




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 health-
conscious, 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 

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 
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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 
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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 

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!
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CHAPTER 1

Sabor a Mi 
A Taste of Me
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¡Hola mis hijos! I so happy to see you!

¡Bienvenidos! Mi kitchen is leetle bit mess, disculpe, por favor. I make some food for you to enjoy and have 
many things to show you.

¿Cómo estás, chica? You look good, baby! I love you hair — is good length for you.

¡Encantada, señor! You so handsome! I know you working hard. Please, takeiteasy today, honey, Mami 
Aida take care. 

Sientese, por favor. Make yourself at home. Mi casa es su casa, please sit! No, no, not there. Come over 
here, these chairs more comfortable.

Muchas gracias for choosing our cookbook! I so happy you wanna cook Cuban food like me and Yonny.
I have many things to tell you about Cuban food, but the most important thing is mi ingrediente secreto. 
Shhh! Don’t tell anyone… it is love, mis niños. You need to put in everything you make. I know it sound 
leetle bit silly, but you see. When you make food with love it taste better. To cook is to love, honey! My 
name is Aida and this is my life! 

My cheeldren told me you comin’ today. I so escited to meet you. 

I love mi familia. They good cheeldren. I think I do good job with them.

Lo siento, mis amigos, I’m sorry mi Inglés no es muy bueno, but you understand Aida, okay? I try to speak 
very slow and I use my most professional English. And, Yonny, my son-in-law, him make sure the writing es 
correcto, and that you have everything you need to make delicious, nutritious Cuban food.

You like leetle coffee? ¿Quieres café Cubano? I get you some. ¡El café 
Cubano es muy rico!
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Café CUbano 
Cuban Coffee
Serves: 6 2-ounce demitasses

6 tablespoons espresso grind coffee 
(there are many good ones 
available — pick a dark roast)

1 B⁄c cups water

2 tablespoons sugar

 1 Remove top of espresso maker and separate basket from the base.

 2 Fill espresso maker basket with ground coffee. Tamp it down, but don’t pack the coffee.

 3 Fill bottom of pot with water to just below the nut, reassemble and heat over medium-
high heat.

 4 Meanwhile, put sugar into a 2-cup liquid measuring cup or serving pot (I like about 1 
teaspoon of sugar per demitasse).

 5 As the coffee begins to boil it will rise up and into the top of the pot. Pour a few 
tablespoons of the brewed coffee onto the sugar, and return the pot to the stove.

 6 Using a whisk, whip the sugar and coffee together rapidly until it turns a light caramel 
color or until your arm is too tired to whisk any more, whichever come first — this is 
what gives Café Cubano its foam.

 7 When coffee is finished boiling, add remaining coffee to sugar mixture and stir 
vigorously to combine.

 8 Pour into small demitasse cups or shot glasses and serve.

In Cuba, Café Cubano is served with lots of sugar, and is enjoyed any time of day. And, no matter 
where you go — to a tiny office, a giant institution or a private home, for business or pleasure, you’ll 
always be offered a cup of this delicious brew. It’s better than an alarm clock for waking you up in 
the morning and a demitasse with dessert is the best way I know to end a meal, but I also enjoy un 
buchito (a little sip) in the middle of the afternoon. When you’ve been working hard all day and get 
to feeling a little tired, make some Café Cubano — it’s a great pick-me-up! Just a little bit will keep you 
going for a few more hours.

Today there are many different espresso makers on the market — follow manufacturer’s directions for 
making espresso. For this recipe, I used a 6-cup (12-ounce) household stovetop espresso pot (Junior 
Espresso maker or equivalent). This type of espresso maker comes in many different sizes, is widely 
available and is inexpensive to purchase.
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Café Con leCHe 
Coffee with Steamed Milk
Serves: 3 6-ounce cups

1 cup nonfat skim milk*

1 recipe Café Cubano (page 7)
*The simple act of substituting skim milk for 
whole milk or cream in your coffee can make 
a difference over time (less fat, fewer calories, 
more protein, more calcium). You’ll miss the 
fat in the beginning, but it becomes habit very 
quickly and before you know it you will be 
adjusted to it. 

 1 In a saucepan over medium heat, warm the milk until steam begins to appear over the 
top of the milk, about 6 minutes.

 2 Transfer into a serving pot.

 3 Add Café Cubano to the steamed milk.

 4 Serve in coffee cups or mugs.

Café MoCHa 
Coffee and Chocolate
Serves: 3 6-ounce cups

1 cup nonfat skim milk

3 tablespoons chocolate syrup

1 recipe Café Cubano (page 7) 
(eliminate the sugar)

cocoa powder

 1 Pour milk and chocolate syrup into a saucepan and stir vigorously to combine.

 2 Warm the mixture until steam begins to appear over the top of the milk, about  
6 minutes.

 3 Pour into a serving pot.

 4 Add unsweetened Café Cubano to the milk mixture and stir to combine.

 5 Pour into serving cups or mugs.

 6 Dust tops with cocoa powder and serve.

Café con Leche was a favorite at Mucho Gusto Café. So satisfying, it’s like 
dessert in a cup.

Even non-coffee drinkers love this variation.
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Café fRIzaDo 
Frozen Coffee
Serves: 4 12-ounce glasses

1 recipe Café Cubano (page 7) 
(eliminate the sugar)

1 cup nonfat skim milk

3 tablespoons chocolate syrup

3 large scoops low-fat or fat-free ice milk 
or frozen yogurt (vanilla, chocolate or 
coffee)

ice 

 1 In the pitcher of an electric blender, combine the unsweetened coffee, milk, chocolate 
syrup and your favorite ice milk/frozen yogurt.

 2 Fill rest of blender pitcher with ice.

 3 Blend together all ingredients until creamy.

 4 Serve in tall glasses and garnish with chocolate shavings.

Adult Version: Add two shots of cognac and two shots of coffee liqueur along with the other 
ingredients to the blender pitcher. A great after-dinner drink that combines the coffee, the dessert 
and the digestif all into one delicious treat.

Cubans don’t think it’s ever too hot for a shot of Café Cubano, but 
everyone loves this satisfying and refreshing ice-cold treat. It’s a 
real crowd pleaser on a hot day.

Okay, is ready. Now, I wanna sit and relax for few minute and enjoy un cafécito. ¿Es delicioso, no? It taste good and 
es-smell beautiful.

I so beesy today. I do many things. 

I sleep beautiful last night. I get up six o’clock, take a chower, make a leetle breakfast and clean my house leetle bit.

I go choppin at the supermercado before you comin’. ¡Ay Dios mio! Things are so espensive! America is free country, 
but nothing is free in America. Even the air we breathe costs money. You need to pay to smile in America, but I love 
this country. America is the best! The best! She acepta me when we leave Cuba and my cheeldren grow up here. And 
many people in United State very good to me.

My kids say I should relax and that I talkin’ too much! They think I leetle loca and I embarrass. But, I no think es 
correcto. I very nice lady, very professional. I talk very nice to people. Sometime cheeldren no show any respeto.

You think Mami Aida talkin’ too much? 

I no think so. I just wanna enjoy my company, honey!
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Cafe – Coffee
COFFEE BEANS AREN’T BEANS AT ALL 
Coffee is a small evergreen tree that produces a small red fruit, known as 
a cherry. What we call coffee beans are actually the seeds within this fruit. 
These “green beans” are removed from the cherries, then they’re cleaned, 
fermented, dried, roasted, ground and finally brewed with water to become 
the drink in our cup. To make one pound of coffee requires 400 – 500 
green beans. It’s the roasting, grinding and brewing that gives the coffee 
we drink its flavor.

The Roast 
Heat causes a chemical reaction in the beans — turning carbohydrates and 
fats into aromatic oils, burning off moisture and changing the acid content.

 light — (Cinnamon, Half City or New England Roast) — light bodied, 
somewhat bitter
 MediuM — (Full City, American or Breakfast Roast) — full bodied, 
aromatic
 dArk — (Viennese, French or Continental Roast) — spicy, rich chocolaty 
body, sweeter
 dArkest — (Italian, Espresso or Spanish Roast) — smoky, tastes mostly 
of roasting

The Grind & Brewing Method
CoArse — large particles for French press, percolators or urns
MediuM — less coarse for French press, percolators or urns 
driP — finer than medium for electric drip coffee makers
Fine — finely ground for cone filters and drip makers
esPresso — very finely ground for espresso machines
turkish — powdered like flour for use in a Turkish brewer

WHO DiSCOVERED COFFEE?
Goats — that’s right, goats. As the legend goes, one day, Kaldi, an Ethiopian 
goatherd, noticed his goats dancing from one shrub to another, grazing 
on the red coffee cherries. He tried a few and was soon tangoing with his 
flock. Coffee is thought to have gotten its name from Kaldi’s homeland — the 
Ethiopian province of Kaffa.

The coffee we know (the brew made from roasted beans) started in 
Arabia about 1000 A.D.

The Dutch started the first coffee plantation for the mass production 
of coffee in 1696 on the island of, yep — you guessed it, Java, in what is now 
Indonesia.

WHERE DOES OUR COFFEE COME FROM?
Coffee now grows all over the world. Ideal conditions are sunshine + rain 
+ temperatures around 70° + rich soil. Mainly two kinds of beans come 
into the U.S. market — Arabica for fine coffees, grows at high altitudes, is 
considered the best and is the more expensive; and robusta, found in 
supermarket blends, is cheaper, higher-yielding and higher in caffeine.

