sermons, but God and I were buenos amigos and we talked
all the time.

He was the person I went to with mis problemas. He’d
helped me out of many troubles in the past, and I knew He
could help me with this problem. He knew all about cooking.
After all, He’d made wine out of water for the wedding
feast at Cana, and He’d shared a nice last supper with His
apostles. I had faith that He’d help me with my first supper.
“Señor, Jesucristo…” I began. “God, I need your help. I’m
getting married and I want to please my husband. Please,
my friend, help me learn to cook….”
And He did! God taught me how to cook.
I’ll never forget that day. We’d just gotten married and
were settling into our own home. Just a tiny apartment in an
old building, but I loved it. It was so romantic, only a block
from the park where we’d met. I was so excited about our
nido de enamorados (love nest). I had stars in my eyes and
great expectations for our future.
But, there was no time to savor the moment, the clock
was ticking. We were officially on our own, neither my mother
nor his would be there to do the cooking.
I was already plotting what I would do as I kissed my
husband goodbye that first morning when he left for work.
As soon as he was out of the door, I went to work on how I
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was going to pull his dinner together. First, I went to see my
mother-in-law. I wanted to find out about his favorites and
to ask her for a few tips.
She was very good to me. I was too proud to admit I
didn’t know what I was doing and beg for help. I pretended
I’d just dropped in to say hello, but I think she picked up on
my nervousness. She gave me some ideas, generally told me
what to do and shared some hints that really helped.
She suggested I make Arroz con Pollo.
“It’s one of my son’s favorites,” she said, “and it’s so easy
to make.”
As soon as I left her, I ran to the bodega to get the
ingredients I’d need, then hurried home to get started.
Arroz con Pollo is easy to make in twenty-first-century
America, but in rural Cuba back in 1950, Arroz con Pollo
began with the live chicken in the backyard.
Well, not only had I never cooked a dinner before,
I’d never harvested the main ingredient before either. My
mother had always taken care of that little matter too.
“Okay, God… I could use a little help here!”
Even though I’d never actually done it myself, I’d
watched my mother go through the process many times, so
I had a pretty good idea about what needed to be done.
God and I quickly dispatched the unluckiest and slowest
moving hen in the yard. She was one of a small flock my
father had given us for a wedding present, and I appreciated
her cooperation. If she hadn’t practically held up a sign
saying “pick me,” I’d never have made my deadline.
“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” I thought, “I can do this,” and
breathed a sigh of relief.
Getting the deceased from the backyard and into the
cook pot, however, was quite another matter. Unless you’ve
done this, it’s impossible to appreciate just how much of
the labor has been removed from the cooking process for
us today. We can go to the supermarket and get our meat
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ready to cook — cut-up any way we like, with or without bones
or skin, even marinated and all neatly wrapped up in a nice,
clean cellophane package.
Preparing a chicken the old-fashioned way is a multistep, messy and time-consuming process. I’ll bet many more
of us would become vegetarians like my son if we had to go
back to the old way.
First you have to pluck out all of the big feathers, then
you have to scald the bird in hot water and then you need
to scrape the skin to remove all of the tiny pinfeathers and
hairs. Then, once you’ve got the outside all cleaned-up,
you have to remove the head, feet and all of the internal
organs — a chicken has a lot of parts you really don’t want in
your dinner. Finally, you cut it up into pieces.
I’m not sure where God was during this part of my
ordeal. Maybe He had to help out another person with an
emergency elsewhere. All I know is that I was feeling pretty
lonely when I was in the middle of this.
Eventually I got through it, and my chicken was ready to
go. My next challenge was the stove. The apartment came
with a nice little fogón de carbón (charcoal burning stove),
but I wasn’t sure how to use it. My mother had always lit the
stove in my family’s house and she knew just how much fuel
to use to get the temperature just right.
Thankfully, God had returned to my house by this time.
Together we got the stove going and He stayed right there
beside me the rest of the day until my dinner was ready. He
let me know just how much of the spices to use, when to add
the rice, and how to tell when everything was done.
El Poderoso (The Almighty) is a wonderful teacher, a
dear friend and a great chef. He was very patient that day
with a hysterical seventeen-year-old Cubanita. If you can get
him to work with you in your kitchen for a couple of days, you
won’t need Mami Aida or Johnny’s recipes anymore.