The ten largest coffee-producing nations are: Brazil, Colombia, 
Indonesia, Vietnam, Mexico, Ethiopia, India, Guatemala, Ivory Coast and 
Uganda.

iS COFFEE GOOD FOR US?
YES IT IS! Because coffee is the most popular beverage in the world, 
scientists have studied it extensively, and we’ve learned volumes about it. 
Recent studies suggest that moderate coffee consumption makes us more 
alert, keeps us focused, improves our memory and reasoning skills, and 
even puts us in a better mood. Coffee also improves our physical stamina, 
reduces muscle pain and improves our reaction time. It may also reduce 
risks of colon and liver cancer, cirrhosis of the liver and Pakinson's Disease, 
and may delay the onset of diabetes. Brewed coffee has been found to 
have three to four times more cancer-fighting antioxidants than green tea.

WHAT ABOUT NUTRiTiON?
A cup of black coffee has zero calories, zero fat, zero carbohydrates, zero 
sodium and zero cholesterol. It’s those other little things that we like to add 
to our coffee — sugar, cream, donuts, cinnamon rolls, breakfast sandwiches 
with extra cheese and apple pie à la mode — that can really impact the 
numbers!
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CHAPTER 2

Corazon y alMa
Heart and Soul
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I love when friends me visitan, don’t you? Mi casa is always open, and I wanna people enjoy leetle food at 
my table. Everybody life so crazy beesy these days. Enjoying a home-cooked meal con familia y amigos es 
un gran regalo. 

I appreciates food very much and learning how to cook help me a lot in my life. Cookin’ is good for the 
mind. Fixing a special meal or trying a new recipe for first time make me feel strong and muy contenta. 
Cookin’ is my way to fix problemas in my life. When I cook, I relax, and what I need to do become claro 
para mi. Cookin’ is how I help others solve problemas in they life, too. If someone I know is feelin’ leetle 
sad, I make something special for them — good conversacion con comida help friend through a bad time. 

Cuban food please people because is comfortable food, and because la cocina Cubana has many 
different influencias. Es un mixto de culturas, so everyone finds it familiar in some way. All the many 
different peoples who comin’ to Cuba for hundreds years were part of her history and added something 
to the cocina — the native Carib peoples, the Spanish and other Europeans, Africanos, Asiaticos and Norte 
Americanos — todos. My cookin’ has many influencias, too. I watch my friends and family cookin’ and I learn 
from what they do, and I always invent new recetas because of something I try out en restaurante or see 
en televisor. I like cambio (change).

Every Cuban cook es diferente. Everybody has own ideas and systema. My food no fancy food like you 
find in fine old hotels en La Habana. No, I country woman. Mi comida es “criolla,” the farm food of Las 
Villas in Santa Clara province. My food is also the food of all the places I live and work in America. I 
love my recetas tradicionales and the old fashion way to do things I learn as young woman, but I also 
add American ingredientes and American ways into my cookin’. And, at Mucho Gusto Café, Yonny and I 
always workin’ to make our favorites more healthy for our clientes.
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Healthier Without Sacrificing Flavor.

Latin food is delicious and nutritious, but if not thoughtfully 
prepared, it can also be high in fat and sodium. Many traditional 
recipes rely on liberal use of animal fats (lard and butter), lots 
of salt for flavor and frying as the principal cooking method. 
Even salads and vegetables are often laden with mayonnaise 
or cream. 

This diet would have worked pretty well and caused few 
problems for our ancestors. They had active lifestyles — most 
did manual labor working on farms or in factories, they ate 
their main meal in the middle of the workday so they burned 
off many of the calories they took in, they consumed less meat, 
more vegetables and almost no processed foods. 

But, today, most of us work at sedentary jobs, have our 
main meal after work and before bedtime in the evening and 
get too much of our daily intake of calories from convenient 
manufactured foods, beverages and condiments. 

We can do better and in the process positively impact 
the health of our family and friends. We don’t have to give 
up our favorite foods or scratch traditional Latin meals from 
our approved list. We just need to be a bit more conscientious 
about what goes into the food we make and how we prepare it.

This is important because, according to the American 
Heart Association, heart disease and stroke rank as the 
number one killer of all Americans, as well as the number one 
killer of Latino/Hispanic Americans. And, while what we eat is 
only one factor in our risk for disease, it is one that we can do 
something about. 

My Nuevo Cuban recipes are different. They rely mostly 
on whole foods and minimally processed ingredients and 
employ alternative cooking processes whenever possible, 
enabling you to maintain the unique flavors that make Cuban-
American cuisine so special while reducing potentially harmful 
ingredients.

In my recipes, you’ll find that I substitute low-fat or non-fat 
alternatives when practical, and reduce salt by relying more 

on herbs and spices for flavor. I also introduce more nourishing 
garden vegetables into our meals, substitute good fats for 
harmful ones, and bake instead of frying when taste can be 
maintained. 

But let’s face it: some things just have to be fried. And 
sometimes we just need some butter and sugar in our lives. 
While I try to be very conscientious about the healthiness 
and nutrition of the food I prepare for my family, friends and 
clients, I don’t believe in depriving ourselves of the occasional 
treat — fried foods and rich desserts. I do, however, recommend 
that we reserve these high-fat/high-calorie treats for special 
occasions. 

CHEF JOHNNY’S GOLDEN-BROWN, FLAKY, 
BUTTERY, CRiSPY, CRUNCHY RULE 
For most of us, adherence to this simple rule will ensure that 
we don’t overdo it:

You can have whatever you want, 

whenever you want,  

provided you make it yourself  

and you make it from scratch.

Because of the amount of time required and the work involved 
when we do it ourselves — shopping, preparing, frying or baking 
and then cleaning up the mess in the kitchen afterwards, 
it’s unlikely we’ll be having French fries and chocolate chip 
cookies for lunch every day. It’s the fast food outlets with fried 
everything on demand and the ready-made processed snacks 
and sweets on our grocery store shelves, not Mom’s homemade 
cooking, that has gotten us and our children into such trouble. 

In addition, when you see this symbol “n” following my recipes, 
you’ll find additional suggestions for things you can do to make 
the dish even more “heart healthy.” 
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Cuban food is very nutritious, is no espensive and is easy to make. 

Let’s begin by making Sofrito. The Sofrito es el corazón y el alma (the heart and soul) of Cuban cooking. 
The Sofrito is the flavor. I make my Sofrito from fresh ingredientes, and I like you do same thing when you 
have the time. But, I no fussy cook. If you no have an ingrediente, no es problema — just leave out or use 
something else. No worry honey, is gonna be delicioso.

First, pour leetle oil in pan. Mi favorito es aceite de oliva. I love the flavor of olive oil, don’t you? And is so 
good for us.

aceite De oliva – olive oil
Specialty shops featuring pricey boutique brands of olive oil are 
springing up everywhere. At the same time, the U.S. has been 
flooded with poor quality, mislabeled, and even adulterated 
oils. With so many options and so much conflicting information 
about what’s good and what’s not, making smart shopping 
decisions isn’t easy. I recommend trying a few, and going with 
oils that please your palate. It’s worth investing in top quality 
oil for serving with bread and for making sauces and salad 
dressings. But for everyday cooking, a decent supermarket 
brand will give you good results. 

OLiVE OiL HAS ANCiENT ORiGiNS
We don’t know where or when the first olive tree appeared, but 
fossils have been found in Italy dating from twenty million years 
ago. Olives were probably first cultivated in the eastern part of 
the Mediterranean. Today they grow all over the world. Italy, 
Spain and Greece are the leading producers.

i KNOW WHAT A ViRGiN iS, BUT HOW 
DO YOU GET TO BE AN ExTRA ViRGiN?
On our grocery store shelves we find all sorts of olive oil 
products, some with strange sounding names. Does it matter 
which one we pick? You bet it does — the designation of one of 
those classifications on the bottle is serious business. It tells us 
how the oil was processed, its acidity content and other factors 
such as color, aroma and flavor.

extrA Virgin — the best — from the first pressing of the 
olives (cold pressed) — perfect flavor, color and aroma; no more 
than 1% acidity. Extra virgin has been extracted without using 
heat or chemicals. Because it’s the least processed, it also 
contains higher levels of antioxidants. 

Virgin — good — also from the first pressing, but less flavorful 
and slightly more acidic.

Pure — still pretty good — a blend of refined olive oil and extra 
virgin oil. This lesser grade of oil may also be labeled just “olive 
oil” in the U.S.

oliVe-PoMACe oil — not okay — this oil is produced by 
treating olive-pomace (the olive residue that remains in the 
press) with solvents, heat or other physical treatments. All of the 
oil is from olives, but it has undergone additional processing. 

extrA light — not okay — this is a marketing label, not a 
classification of oil quality. This oil has undergone considerable 
processing and retains only a mild olive flavor. It’s completely 
unregulated by any certification organization. As a result it 
may also contain other vegetable oils. Always read the label!

WHAT MAKES OLiVE OiL SO SPECiAL?
It tastes great and it’s good for us. Olive oil is the natural juice of 
the olive fruit; it’s the only vegetable oil that can be consumed 
as is, freshly pressed from the olives.
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When the oil is hot, add the vegetales — the onion and green pepper. Cook onion and green pepper for few minute; 
then add el ajo and dry spices. Stir everything and cook very slow until is soft and aromático. I call cebolla, aji y ajo 
(onion, green pepper and garlic) “los tres amigos” (“the three friends”). I love them all. Each one es muy importante, 
and they get along so well together; each add nutrition and sabor. If I find at good price, I also like leetle bit aji rojo 
(red bell pepper) for my Sofrito. Is nice for color, but why they so espensive?

Spices should blend with food. Give it sazon, but no overpower food. Be very careful with salt and cumin; both very 
strong. Each give wonderful flavor, but no too much, please! 

In Cuba, we no use black pepper, but I American Cuban lady now and I like the sabor black pepper adds to my Sofrito.

sofRITo
Makes: About 2 cups

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion (finely chopped)

1 large green pepper (finely chopped)

1 large tomato (finely 
chopped) — optional

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

2 fresh culantro leaves (finely chopped)  
— or, substitute a handful of cilantro 
leaves — optional

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin powder

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

1 bay leaf

 1 In a large, heavy skillet heat the oil over medium heat until fragrant.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes.

 3 Reduce the heat to low, stir in the tomato, garlic, culantro and dry spices and cook 
about two minutes longer or until the onion is translucent and tender.

 4 Proceed with a recipe or let the Sofrito cool, transfer it to a jar, freezer bag or other 
container with a tight-fitting lid and store in the refrigerator or freezer for later use.

shortCuts: A healthy way to save time and money is to substitute frozen chopped peppers 
and frozen chopped onions for the fresh ones in this recipe. These products have the same 
nutritional values — nothing has been added, and are generally much less expensive than their fresh 
counterparts. They also reduce prep time, are easy to store and yield very good results. The canned 
minced garlic that is available today is also a great timesaver.

This recipe is for a standard Sofrito, which can be made ahead and stored. It will keep about a week in 
the refrigerator, or freeze it for later use. As a time-saver, make a big batch, freeze in 1-cup servings and 
then substitute it for the Sofritos found in the recipes throughout the book. 

There are many packaged, ready-made Sofritos available at the supermarket today, but I can’t 
recommend these. They save time when you’re in a hurry, but they simply won’t give you the same results 
as a homemade Sofrito. The commercial varieties also have a much higher sodium content than a Sofrito 
you make yourself. And many also contain preservatives and other additives. Always read the label to 
know what you’re purchasing. 
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Cebolla – onion
“Life is like an onion. You peel it off 

one layer at a time, and sometimes 

you weep.” 

 — Carl Sandburg

WHEN i SAY ONiON i MEAN
Onions come in all sorts of sizes and styles. Each has its own 
special qualities. For my Nuevo Cuban recipes, unless otherwise 
specified, I recommend yellow Spanish onions. They have a rich 
pungent flavor, keep longer and are higher in nutrition than 
their milder cousins. Choose onions that are firm and have 
crisp, dry outer skins. Avoid any that are sprouting, have dark 
patches or soft spots. 

NEVER JUDGE A VEGETABLE BY iTS 
COVER
It may look like an uninteresting dreary-colored bulb, but don’t 
let that fool you, the onion is a “rock star!” A beloved part of the 
cuisine in almost every region of the world, its special properties 
caused it to be revered, even worshipped for centuries. 
Scientists aren’t exactly sure where onions originated, but we 
do know that our ancestors started eating wild onions very 
early, and that they were a staple in prehistoric man’s diet long 
before farming was even invented. Once man started growing 
his own food, onions were one of the first crops because they 
were simple to grow, could be dried and kept for later and were 
easy to transport.

Onions were important currency in ancient Egypt — used 
to pay the workers who built the pyramids, and buried with the 
Pharaoh for his use in the afterlife. Egyptians saw the onion 
as a symbol of eternity because of its layer-upon-layer, circle-
within-a-circle structure and believed it had magical properties. 
In India, onions were celebrated as powerful medicine, Greek 
athletes used them to make them stronger before Olympic 
Games, and the Romans never left home without them — taking 
them on expeditions to distant provinces in the empire, as 
they believed onions could cure illness, prevent infection and 
relieve pain. 

strong and powerful
The ancients weren’t far off the mark. Onions do provide our 
bodies with important health-promoting phytochemicals and 
nutrients. They are powerful blood purifiers and antioxidants 
and have potent anti-inflammatory and anti-bacterial 
properties. Eating onions has been shown to lower blood 
sugar levels, and to reduce high cholesterol and high blood 
pressure, all of which can help prevent atherosclerosis and 
reduce our risk of heart attack and stroke. Eating onions is 
also associated with a significantly reduced risk for gastric 
ulcers and some forms of cancer, and it may ease arthritis and 
asthma symptoms.

thin and fit
Only forty-five calories per serving, onions are very low in 
sodium and contain no fat. They’re a good source of vitamin 
C, potassium, chromium, dietary fiber and folic acid and other 
key nutrients including manganese, molybdenum, vitamin B6, 
phosphorus and copper. 

But, why do THEY always make  
me cry?
The next time your eyes water when you’re slicing into an onion, 
don’t be sad, be glad! The onion you’re cutting into is loaded 
with those beneficial phytonutrients giving it medicinal power. 
In general, the more pungent the onion, the more beneficial it 
is for your health. A sulfuric compound, known as allyl sulfate is 
probably what irritates our eyes and it’s one of the components 
most responsible for the onion’s significant health benefits. 

As for me — I like a really good cry and onions give me an 
excuse to let it all out. But if you want to reduce the tears, first 
chill the onions for an hour or so — this slows production of the 
allyl sulfate. Then, cut the onions while standing — this way your 
eyes will be as far away as possible. Finally, breathe through 
your mouth instead of your nose while cutting and wait to cut 
off the root end of the onion until last. 
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aji – Pepper
good LOOKiNG
Bell peppers, also called sweet peppers, are the gorgeous 
starlets of the vegetable world — curvaceous bodies, glowing 
skin, vivacious colors (green, red, yellow, orange, purple and 
more). Well-built and talented, these beauties add flavor, 
nutrition and interest to every dish; green and purple peppers 
have a sharp, slightly bitter flavor, while the red, orange and 
yellows are sweet, almost fruity. Pimientos and paprika, other 
important players in Cuban cuisine, are both made from red 
bell peppers.

So Refined
Bell peppers are to Cuban cuisine what chili peppers are to 
Mexican food. Chili peppers give Mexican cuisine its picante; 
bell peppers give Cuban food its sabor suave (smooth 
flavor). Bell peppers contain a recessive gene that eliminates 
capsaicin, the compound responsible for the “hotness” found 
in their spicy cousins. All are members of the nightshade 
family, which includes tomatoes, potatoes and eggplant, and 
all originated in South America about 5000 BC. Columbus 
discovered peppers on his first voyage and took them back to 
Europe where they became an instant culinary hit.

And smart too
Peppers are an excellent source of vitamin C (green peppers 
have twice as much as an orange, red peppers almost four 
times more) and vitamin A; two very powerful antioxidants. 
Working together, vitamins A and C neutralize free radicals, 
which if unchecked, can travel through the body causing huge 
amounts of damage to cells. Peppers also contain vitamin 
B6 and folic acid, two B vitamins that are believed to play a 
vital role in protecting our bodies from atherosclerosis and 
heart disease. A bell pepper contains more potassium than a 
banana, and is a good source of dietary fiber (as much as a 
bowl of bran flakes). Peppers are also rich in vitamin K, beta 
carotene and the minerals molybdenum and manganese. 
Regular consumption of peppers and other fiber-rich foods 
can help lower high cholesterol levels and is associated with 
a significantly reduced risk of colon cancer. The vitamin C 
and beta carotene found in peppers are believed to have a 
protective effect against cataracts. Red bell peppers also 
supply the phytonutrients lutein and zeaxanthin, which have 
been found to protect against macular degeneration, the 
leading cause of blindness in the elderly.
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MezCla De espeCIas 
Dry Spice Mix
Makes: About B⁄c cup

2 tablespoons granulated garlic

1 tablespoon ground black pepper

1 tablespoon salt

1 B⁄c teaspoons cumin powder

D⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

B⁄e teaspoon paprika

 1 Combine all ingredients and mix thoroughly.

 2 Store in an airtight container.

VAriAtion: Do you like things picante? The American palate has certainly become much more 
adventurous and desirous of spicy foods in recent years. So, if you and your guests like food with a 
little fire, add a pinch or two of cayenne pepper to the mix.

Another way to save a little time without sacrificing flavor or introducing processed foods is to make up 
a batch of my dry spice mix.

At Mucho Gusto Café, we’d make up big batches of this mix at a time. It’s handy to have on hand at home 
for those times when you need to pull a meal together in a hurry — just substitute a roughly equivalent 
amount of this spice mix for all of the dry spices in any of the savory recipes that follow. For example, if 
a recipe calls for 1 t salt, B⁄c t pepper, B⁄c t cumin and B⁄e t oregano — just substitute 2 teaspoons of Mezcla 
de Especias.