ARROZ CON POLLO
Chicken and Rice

Arroz con Pollo is always a crowd pleaser. A great party dish — inexpensive to
make and a big batch will feed a lot of hungry people.

Serves: 6

3 – 5 pounds chicken legs and thighs with
skin removed
1 cup naranja agria (bitter orange juice) —
or, substitute B⁄c cup orange juice and B⁄c
cup lime juice
1 teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon pepper
B⁄c teaspoon cumin powder
B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano
2 tablespoons Aceite Achiote (page
23), or substitute powdered annatto
or saffron threads and 2 tablespoons
olive oil
1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)
1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 Marinate the chicken in the naranja agria and dry spices for a few hours or overnight.
2 In a large heavy casserole or wide dutch oven warm the oil over medium heat.
3 Add the chicken pieces (reserving the marinade), increase the heat and brown them in
the oil. When lightly browned, remove the chicken from the oil and set aside.

4 Add the onion and green pepper to the pot and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce
the heat to low, stir in the garlic and cook about 2 minutes longer or until the onion is
translucent and tender.

5 Return the chicken to the pot. Add the tomato sauce, olives, broth, and reserved
marinade, cover and cook slowly until the chicken is nearly done — about 30 minutes.

6 Add the rice, stir, cover and cook together slowly for 20 minutes or until the rice has
absorbed all the liquid.

7 Remove from the heat and let the rice stand for about 5 minutes.
8 While the rice rests, sauté the green peas and red pepper in the wine until thoroughly
heated.

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

9 Fluff the rice with a fork and transfer it to a serving platter.
10 Decorate the top of the rice with the green peas and red pepper.

3 cups reduced sodium chicken broth

n Simply removing the skin from the chicken saves over 100 calories and about 10 grams of fat per

6 cloves garlic (diced & crushed)

B⁄c cup green salad olives
3 cups long-grain parboiled rice
FOR THE GARNISH

B⁄c large red pepper (sliced into long,
thin strips)
B⁄c cup frozen green peas
2 tablespoons dry white wine

serving. To make it still more heart healthy, substitute boneless, skinless chicken pieces for the whole
legs and thighs, and reduce the olives by half.

VARIATION: At step 6 above, toss in 2 cups of chopped calabaza or butternut squash during the
last 10 minutes of cooking time. The sweetness of the squash complements the savory chicken pieces
and makes the dish even more beautiful and nutritious.

My choice for this classic Cuban dish is a Spanish Rioja. Riojas are made from the
Tempranillo grape, a staple in North and Central Spain. It has a sweet cherry flavor, and
due to its aging process in American oak barrels, it leaves you with a taste of vanilla. A
versatile wine, it pairs well with roasted, full-flavored poultry dishes.
If you like a white wine with chicken, your selection should be a hardy one, hardy
enough to stand up to the robust flavor of Arroz con Pollo. I recommend an oak-aged
white Rioja.
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Arroz con Pollo freezes well for future use, and it can easily and quickly be reincarnated into delicious Paella. At Mucho
Gusto Café we made it into Paella on demand every weekend using this simple recipe.

PAELLA DE MUCHO GUSTO CAFÉ
Serves: 8

2 large chorizos
1 pound white fish filets (e.g. halibut, cod,
hake, etc.)
1 recipe Arroz con Pollo (page 29)
(chilled)
1 10-ounce can reduced sodium chicken
broth
B⁄c cup dry white wine
B⁄e teaspoon ground black pepper
1 pound raw shrimp (peeled & deveined)
1 pound mussels
2 pounds clams
FOR THE GARNISH

B⁄c large red pepper (sliced into long,
thin strips)
B⁄c cup frozen green peas
2 tablespoons dry white wine

1 Preheat oven to 350° and prepare 9"x13" baking dish by treating it with non-stick
cooking spray.

2 Sauté the chorizo in a saucepan until thoroughly cooked. Set aside until cool and chop
into bite-size pieces.

3 Poach the fish filets (lightly season the fish, place flat in a single layer on a microwave
safe dish, cover tightly with plastic wrap and microwave on high for 2 minutes). Let
cool and flake.

4 Toss the chorizo and fish into the Arroz con Pollo and return it to the refrigerator.
5 Inspect the mussels and clams, clean the shells and remove the mussels’ beards and
any other debris. Throw away any shellfish that do not close when touched.