You can find many prepared Latin-inspired dry spice mixes, sometimes called “adobo powders,” in 
today’s supermarket, but I cannot recommend these. These products give tasty results, but be aware that 
the sodium content will be much higher than if you make your own (salt is frequently their number one 
ingredient and they often contain MSG). Many also contain other preservatives, flavor enhancers and 
additives that you may not want in your food. Always read the label and know what you’re purchasing.
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I love ajo (garlic) and we Cubanos use a lot of it in our food. 

For many year, I think garlic was misunderstood en America. When I first comin to United State, Americans 
no use garlic. Maybe they leetle bit ’fraid; garlic have strong flavor. But now, garlic is muy popular en 
America. 

I think is very delicious and es muy importante for health.

ajo – Garlic
“You can never have enough garlic. 

With enough garlic, you can eat The 

New York Times.”  

– Morley Safer

GARLiC iS STRONG MEDiCiNE
Garlic has been well regarded for its medicinal, even 
supernatural properties for centuries. It was worshipped by the 
ancient Egyptians, chewed by Greek Olympian athletes before 
a contest (an early performance enhancer) and worn to keep 
those pesky vampires away. It was even prescribed to prevent 
contracting the plague. 

“The stinking rose,” is a member of the lily family and is 
related to onions, shallots and chives. Garlic is a blood purifier 
that has been shown in multiple studies to reduce cholesterol 
and hypertension and soothe asthma. Recent research also 
suggests that, taken during pregnancy, it can reduce the risks of 
pre-eclampsia. Garlic is a powerful antibiotic and antioxidant. 

Among garlic’s other claims that haven’t been validated 
by scientists, however, are that it gives you courage, cures 
consumption and is a reliable aphrodisiac.

PURCHASiNG & PREPARiNG FRESH 
GARLiC 
Select heads that are firm with plenty of dry, papery covering. 
To prepare, strip off the papery covering and break off as many 
cloves as required. Garlic cloves vary in size, so the numbers 
given in a recipe are only a rough guide. Once you start cooking 
with garlic you’ll probably use more than the recipe suggests.

To peel, place a single garlic clove flat on a cutting board. 
Now take a knife with a wide blade, place it flat side down 
over the clove and press down with the palm of your hand. Be 
careful not to touch the sharp part of the blade! You’ll now find 
that the skin can easily be removed from the lightly crushed 
garlic clove.

ChoPPing — In general, the finer it’s chopped, the 
stronger it tastes. When cooked whole, garlic has a mild, sweet 
taste. Garlic also mellows the longer it’s cooked. Garlic added 
at the end of cooking gives a stronger taste than the same 
amount of garlic added earlier. To extract the most flavor from 
a garlic clove, peel it, chop it very finely with a sharp knife, then 
crush the finely chopped garlic with the flat side of the knife 
blade and repeat — chop, crush, chop, crush until the garlic is 
practically reduced to a paste. I like to add the dry spices in a 
recipe to the garlic as I’m chopping it. The dry spices help keep 
the garlic cloves from wandering around the cutting board as 
you chop them and they absorb all that yummy liquid. 
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First, I show you how to chop the garlic muy fino. Okay? Now, you try, honey. ¡Niña! Let me see you hands. What 
happened here? You nails in very rough shape, baby! You very beautiful woman, but you need a manicure. I sorry, but 
soft hands and beautiful nails very important for romance. You like me do manicuri for you? Here, you stir the Sofrito 
leetle bit, while I get my things. You like French nails? Mami Aida do for you, I professional manicurista.

¿Tienes hambre, caballero? Are you hungry, sir?

We make dinner soon, but I have arroz y frijoles ready. You try leetle bit? Cubanos always have rice and bean, honey. 
Es muy importante for life.

Mojo CRIollo 
Garlic Sauce
Makes: About 1 B⁄c cups

1 full head of garlic — about 12 cloves 
(minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

1 cup olive oil

B⁄d cup naranja agria (bitter orange 
juice) — or, substitute a mixture of equal 
parts orange juice and lime juice

 1 Finely chop the garlic cloves.

 2 Add the salt and pepper and mash everything together using the flat side of your 
knife blade.

 3 Heat the oil in a saucepan over medium heat until it is fragrant.

 4 Add the garlic mixture and cook just until the garlic is soft; be careful not to burn it.

 5 Add the juice, stir and cook just until thoroughly heated.

 6 Store Mojo Criollo in a container with a tight-fitting lid. It can be refrigerated for up to 
a week.

Mojo Criollo (Cuban-style aioli) is a potent but delicious garlic sauce and a key ingredient in many 
Cuban dishes. Like Sofrito, Mojo Criollo is an essential for making good Cuban food. Versatile mojo 
serves as a wonderful marinade for meats, as a delicious sauce for vegetables and as a condiment 
on the table.
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aRRoz blanCo 
White Rice
Makes: 8 B⁄c cup Serves

4 cups water

2 cups long-grain parboiled rice

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 teaspoon salt

2 bay leaves  1 Combine all ingredients in a large saucepan.

 2 Bring to boil over high heat.

 3 Cook uncovered until the rice has absorbed almost all of the water, and the top of rice 
has little holes all over, about 12 – 15 minutes.

 4 Give the rice a good stir with a fork, cover and reduce heat to low.

 5 Cook until the rice is fluffy, about 10 minutes more.

 6 Let stand for a few minutes, fluff rice with a fork and transfer to a serving platter.

Some recipes call for rinsing the rice before you cook it, but I don’t recommend it. American-grown 
rice is a clean product that does not need rinsing. Rinsing only washes away nutrients.

When rice is cooked this way in a big pot with a tight-fitting lid on top of the stove, you get a 
delicious by-product in addition to your fluffy rice. As it cooks, the rice and oil form a delicious golden 
crust on the bottom of the pan. Cubans call this browned, crusty rice “raspa,” (scrapings) because it 
has to be scraped from the bottom of the pan. 

If you’re pressed for time, you can make wonderful rice in a rice cooker. Rice cookers are 
inexpensive to purchase and are a big help for a busy cook. You’ll get very good results and the 
cooker keeps the rice nice and warm until you’re ready to serve it. 

helPFul hint: Rice keeps well in the refrigerator or can be frozen and then reheated for later use. 
For each cup of cooked rice, add 1 tablespoon liquid. Cover and heat on top of the range or in the 
oven until heated through. To reheat in a microwave, just cover and cook on high power for about 1 
minute per cup or 2 minutes if frozen. Fluff with a fork.

Many people find making rice tricky, but all it takes to make perfect rice every time is a little practice. 
Cuban-style rice is fluffy but firm. Each kernel of rice should stand on its own, not clump together — tender, 
but not sticky. Traditional recipes typically call for white long-grain rice, but I recommend long-grain 
parboiled rice, also known as “converted” rice, for most of my recipes. I like the way it holds its shape, it 
takes color beautifully for Cuban yellow rice dishes and it’s much more nutritious than white rice.

Brown rice is healthier still, and can be substituted. I always use it for everyday meals. Brown rice, 
however, takes much longer to cook so you will need to double the cooking time required.

The simple addition of the bay leaves in this recipe gives the rice a wonderful aroma your guests 
will adore.
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fRIjoles neGRos 
Black Beans
Serves: 10 

1 pound dry black turtle beans

7 cups water

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (peeled)

2 – 4 fresh culantro leaves (chopped) —  
or, substitute a handful of cilantro 
leaves — optional

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dry leaf oregano 

2 bay leaves

red onion (finely chopped) and fresh 
parsley (chopped) for garnish

 1 Place beans in colander and rinse thoroughly under cold water, removing any small 
stones or bits of soil that may have eluded the packer.

 2 Transfer beans to a large pot, cover with the water and soak for 8 hours or overnight.

 3 When ready to cook, add a little more water if needed to cover. Do not rinse or drain 
the liquid.

 4 Add remaining ingredients. 

 5 Cover the pot and bring to a boil on top of the stove.

 6 Lower the heat and simmer until the beans are tender, about 1 hour.

 7 Mash garlic cloves and some of the beans against the sides of the pot to thicken  
the liquid.

 8 Remove cover and continue cooking slowly until the liquid is reduced and has the 
consistency of gravy.

 9 Stir frequently to prevent beans from sticking and scorching.

 10 Before serving, remove bay leaves and adjust seasonings.

 11 Transfer to serving bowl.

 12 Garnish with a bit of finely chopped red onion and chopped fresh parsley.

note: These beans are cooked in the water they soaked in. This is what gives Cuban black beans 
their deep blue-black color. Many recipes and package directions suggest you drain the beans after 
soaking and cook them in fresh water. This is supposed to make the beans less “musical.” It also, 
however, takes away some of the color and richness of the beans.

VAriAtion: Many people like to add meat to their beans — a little salt pork or a ham bone. You can 
put in whatever you have on hand for extra flavor. 

Rice and beans are an ideal meal for the thoughtful cook on a tight budget. Together, they constitute 
a complete protein, and a big plate costs less than fifty cents to make.

shortCut: No time to soak the beans overnight? No problem. Just bring the beans and water to 
a boil, cook for two minutes, remove from heat and let stand for one hour. Then resume the recipe 
above at step 4.

These black beans are vegetarian. That’s a little unusual for Cuban black beans, 
but I think you’ll agree they’re delicious. And, they are much healthier for us when 
cooked this way.
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For beautiful Arroz Amarillo (Yellow Rice), substitute 2 tablespoons Aceite Achiote for the olive oil in the recipe for Arroz 
Blanco (page 21).

aCeITe aCHIoTe 
Annatto Oil
Makes: 1 cup

2 tablespoons annatto seeds

1 cup olive oil  1 Combine the oil and annatto seeds in a skillet.

 2 Heat the mixture over medium heat stirring occasionally until oil becomes very 
fragrant and develops a deep orange color, about 5 minutes.

 3 Remove from heat and let cool.

 4 Strain the oil to remove the seeds (I use a paper coffee filter inserted into a funnel).

 5 Store in a covered container and refrigerate.

Many traditional recipes call for saffron when making yellow rice dishes, but I prefer this 
inexpensive, old-fashioned alternative. Annatto seeds can be found in Hispanic markets 
or in the international aisle of many supermarkets. Because annatto oil is a powerful 
coloring agent, be careful not to spill it. It will turn your favorite kitchen towel or your 
carpet bright orange. Refrigerated in a tightly covered container, it will keep for months.

You like the beans, Señor? Mis frijoles son vegetariano. I make them this way because about twenty year ago, my son 
became vegetarian.

¡Madre mia! I no believe it when him tell me, and I no sure what I do. Even when we very poor, I always try to put leetle 
meat on the table. And, when him a leetle boy, him love meat — hamburguesa, cheeken, pork chop, everything.

But, what could I do? Him is man now, and I no his boss anymore. I can’t tell him no, you can no be vegetariano. So, I 
experimento with mi recetas and I learn to make comida vegetariano. I am mother; I try to please.

Me? I love meat, especially cheeken and puerco. Mi favorito is meat that is cooked until very tender and fall off the 
bone. I marinate all night and then next day, I cookin’ very slow.

Okay, lemme have you other hand, baby. That’s right, relax you fingers, honey. I almost done. What color fingernail 
polish you like? This one is call rojo romantico — is very sexy color for you. First, Aida finish you nails; then we make 
our dinner.
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CHAPTER 3

DioS ME EnSEno a CoCinar
God Taught Me How To Cook
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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. 

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.
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¿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 

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 multi-

step, 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.
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aRRoz Con pollo 
Chicken and Rice
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)

6 cloves garlic (diced & crushed)

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

3 cups reduced sodium chicken broth

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

 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.

 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.

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

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.
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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 medium-
bodied 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
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.

 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.

This was our house salad at Mucho Gusto Café. It is a beautiful 
salad with delightful textures and flavors.
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ensalaDa De papas Y VeGeTales 
Potato and Vegetable Salad
Serves: 8

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

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.

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.

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. 
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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 

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 
Savory Ground Beef
Serves: 6

1 B⁄c pounds ground beef

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

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 

 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  
no lumps.

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

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

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.

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). 
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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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CHAPTER 4

CUbana aUTEnTiCa
Authentic Cuban Woman

Cooking with Kids – Teachable Moments 
What are Teachable Moments?
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.

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? 

Nutrition/Chemistry/Medicine
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?

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. 
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CHAPTER 4

CUbana aUTEnTiCa
Authentic Cuban Woman
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Gracias Señor, I glad you like my home. It is good place for me and I try to keep nice. I hard-working cleaning woman; 
housekeeper for many year. A house can get very messy very fast. I try to put things away as soon as I bring them 
home. I make the bed, wash my dishes and keep the floors clean with my Cuban mapo. Every day you do leetle bit 
and the house stay clean and in control.

For our dinner tonight, we making Fricasé de Puerco. It is wonderful plato — muy rico and very easy to make. 

fRICasé De pUeRCo 
Pork Fricassee
Serves: 8

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large green pepper (chopped)

1 large onion (chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

3 pounds lean boneless pork roast 
(trimmed & cut into large pieces)

1 chorizo (cooked & chopped)

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 cup dry white wine

B⁄c cup orange juice

4 medium potatoes (peeled & cut in 
quarters)

2 cups calabaza or butternut squash 
(chopped)

2 medium ripe plantains (cut in quarters)

B⁄c cup pitted green salad olives

 1 Heat the oil in a large casserole or wide dutch oven over medium heat, add the 
onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir 
in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion is 
translucent and tender. 

 2 Add the pork pieces and cook for about 15 minutes, turning them frequently.

 3 Add all of the remaining ingredients and cook slowly until the pork is done and the 
vegetables are tender, about 40 minutes more.

 4 Check periodically while cooking and add more liquid if needed.

n You can reduce the fat in this dish by making it the day before and refrigerating it overnight. 
Much of the fat in the dish will rise to the top and harden when chilled, at which point it can be easily 
removed with a spoon. You may also wish to eliminate the chorizo and green olives or reduce them by 
half. I think this dish is better the second day, as the flavors have an opportunity to mingle.

 Light pork dishes pair nicely with light red wines, but this is a savory and heavy dish 
with garlic and chorizo; much better complemented by a Spanish Bierzo — one of Spain’s 
newest and most fashionable wines. Brought to you from Mencia in the North of Spain, 
this lively, refreshing and fruity red wine has high acidity that will cut through the rich 
flavors of the pork fricassee.

If white is your preference, choose a wine with similar characteristics — high acidity 
and crispness. I like a Spanish Verdejo from Rueda with this dish. It is one of Spain’s most 
famous whites — similar to a Sauvignon Blanc — and every bit as refreshing.

Tender and savory pork with vegetables in a wonderful sauce; 
delicious spooned over a plate of Arroz Blanco (page 21).
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One of the best things about Fricasé de Puerco is the delicious gravy that results from the pork, vegetables and other 
ingredients cooking slowly together. To ensure none of this ambrosia gets away, try sopping it up with a crusty slice of 
Pan Cubano.

pan CUbano o pan De aGUa 
Cuban Bread or Water Bread
Makes: 2 large loaves

4 teaspoons (2 envelopes) rapid rise 
yeast

2 cups warm water

1 tablespoon salt

2 tablespoons sugar

6 cups sifted unbleached bread flour

1 tablespoon olive oil

B⁄e cup cornmeal

6 bay leaves (optional)

1 quart boiling water

 1 In a large bowl, dissolve the yeast in the warm water.

 2 Add the salt and sugar, stir and set aside.

 3 Add the flour slowly, about a cup at a time, beating the mixture with a wooden spoon, 
this will yield very stiff dough. My arm gets really tired of stirring around cup 5, so I 
usually mix the last cup or so of flour into the dough with my hands.

 4 When thoroughly mixed, shape the dough into a ball, place it in a bowl greased with 
the olive oil, and oil the top. 

 5 Cover with a towel or plastic wrap and let stand in a warm spot until doubled in size.

 6 Turn the dough onto a lightly floured surface, knead it for about 5 minutes and shape 
into two long, French-style loaves.

 7 Place the loaves on a baking sheet dusted with the cornmeal, cover and allow to rise 
10 minutes.

 8 Slash loaves in two or three places with a knife, tuck bay leaves into slashes, and 
brush loaves with water.

 9 Place the loaves in a cold oven, then turn the oven to 400°.

 10 Insert a pan of boiling water into the oven on the rack below the bread.

 11 Bake until bread is crusty and browned, about 40 minutes. Loaves will sound hollow 
when tapped lightly on top.

Traditional Pan Cubano was made with lard. My Nuevo Cuban version contains no shortening. As a 
result, it has a short shelf-life. It’s best when served the same day it is made or the next. Baked loaves 
freeze well for future use.

This bread is an important part of Cuban cuisine. 
Similar in shape, texture and taste to French or 
Italian bread, it’s a favorite for sandwiches. As a 
special treat for breakfast — cut it into long strips, 
butter on all sides and toast in the oven. 
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Okay, we let the fricasé cook very slow. Slow cookin’ is best for most flavor. We check later, make sure no 
cook dry. Never, never add water to the pot while is cookin’. Agua thins the flavor of the spices. If the food 
need more liquido or you wanna more sauce, put in leetle broth, vino, beer, or orange juice, but no water, 
please. 

How I feelin’ today? Muy bien, gracias; I just fine, really. Thank you for ask.

But, you know, honey, mi back esta adolorida — it hurt me lot since mi accidente. And my leg have lotta 
problemas — artritis, bother me all the time, y también I also have lotta pain in my side. ¡Mira aquî!, right 
here. The pain start here and go all the way to here — ¡ay yai yai que dolor! Like someone stabbin me with 
knife. You think is heart attack? And my sinuses and asthma keel me! But, I fine, baby, no worry bout me.

I old lady now, and I have lotta stupid aches and pains. But I get up early and work all day; you need 
to fight pain and fight for life, señor. Every day when I wake up, I thank God for him giving me another 
chance. God help those who help themselves.

En Cuba, there is famous story about this. Many years ago tres pescadores (three fishermen) were caught 
out in a big, big tempesta on the ocean. The wind was blowin’ and waves very high; their little boat was 
sinking. They very ’fraid and they pray to the Virgen Maria, Caridad de Cobre (Our Lady of Charity) 
begging her to save them. Mary helped them, but she tell the pescadores: “¡Reza, pero rema!” (“Pray, but 
row!”). 

I think is still very good advice today, don’t you?

Where in Cuba I grow up? 