6 Heat half the broth, half the wine and the black pepper in a skillet over high heat.
7 Sauté the shrimp in the broth and wine mixture, cover the pan and steam them just
until done — shrimp will turn pink and begin to curl up. Use the same method to steam
the mussels and clams, adding additional broth and wine as needed. They’re ready
when their shells open.

8 Stir about half the shrimp and shellfish into the paella, decorate the top with the
remainder.

9 Cover with aluminum foil and bake for about 40 minutes.
10 Remove from the oven and while the rice rests, sauté the green peas and red pepper
in the wine. Fluff the rice and decorate with the garnish.
Paella purists insist that it be made with Valencia (short-grain rice) and that it must be prepared in a
pallera in the oven. But I prefer long-grain parboiled rice, and this stovetop method gives very good
results.

The ideal pairing for this dish depends on your preference for a rosé or a mediumbodied red. A great dish with a variety of tastes deserves a refreshing wine. My choice is
a Garnacha rosé from Navarra, Spain, a wine with flavors of raspberry and hints of white
pepper.
Prefer a red? I recommend a Spanish 100% Garnacha red from Northern Spain.
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The Perfect Hook Up – About Wine and Food Pairings

Just as the ingredients in a recipe combine to produce a delicious result,
pairing the right wine with a meal makes the entire dining experience a
little more special. You’ll find wine recommendations that you’ll enjoy with
each of my main dishes.

WINE PHOBIC
In the interest of full disclosure, you should know that I suffer from a fear
of Food and Wine Pairings. I love wine, especially when it comes with food.
And, you’d think considering how much of the stuff I’ve consumed over the
years, I’d understand it better. I know what I like and what I don’t, but I’m not
comfortable making recommendations to others.

SO, I WENT TO A SPECIALIST
I consulted an expert to ensure you get the best recommendations. I was
thrilled when Paul Foran, a dear friend and an expert on Spanish and
South American wine agreed to help me come up with the best mates for
my dishes. I’m certain you’ll agree that Paul knows his wines and has a
wonderful gift for food and wine matchmaking. Paul, please share your
secrets with our guests.

THE WINE DOCTOR IS IN
Why would Chef Johnny ask an Irish guy from Boston to write the wine
pairing sections for a Cuban cookbook? Well, much like John, I was thrust
into the Cuban culture through a personal relationship that brought me
into a vibrant Cuban family. Now, two decades later, the Cuban culture is
as much my culture as enjoying a freshly poured pint of Guinness. It’s been
nearly twenty years since I first met Johnny at his family’s restaurant, Mucho
Gusto Café, in Boston’s downtown symphony hall district. The foods, the
flavor and the atmosphere were unique for Boston, reminding me of my
many years traveling the Caribbean, as well as Central and South America.
Since then, I have studied in Spain, traveled the world and made wine study
the focal point of my professional life.
So let’s get down to the business of pairing delicious Nuevo Cuban
recipes with the perfect wine. First, let’s get rid of some old-school
baggage — the practice of color-coding your wine to your food. White wine
for white fish and red wine for red meat is long forgotten, and that’s a good
thing. Matching the ideal wine with your favorite food is a bit of science with
a blend of personal taste, and it’s certainly nothing to fear. Think of wine
as a complement to the dish; much like a condiment or a sauce, it should
enhance the flavors and make your palate crave that next bite.

There are some simple basic tenets to wine pairing. You can match
tastes with wines that have similar qualities. For example, a buttery
California Chardonnay pairs perfectly with buttery crab cakes, and the
rich tannins of a Cabernet Sauvignon pair well with a dry-aged grilled
T-bone steak. But, you can also clash head on with a counter-taste that
breaks all the rules, matching a fruity New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc with a
spicy curry sauce. Opposite pairings provide a pointed contrast — the sharp
acidic character of a Sauvignon Blanc cuts through the heat and spiciness
of the curry.
Next, consider the weight of the food. A salmon roasted in a black
cherry reduction tips the scale in comparison to a lightly poached salmon in
a lemon dill sauce. Although they’re both salmon dishes, a medium-bodied
wine like a Pinot Noir pairs nicely with the heavier cherry reduction sauce,
while a light crisp and citrusy Riesling from Alsace is a better match for the
lighter dill and lemon accents.
Now, let’s turn to Cuban foods and Spanish wines. Cuba cut its apron
strings from Spain many years ago, but its culinary roots are firmly planted
in Spanish tradition, with additions of African and Caribbean flavors.
Spanish wines are a natural complement to Cuban cuisine, and as my
pairings illustrate I am devoted to them.
In 1975, the rigid dictator of Spain, Francisco Franco, exited the world’s
stage and a rediscovery of Spanish wines began. The warm Mediterranean
climate of Spain, coupled with the unique native grape varieties and
traditional as well as New World wine-making methodology, has made
Spanish wines some of the most popular worldwide. Spain’s greatest
attribute is its topography and varied altitudes. These mountainous
regions provide the perfect environment for the vines: cool nights and
hot days. Spain has sixty-one official wine regions, you might be familiar
with some — Rioja, Ribera del Duero, Navarra — as well as numerous others
rapidly gaining popularity.
In addition to Spanish wines, I have chosen some wines from Argentina
and Chile as pairings that I’m sure you will enjoy. Argentinean and Chilean
wines burst into the North American market last decade, and are now
among the most drinkable and thrilling wines available. Argentinean
Malbec, for example, is a fruity, soothing, deep violet wine that pairs well
with most beef dishes, while Chile’s cool coastal climate produces an
extraordinary Chardonnay, which easily rivals the traditional California
Chardonnays. These sophisticated wines are a great value and are widely
available. ¡Salud y buen provecho!
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Arroz con Pollo and Paella are both wonderful one-dish meals. All you need to add is a green salad and dinner is ready
to serve.

ENSALADA DE CASA
House Salad

This was our house salad at Mucho Gusto Café. It is a beautiful
salad with delightful textures and flavors.

Serves: 6

2 packages baby greens*
1 5-ounce can mandarin oranges (chilled
& drained)
B⁄c cup slivered almonds (toasted)
2 ounces farmer cheese (finely chopped)
FOR THE DRESSING

B⁄e cup olive oil
2 tablespoons guava juice concentrate**
1 tablespoon red vinegar
1 tablespoon lemon juice
1 teaspoon sugar
salt, pepper, granulated garlic and dried
leaf oregano to taste
*Despite the controversy surrounding
them and the extra expense, I love the new
packaged lettuce mixes. They’re beautiful,
delicious and a timesaver, which for me
translates into eating more healthy salad.
If you prefer, substitute a head of your
favorite fresh lettuce torn into bite-size
pieces for these.
**Concentrated tropical fruit juices are
available in Hispanic markets or in the
international aisle of many supermarkets.
If you can't find them, substitute a favorite
fruit juice.
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1 Inspect the greens and place them into a large bowl, discarding any leaves that are
discolored, wilted or slimy.

2 Prepare each of the other salad ingredients, and set them aside.
3 Combine the dressing ingredients and mix thoroughly — either by hand in a salad
dressing shaker or in the bowl of your food processor fitted with the mixing blade.

4 When you are ready to serve, toss the greens and about one-half of the other salad
ingredients together and drizzle with the dressing.

5 Decorate the top of the salad with the remaining oranges, almonds and cheese,
and serve.
Of course you can substitute a ready-made dressing for this one, but please don’t. Making your own
salad dressings is a worthwhile effort for the conscientious cook. It’s easy, requires very little time, and
you can make up a big batch that will last for several meals. Homemade salad dressings will not only
save you some money, your salads will be much healthier. You’ll eliminate the additives, preservatives,
stabilizers and artificial flavors and colors found in the processed ones while controlling the amount
and kind of fat, salt and sugars you, your family and your guests consume.

ENSALADA DE PAPAS Y VEGETALES
Potato and Vegetable Salad

Fresh green salads, while delicious as accompaniments to Cuban food, are not
traditional in Cuban cuisine. Few varieties of lettuce and other more delicate
greens hold up well to the hot, tropical sun in the region. More commonly, salads
were made from cooked vegetables like this one.

Serves: 8

3 large potatoes (pared & cut into
bite-size pieces)

Great for cookouts or picnics, this hearty salad is as pretty as it is delicious. By
cooking the vegetables separately, each can be cooked just the way you like it,
and the carrots and asparagus will retain their bright colors.