Oh, señora, such a long time ago. Yo soy campesina (I was a farm girl). I born and grew up en Fomento, a 
small town in the area call Las Villas. It was very nice place to live, and I have beautiful memories.
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I grew up far from the jazzy caberet nightlife of 

Havana or Veradero’s white powder beaches. Far, in fact, 

from any place that most people think of when they imagine 

Cuba. Our home was the rural heartland. We lived on an 

island, but our world was the land not the sea. The only time 

we sensed the ocean’s close presence was when we felt her 

powerful storms. 

We were farmers tilling the rich soil at the feet of the 

Sierra del Escambray mountains; beautiful and totally 

natural. ¡Cuba es una perla! (Cuba is a pearl!). When you see 

it for yourself someday, you’ll understand why Christopher 

Columbus called Cuba “the loveliest land human eyes have 

ever seen” when he visited her on his first voyage in 1492.

Fomento was a great place to grow up. We knew 

everyone and everyone knew us, and there was a pleasant 

pace to life.

Like his father before him, my father operated our 

family’s finca (farm). The finca was prosperous; we raised 

cattle, pigs and, of course, caña (sugarcane). When 

describing our home, my father would often say: “This land 

could produce enough sugarcane to sweeten the entire 

world.” 

Nature, too, provided for our family; tropical fruit trees 

grew in abundance all around us. We had ready access to 

mangos, papayas, guavas and more.

Oh, the wonderful things we made from these fruits.

Mango – Mango
THE MOST POPULAR FRUiT iN  
THE WORLD 
While many Americans have only recently become acquainted 
with the mango, it’s probably the world’s most well-known and 
popular fruit. Mangos are beautiful, tall tropical shade trees 
reaching fifty to eighty feet. There are more than a thousand 
varieties, but most produce fruit that has green, red, or yellow 
skin ranging in size from three to ten inches long. The yellow-
orange, aromatic flesh has a distinctive sweet flavor. Mangos 
are eaten fresh or used in drinks, ice cream, salads, preserves, 
sauces and desserts. Mangos are an excellent source of vitamins 
A and C, and they contain an enzyme with stomach-soothing 
properties. Mangos are high in fiber and low in calories.

Purchasing & Preparing Mangos
Select mangos that are soft to the touch, but not mushy. The 
flesh should be firm — not hard — and yield to the touch when 
gentle pressure is applied to the skin. To hasten ripening, store 
mangos in a closed paper bag on the counter. Once ripe, you 

can refrigerate them for a few days to maintain them until 
you’re ready to eat them. If you intend to use the mangos for 
cooking, you can pop them into the freezer just as they are for 
later use.

Separating the mango’s delicious pulp from its pit can be 
a bit of a challenge — I liken it to filleting a fish. First, peel the 
mango. Mangos peel easily, but the fruit is slick when the peel 
is removed, so be careful. Some people like to eat the mango’s 
skin, but I don’t recommend it unless you have tried it before, 
as some people are very allergic. The skin contains urushiol 
(the chemical that’s in poison ivy). The mango’s pit is long and 
flat and runs almost the entire length of the fruit from stem to 
base. Cut about a half inch slice from each end of the mango, 
and stand it up. A little bit of the pit will be exposed. Now, slice 
through the mango from top to bottom, feeling along the side 
of the pit with your knife, remove the entire slice. Then lay the 
mango on the flat side and repeat the process on the other 
side of the pit. Finally, trim any remaining fruit from the edges 
of the pit.
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salsa De MÁnGo 
Mango Salsa
Makes: About 1 quart 

2 large ripe mangos (peeled, pitted & 
finely chopped)

1 small red onion (finely chopped)

1 medium fresh habanero pepper 
(seeded & finely chopped)

1 clove garlic (minced)

B⁄c cup cilantro leaves (finely chopped)

B⁄e cup red bell pepper (finely 
chopped) — optional

B⁄e cup orange juice

salt and pepper

 1 In a large bowl, combine all ingredients.

 2 Refrigerate until ready to serve.

For a spicier salsa — add another habanero or do not remove the habanero’s seeds before chopping it 
up — the heat is in the seeds. 

Serve this salsa with Platanitos (page 109). It’s also 
delicious as a topping for baked, broiled or grilled fish. 
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baTIDo De MÁnGo Con CReMa 
Mango Mousse 
Makes: About 1 quart

2 large ripe mangos (peeled & pitted)

B⁄c cup sugar

2 cups whipping cream

fresh berries and fresh mint for garnish

 1 In a food processor fitted with a steel blade, purée the mangos.

 2 Transfer to a large bowl, add the sugar, stir to combine and set aside.

 3 Using an electric mixer, beat the cream to soft peaks.

 4 Fold cream into mango mixture and mix thoroughly.

 5 Pour into individual serving dishes, cover and chill.

 6 Garnish with whole fresh berries and a mint leaf. Or, make up a batch of ourSalsa de 
Bayas (below) and drizzle it over the bottom and sides of serving dishes, add mousse 
and top with more berry sauce and garnish.

n Nonfat Mango Mousse — Substitute nonfat whipped topping for the whipping cream in the above 
recipe. Purchase ready-made nonfat topping or make your own by combining B⁄c cup ice cold water 
and 1 tablespoon lemon juice in a bowl. Add B⁄c cup instant nonfat dry milk and beat until stiff (about 
6 minutes), add 3 tablespoons sugar and 1 teaspoon vanilla and continue beating for an additional 2 
minutes. Fold into the mango mixture and serve immediately. It is so delicious and decadent looking 
your guests won’t miss the fat.

salsa De baYas
Berry Sauce
Makes: About 2 cups

1 16-ounce package frozen mixed berries

B⁄c cup sugar

2 tablespoons brandy

1 tablespoon cornstarch

 1 Purée berries in food processor.

 2 In a saucepan, bring puréed berries and sugar to a boil, reduce heat and cook for 
about 5 minutes.

 3 Add brandy and return mixture to a boil.

 4 Dissolve the cornstarch in a little cold water, then add a little at a time to the berry 
mixture stirring constantly until the mixture begins to thicken.

 5 Remove from heat, set aside to cool and refrigerate. 

This delightfully cool and velvety smooth 
tropical dessert is always a hit. Serve 
accompanied by our Polvorones de 
Almendras (page 200).

This is a beautiful and versatile dessert sauce. It will keep for 
months in the refrigerator.
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pasTel De MÁnGos Y VaCCInIos 
Mango and Blueberry Cobbler
Serves: 12

For the Fruit Filling

3 large ripe mangos (peeled, pitted & 
cut into slices)

B⁄c cup sugar

2 tablespoons cornstarch

B⁄c teaspoon ground cinnamon

B⁄e teaspoon ground nutmeg

1 cup fresh or frozen blueberries

For the toPPing

1 cup all-purpose flour

B⁄c teaspoon baking powder

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c cup (1 stick) unsalted butter (softened)

1 cup sugar

1 large egg

B⁄c teaspoon vanilla extract

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

cooking spray.

 2 Combine the mango, sugar, cornstarch and spices and mix thoroughly.

 3 Pour into the baking dish and bake for about 15 minutes, remove from oven and cool 
for a few minutes.

 4 Stir in the blueberries and set aside.

TOPPING
 1 Meanwhile, combine the flour, baking powder and salt in a bowl and set aside.

 2 Using an electric mixer, beat the butter and sugar in a mixing bowl until light and fluffy.

 3 Add the egg and vanilla and continue mixing until smooth.

 4 Stir in the dry ingredients until thoroughly combined.

 5 Drop spoonfuls of topping evenly over the fruit.

 6 Return the baking dish to the oven and continue baking for about 30 minutes more or 
until the topping is nice and brown and the fruit is tender.

 7 Remove from the oven and allow it to cool for a few minutes in the pan before serving. 

n Substitute this simple crumb topping for the cobbler topping in this recipe — combine B⁄c cup flour, 
B⁄c cup oatmeal, 2 tablespoons butter and B⁄c cup brown sugar and sprinkle over the top of the fruit 
and resume at step 6.

A merger of Cuban and American country cuisine, this crispy 
cobbler was a favorite at Mucho Gusto Café.
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Fruta bomba – Papaya
PAPAYAS DON’T GROW ON TREES
While papaya plants look like trees, they’re not. A fast-growing 
perennial herb, the plants typically grow ten to twenty feet 
tall, but they can bear fruit when only a few feet high. Fruits 
range in size from four to fourteen inches long long depending 
on variety; with large ones weighing several pounds. Papayas 
tend to be very fleshy, with an inside cavity filled with seeds. 
The flesh is sweet, aromatic and juicy. It can be eaten raw as 
is, but is also delicious in salads, desserts, ice cream, drinks and 
sauces. Christopher Columbus is said to have called it “the fruit 
of the angels.” 

GOOD FOR WHAT AiLS YOU
Papaya is a nutritional powerhouse and natural medicine. It’s 
rich in vitamins A, C and E, potassium, folate and fiber and 
the carotenoids lutein, zeaxanthin and lycopene, and is low 

in calories. But, it may be best known for its natural digestive 
properties. Papayas are the natural source of papain, an 
effective enzyme that breaks down protein, soothes the stomach 
and cleanses the digestive tract, as well as other beneficial 
enzymes. These enzymes give papaya anti-inflammatory and 
immune system stimulating properties, making it a useful natural 
medicine for treating cold and flu symptoms, reducing pain and 
swelling associated with injuries and promoting healing.