5 medium carrots
1 pound fresh asparagus
FOR THE DRESSING

B⁄e cup olive oil
B⁄c cup white vinegar
B⁄c teaspoon salt
B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper
FOR THE GARNISH

1 head green or red leaf lettuce
1 small red onion (peeled & thinly sliced)
1 tablespoon chopped parsley

1 Put potatoes in a large pot, cover them with water and bring to a boil.
2 Reduce the heat, cover and cook for about 20 minutes or until just tender. Drain and
set aside.

3 While potatoes are cooking, pare the carrots and cut into B⁄c'' rings, and prepare the
asparagus by breaking off the ends and cutting into bite-size pieces.

4 Transfer the carrots to a small bowl, cover with plastic wrap and microwave on high
for 3 minutes.

5 Transfer the asparagus to a small bowl, cover with plastic wrap and microwave on
high for 2 minutes.

6 Combine the ingredients for the salad dressing.
7 When the vegetables are cool, toss them together with the dressing and refrigerate
until chilled.

8 Serve the salad on a bed of lettuce leaves, garnish the top with red onion slices and
chopped parsley.
VARIATION: Substitute your favorite vegetables for the carrots and asparagus in this recipe. For
festive events, I add several different colorful vegetables to the salad (beets, broccoli, carrots and
summer squash) and instead of tossing the vegetables all together, I arrange each separately over
the bed of lettuce, garnish it and then drizzle the dressing over the top… beautiful!
SHORTCUT: Need a salad in a hurry? Thaw a package of frozen vegetables (e.g. broccoli, carrots
and green beans), add the onion and toss with the dressing in this recipe — that’s it, no cooking — quick,
delicious and nutritious.
As fresh produce can be very expensive, purchasing frozen fruits and vegetables for daily use is
a smart and economical alternative. Because frozen food processors are located close to the fields,
frozen fruits and vegetables are in reality much fresher than the fresh produce at the supermarket
which was picked days ago and has been trucked across the country.
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When my husband got home that evening, we sat

down and enjoyed my dinner. I was tired, but very proud, and I don’t
think he ever suspected that this was the first meal I’d ever cooked.
His only comment was to observe: “…what unusually shaped pieces”
I’d cut the chicken into. So pleased with my meal, he announced

PICADILLO
Savory Ground Beef

after dinner that he’d like to invite some friends over the very next
night to play cards and could I please make some Picadillo.
“Okay!” I thought to myself, “I’ll stop by my mother’s first thing
in the morning. I’ll ask her about what goes into Picadillo… and then,
God will help me. I can do this! That is, as long as I don’t have to
butcher the cow first.”

Picadillo is a Cuban classic. Every cook has their own special recipe, adding a bit of this,
or omitting that. Delicious as a main course with Arroz Blanco (page 21), Frijoles
Negros (page 22) and Tostones (page 106), it's also a wonderful accompaniment
for eggs at breakfast and serves as the filling for other treats — Empanadas de Carne
(page 83) and Bolitas de Platano (page 114).

Serves: 6

1 B⁄c pounds ground beef
1 large onion (coarsely chopped)
1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)
3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

no lumps.

B⁄c teaspoon salt

3 When thoroughly cooked, drain the fat from the ground beef mixture.

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

4 Add the remaining ingredients, stir and cook slowly over low heat for 15 minutes.

B⁄e teaspoon ground cumin
B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano
1 8-ounce can tomato sauce
B⁄c cup green salad olives (coarsely
chopped)
B⁄c cup raisins
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1 In a large skillet, brown the beef, onion, green pepper, garlic and dry spices.
2 Stir the ingredients and break the ground beef up as it cooks to ensure there are

n To make Picadillo a bit more heart healthy, use the leanest ground beef you can find (90%+

lean), or substitute lean ground turkey, chicken or textured vegetable protein. At step 1, brown the
ground meat separately, pour off any fat and rinse it thoroughly before combining it with the other
ingredients. Reduce the green olives by half.

A fruity Malbec from Argentina is the perfect wine pairing for this savory and flavorful
dish. Malbecs have a delicious ripeness, with a jam and raisin taste in a dark violet
shade. The lush fruit flavor stands up suitably to the hearty Picadillo.