Purchasing & Preparing Papayas
Look for papayas that have an orange-yellow to green skin and 
are slightly soft, but not mushy to the touch. To hasten ripening, 
store papayas in a closed paper bag on the counter. Once ripe, 
refrigerate to maintain them until ready for use.

Papayas are easy to prepare. Peel, cut in half, remove all 
of the seeds and cut into slices or chop as the recipe suggests.
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CaMaRones Y fRUTa boMba a la paRIlla 
Grilled Shrimp and Papaya
Serves: 4

1 pound extra-large (26/30 size) raw 
shrimp (peeled & deveined)

B⁄c medium fresh papaya (peeled & 
seeded)*

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

2 tablespoons brown sugar

salt and pepper
*If you are unable to find fresh papaya, 
substitute canned papaya or use fresh 
pineapple instead.

 1 Rinse shrimp carefully under cold running water, blot dry with a paper towel, and 
place them in a container suitable for marinating. Pour B⁄c cup of the Mojo Criollo over 
the shrimp and toss to coat.

 2 Place the papaya in a separate non-reactive container suitable for marinating. 
Sprinkle the papaya with the brown sugar and pour the remaining B⁄c cup of Mojo 
Criollo over it and toss.

 3 Refrigerate the shrimp and the papaya for a minimum of 2 hours.

 4 Preheat gas grill to medium flame, or if using charcoal — grill is ready when charcoal 
ashes over.

 5 Drain the shrimp and discard the marinade.

 6 Remove the papaya to a plate and cut into 2" cubes. Reserve this marinade.

 7 Push the shrimp and papaya onto skewers alternating shrimp and fruit — about 6 
pieces of each.

 8 Place the skewers on the grill and cook, turning frequently until the shrimp turn pink 
and are no longer translucent.

 9 Meanwhile, in a saucepan over medium heat bring the reserved papaya marinade to 
a boil, reduce heat and cook for 5 minutes. 

 10 Transfer the skewers to a serving platter, and drizzle with the hot papaya marinade. 

 White wine rules when it comes to shrimp dishes. My favorite white from Spain is an 
Albariño from the Galicia region in the Northwest. The flavors of peach and apricot 
balanced with high acidity make an Albariño a perfect match for this zesty shrimp dish.

Another perfect pairing — a Torrontés from the Andes mountain region of Argentina. 
This lively and aromatic wine pairs well with any shellfish dish. 

Try this quick and easy combo the next time you’re 
hosting a cookout for friends. Get ready for lots 
of compliments on the wonderful combination of 
flavors in this dish. ¡Increíble!
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salsa De fRUTa boMba Y fRIjoles neGRo 
Papaya and Black Bean Salsa
Makes: About 1 quart of salsa

1 medium fresh papaya (coarsely 
chopped)*

1 can prepared black beans (drained & 
rinsed)

B⁄c small red onion (finely chopped)

1 medium habanero pepper (seeded & 
finely chopped)

1 clove garlic (minced)

B⁄c cup cilantro leaves (finely chopped)

B⁄e cup lime juice

1 tablespoon olive oil

salt, pepper, ground ginger and brown 
sugar to taste
*If you are unable to find fresh papaya, 
substitute canned papaya.

 1 In a large bowl, combine all ingredients.

 2 Refrigerate until ready to serve.

 3 Adjust the seasonings to your taste. 

For a spicier salsa, add another habanero or do not remove the habanero’s seeds — the heat is in the 
seeds.

Try this tasty salsa with our Malanga chips (page 161). It is also 
terrific as an accompaniment to our Pollo Asado (page 232), 
Pierna de Puerco Asada (page 264) or Pescado a la Parilla 
Con Salsa Vinagre (page 275).
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Guayaba – Guava
About the size of a baseball, the guava’s skin is yellow to green; the 
inside flesh is pink or white depending on the variety, and when ripe it is 
soft to the touch. Guavas are a shrub or small tree, generally growing 
only ten to fifteen feet high, but they may reach thirty feet. The guava is 
one of the most common fruits in the world and its sweet pulp is used in a 
wide assortment of drinks, desserts, and other food products. Although 
full of tiny seeds, raw guavas are delicious to eat just as they are. They 
have a wonderfully unique flavor. More often guavas are cooked, the 
seeds are removed and the sweet pulp is used to make jams, jellies and 

desserts. Bars of thick, rich guava paste and guava cheese are staple 
sweets, and guava jelly is almost universally marketed. Guava juice is 
delicious in punch and milkshakes. 

GUAVA PASTE
Unfortunately, fresh guavas are not widely available in many parts of the 
United States, but guava paste is. If you haven’t tasted it, give it a try 
with the following recipes. We think you’ll agree that it’s a special treat.

MosTaza Con GUaYaba Y MIel 
Guava Honey Mustard
Makes: About 1 B⁄c cups

1 cup prepared yellow mustard

B⁄e cup honey

B⁄e cup guava paste

1 teaspoon hot sauce

B⁄e teaspoon cayenne pepper

 1 Combine all ingredients in the bowl of a food processor fitted with the steel blade and 
process for about 1 minute or until all ingredients are puréed and thoroughly mixed.

 2 Adjust seasonings to taste.

This delicious, spicy mustard makes a 
great accompaniment to sausages, cold 
cuts or cheeses. 
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pasTeles De GUaYaba Y QUeso
Guava and Cheese Pastries
Makes: About 2 dozen pastries

1 8-ounce package reduced-fat cream 
cheese (softened)

B⁄d cup sugar

1 egg (beaten)

1 teaspoon vanilla

pinch of salt

B⁄c pound guava paste

1 package frozen puff pastry sheets 
(thawed in the refrigerator)

 1 Preheat oven to 400°.

 2 With an electric mixer, beat the cream cheese, sugar, egg, vanilla and salt together 
until mixture is smooth, and set aside.

 3 Cut the guava paste into thin B⁄e" slices, then cut the slices into pieces about 2" long.

 4 Remove one puff pastry sheet from the package, flatten it and cut it into three long 
pieces.

 5 Take one of the pieces and spread a thin layer of the cream cheese mixture onto it.

 6 Cut this piece of pastry into 4 pieces.

 7 Place a piece of the guava paste lengthwise near the middle of each piece of pastry.

 8 Fold the individual pastries over the guava paste and seal all edges with a fork.

 9 Place pastries on a parchment-covered cookie sheet ensuring that sides don’t touch.

 10 Repeat steps 5 – 9 until all are ready.

 11 Bake for 15 minutes or until pastry puffs and is golden brown. Check often, as it is easy 

to over bake this pastry. 

These pasteles make a great dessert accompanied by demitasses of 
Café Cubano (page 7), or a delicious treat as part of a special 
breakfast or brunch.
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Masa Real De GUaYaba 
Guava Pie with Royal Crust
Makes: 12 squares

D⁄e pound guava paste

4 cups sifted all-purpose flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

pinch of salt

pinch of black pepper

B⁄c pound (2 sticks) butter (softened)

2 cups sugar

3 eggs

3 tablespoons water

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

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

 2 Cut the guava paste into thin slices and set aside.

 3 Sift together flour, baking powder, salt and pepper.

 4 Combine the butter, sugar and eggs in a large bowl and beat together using an 
electric mixer.

 5 Gradually add the flour mixture, then the water and vanilla, and continue mixing until 
ingredients are combined into soft dough.

 6 Divide the dough in half.

 7 On a lightly floured surface, roll each half into a rectangle about the size of the pan.

 8 Put one half in the pan, pressing the edges into the corners, covering the bottom.

 9 Spread the guava paste slices over the crust, completely covering it.

 10 Place the remaining crust on top, stretching the dough with your fingers to cover the 
guava.

 11 Bake for about 50 minutes until lightly browned on top and a toothpick inserted in the 
middle comes out clean.

 12 When cool, cut into 3''x3'' squares for serving.

A great dessert bar that is deliciously different. A layer of sweet 
guava paste sandwiched between two layers of rich, dense cake. A 
wonderful treat to bring to a party, they’re always a hit. 
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ensalaDa De fRUTas TRopICales
Tropical Fruit Salad
Serves: 12

1 fresh ripe cantaloupe (peeled, seeded 
& cut into bite-size pieces)

1 fresh ripe pineapple (peeled, cored & 
cut into bite-size pieces)

1 fresh ripe papaya (peeled, seeded & 
cut into bite-size pieces)

2 fresh ripe mangos (peeled, pitted & cut 
into bite-size pieces)

1 pound fresh strawberries (hulled & cut 
in half or quartered)

B⁄c cup orange juice

2 tablespoons honey

3 fresh, ripe bananas

 1 In a large bowl, combine the cantaloupe, pineapple, papaya, mango and strawberries.

 2 In a small bowl, whisk together the orange juice and honey, and pour over the fruit 
mixture. Toss to combine; chill.

 3 To keep the bananas from turning brown, add them only when you are ready to serve.  
Peel and cut bananas into B⁄e" slices, toss with the other ingredients and transfer the 
salad into serving dishes. 

VAriAtion: Tropical fruit skewers — For a special party or as a treat for your family, push a bite-size 
piece of each fruit onto skewers — cantaloupe, papaya, pineapple, mango and cap with a strawberry. 
Place the skewers in a shallow pan, pour the juice and honey dressing over the top, and refrigerate 
until ready to serve.