That’s how it went. Poco a poco, step by step, one dish at a time. Slowly, I begin to learn more and more.
Every day God give me new cookin’ lesson. Then, as I get more experiencia, mi confidence and creativity
grow big. And I always know that God help me if I need him for a recipe. Him never let me down.
Since then, I cook for thousands of people, and now I pretty good cookin’ woman.
And I make sure my cheeldren learn to cook leetle bit.
Everybody need to know; cookin’ is important for life, honey. Do you cook with you cheeldren? Well, if you
don’t cook with you kids now, I wanna you start! You try it, you like it. And, you kids, they like it too. Oh, I
know they gonna complain at first, cheeldren do this. But, pretty soon, they learn and enjoy and they cook
special meal for you.
It is muy difícil to find time in your beesy life for this, pero creo es muy importante. And, I know it is lot
of trouble to work with cheeldren in the kitchen, they make a lotta mess, muy sucio. But, the time you
spend together preparing food for you family is the best time for talking. You no only teach you child an
important life skill, you give them important lessons about the world around us and you share you values
and thoughts about the mas complicado issues in our lives. Best of all, you learn more things about you
child’s lives.
Try! Okay? Don’t be scared; have fun with it.
¿Quieres mas café, darling?
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Cooking with Kids – Teachable Moments
What are Teachable Moments?

Nutrition/Chemistry/Medicine

Parents and educators know about these, because we’re always on the
lookout for them — those rare, wonderful, serendipitous occasions that give
us a chance to really connect with our kids. Unplanned opportunities — in
the home, on the ball field, in the car, at the mall or in the classroom — when
you have an ideal chance to offer a special insight to your children or to
your students and maximize the impact of the event, observation or activity
that has captured their interest.

Is it good for us? How does this ingredient nourish our bodies? What special
vitamins, minerals, enzymes does it contain? Does it need to be cooked
before we eat it? Why? How will cooking change it? Does this ingredient
increase/decrease our risk of disease? What does the label on this product
tell us?

Kitchen as Classroom/Boardroom/Church
There’s no other activity we can do with our kids that presents us with
more moments to talk about how the world works or doesn’t, than cooking.
Chatting about where our food comes from and what goes into its
production while we prepare it for our table is a great way to stay in touch.
Food is fascinating and chock full of lessons! It gives us opportunities to
reinforce the school curriculum our kids are studying and opportunities to
discuss ethical behavior, social justice and moral principles.
Ingredients are a great place to begin. Each one has its own special
story and each has traveled a unique journey to our kitchen counter.

Geography/Anthropology/
International Relations
Where did this ingredient come from? Another part of the U.S.? Another
part of the world? Where is it on the map? On the globe? What do we know
about the people who live there? How do their lives differ from ours? What
do we know about the land they live on? Their society? Their government?
Their standard of living?

Agriculture/Biology/Environmental
Science/Food Science
What plant/animal did this ingredient come from? What kind of a plant/
animal is it? What does it look like? How was it grown, raised? How long
does it take to grow, mature? What kind of weather, soil, food and other
conditions does it require? Has this ingredient been altered by scientific
and technological advances of our age? Has it been genetically modified?
Irradiated? Waxed? Treated? When was it harvested? How was it
processed? Packaged? How did they keep it looking and tasting fresh?
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Business/Math/Economics
How did it get to our local store? Who was involved in the supply
chain — grower, harvester, packer, processor, shipper, wholesaler, retailer?
What was the value added by each? Who gets the money? How much
did this ingredient cost? What’s included in that cost? Is it a good value?
How does this price compare to the smaller package from the same
manufacturer, similar products from other manufacturers? Did we pay
more or less for this ingredient last week? What types of events can cause
the price to go up/come down? What happens to the money we paid the
grocer for this ingredient?

Ethics/Good Citizenship/Moral Behavior
Does it matter where and how our food is grown/raised? Does it matter
who we buy it from? Should our nation refuse to trade with countries
because of their agricultural/employment/human rights practices? Should
we refuse to buy products from companies that pay low wages, provide
poor working conditions, or have high industrial accident rates? Who
makes the money — how much of our food dollar goes to the farmer? Should
we subsidize American farmers and support prices for their products? What
do the labels “all natural”, “organic”, “free range”, “humanely raised” really
mean, and should we buy these products? Some people feel it is wrong for
people to eat other animals; what do you think?
And, ingredients are only the beginning — there’s also lots to talk about
when it comes to the spices we use, the weights and measures we employ,
time and temperature, bacteria, food-borne illnesses, tools, machinery,
electricity, gas, dishes, tableware, presentation — many more lessons
in science, math, literature, art, manufacturing, business, public policy,
and more.