I’m always exploring new ways to utilize these wonderful and 
versatile fruits in my cooking. They add a wonderful dimension to 
almost any dish, sweet or savory. But, my absolute favorite way to 
enjoy these gifts from nature remains combined into a fruit salad. 
¡Estan celestial! (It's heavenly!). A great party salad — beautiful, a 
little bit exotic, full of nutrition and so delicious.
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My father, Luis Gonzalez, ruled our 

family with a strong hand. I adored him. I thought he was 

the most powerful man in the world. Sitting atop his horse 

wearing his guayabera shirt, with a cigar in the pocket and 

in his Stetson hat, he cut quite a dashing figure. 

Fomento was the only home he knew. Educated and with 

a good head for business, he was successful at whatever 

he tried.

My mother, Antonia Amelia, was my father’s second 

wife. Angela, his first, had died tragically of pneumonia 

leaving two small children — my older sister, Ada, and my big 

brother, Chi Chi.

Antonia Amelia grew up in a tiny village a few miles 

away, near the town of Placeta. Unlike my father, her 

upbringing was harsh and poor. A daughter of peasants, 

she was raised in a humble home with a dirt floor and a roof 

of palm fronds that provided shelter from the rains but little 

else. Education was a luxury she never experienced. The 

closest school was miles away and her father saw no point 

in sending her. He needed her at home. Her strong hands 

and back would help the family harvest the patrón’s tabaco 

on the land they worked as sharecroppers. 

She met my father when she was just sixteen years old. 

The story she told me as a child of how they first met was 

like a fairy tale to me. 

My father was on his way home from a meeting at 

another ranch where he’d purchased some cattle. It was 

sweltering hot, and his throat was dry from the long, dusty 

ride. He needed some water, so he brought his horse to a 

stop in front of the next house he came upon. It was my 

grandparents’ home and he asked the young lady working 

in the garden near the road for a drink from the well. She 

happily complied and smiled sweetly at the handsome 

stranger as she filled a big tin cup from the bucket and 

passed it to him. He enjoyed a second cup and they 

exchanged a few pleasant words before she returned to 

tending her vegetables. My father tipped his hat, climbed 

back onto his horse and rode away.

That could have been the end of it, but all the way home 

Luis just couldn’t get the blonde, blue-eyed Antonia Amelia 

out of his mind. He was so taken with my mother’s beauty 

and gentle elegance, he came back. According to my mother, 

he was quite the romantic ladies’ man, courting her for over 

two years. 

After their marriage, she took on the responsibilities of 

the entire household that included not only her husband and 

his two children, but also her in-laws.

Angela’s ghost lived there with us too, especially for my 

mother. She would never measure up to the first wife, either 

for the in-laws or in the eyes of the children.

Perhaps it was because she came from a lower social 

stratum, maybe it was her lack of education, or possibly 

it was just that she was second-wife and stepmother, but 

the Gonzalez family never fully accepted and embraced 

her. Whatever the reason, her role was more servant than 

partner. She did all of the domestic work of the household, 

taking care of everything for everyone, but I don’t believe my 

father ever considered her a full partner or included her in 

any of his decisions. I guess I was a bit of a women’s libber 

even then, because I remember thinking as a little girl that 

this was so unfair.

I was the first born of their marriage and after me they 

had two more children together — my kid sister, Caridad, and 

my baby brother, Luis Manuel.

I don’t remember my parents ever showing much affection 

for, or tenderness toward, each other — or, toward us kids for 

that matter. But our lives were good, especially by Cuban 

standards in those days. We lived in a big, beautiful old 

house on the edge of town, we always had plenty of food, 
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and each of us got the opportunity to go to school. We 

weren’t rich, but we were well off compared with many of 

our neighbors who had no chance at an education, had very 

difficult lives and often went to bed hungry.

I suppose my parents’ marriage was like many others in 

those days — more about survival and raising a family than 

love and companionship. I don’t know much about their 

intimate life together, what they shared, what they argued 

about, but the one thing they always seemed to agree on 

was maintaining discipline and strict control over us kids. My 

father was the boss. He always sat at the head of the table, 

and was always the first one served. Neither of them would 

tolerate any disrespect or bad behavior from us! And, both 

of them were very strict about what we were allowed to do, 

who we could see, where we permitted to go and when we 

were expected to be home.

I remember the day my Aunt Hortensia, my father’s 

youngest sister, met me after school and invited me to come 

over to her house. 

I felt a little funny about disobeying my mother; 

every morning she told us to come straight home! But, Tia 

Hortensia, was young and fun and I enjoyed being with her. 

So, I made a deal with myself: “…her house is on my way 

home,” I thought, “and I’ll only stay for a few minutes… so it 

won’t be a problem.” And, off we went.

Tia Hortensia le gustaban los dulces (loved sweets) and 

so did I. She was a great baker, and always had something 

delicious. That day it was Tres Leches and Flan. Of course, I 

had a big slice of each. ¡Muy rico!
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TRes leCHes 
Three Milk Cake 
Serves: 12 

For the CAke

6 eggs

2 cups sugar

B⁄c cup nonfat skim milk

2 cups flour

3 teaspoons baking powder

1 teaspoon vanilla

For the Filling

1 12-ounce can fat-free evaporated milk

1 14-ounce can nonfat sweetened 
condensed milk

1 cup nonfat skim milk

1 teaspoon vanilla 

1 tablespoon light rum

For the Meringue

3 egg whites

B⁄c teaspoon cream of tartar

1 cup sugar

B⁄e cup water

B⁄e teaspoon lemon juice

CAKE
 1 Preheat oven to 350°, grease a 9"x13" baking dish and dust it with flour.

 2 Separate the eggs, putting whites into a large mixing bowl, set aside yolks in a small bowl.

 3 Using an electric mixer, blend egg whites until very light and fluffy.

 4 While continuing to beat the egg whites, slowly add each of the remaining ingredients, 
including egg yolks, until all are incorporated and thoroughly mixed.

 5 Pour the batter into the pan and bake for about 30 – 35 minutes.

 6 Let the cake cool completely, remove it to a large, deep serving platter and pierce the 
cake all over with a fork.

FILLING
 1 Combine all filling ingredients in a mixing bowl and whisk until blended.

 2 Slowly pour the mixture over the cake, spooning any that flows over back on top until 
everything is absorbed.

MERINGUE
 1 With an electric mixer, beat the egg whites and cream of tartar until very light and 

fluffy.

 2 Meanwhile, in a saucepan, cook the sugar, water and lemon juice over high heat for 
about 8 minutes or until the mixture is syrupy (soft-ball stage). 

 3 Resume beating the eggs to stiff peaks, then slowly add the sugar syrup while 
continuing to beat the egg mixture until it is cool.

 4 Spread the top and sides of the cake with the meringue mixture and refrigerate until 
thoroughly chilled — at least 2 hours.

When ready to serve, remove the tres leches from the refrigerator and cut into 3'' x 3'' pieces.

VAriAtion: Coco Tres Leches (Coconut Three Milk Cake) — Add a cup of flaked coconut to the cake 
batter and substitute coconut milk for the nonfat milk in this recipe. The coconut not only adds flavor 
and texture, it has many beneficial nutrients — it is rich in fiber, vitamins and minerals. 

This traditional cake is a very rich dessert. I’ve made it lighter by substituting reduced-
fat products for some ingredients, but it still retains enough richness that a small 
portion is very satisfying. As its name implies, three different kinds of milk are used in 
this recipe — fresh milk, evaporated milk and sweetened condensed milk.
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flan De leCHe 
Crème Caramel
Makes: 8 6-ounce servings

For the CArAMel sAuCe

1 cup sugar

B⁄e cup water

2 tablespoons corn syrup

B⁄e teaspoon lime juice

For the CustArd

5 eggs

C/d cup sugar

3 cups whole milk

2 teaspoons vanilla

pinch salt

yellow food coloring (optional)

For the wAter bAth

2 quarts water

For the gArnish

fresh berries

mint leaves

CARAMEL
 1 In a medium saucepan, combine all caramel sauce ingredients.

 2 Cook mixture over medium-high heat until syrup turns from clear to golden, about 8 
minutes. Stir gently just to ensure even browning. Continue to cook, swirling/stirring 
regularly until mixture turns a dark honey-caramel color, about 4 more minutes.

 3 Remove the pan immediately from the heat, as it will continue to cook. Pour a portion 
of the caramel into each of the ramekins — just enough to cover the bottom of the 
ramekin. This recipe will make 8 – 15 individual flans, depending on the size of the 
ramekins.

 4 Allow caramel to cool and harden before adding custard.

CUSTARD
 1 Preheat oven to 350°.

 2 In large bowl, combine 3 whole eggs plus 2 egg yolks.

 3 Add the sugar and mix thoroughly with an electric mixer or whisk and set aside.

 4 In a saucepan, heat the milk stirring occasionally over medium-high heat for about 6 
minutes or until steam appears (160°).

 5 Remove the milk from the heat.

 6 Gently mix the warm milk, vanilla and salt with the egg mixture until combined. For a 
richer look, add a few drops of yellow food coloring to the mixture.

 7 Divide custard mixture among the ramekins.

HOT WATER BATH
 1 Bring about 2 quarts of water to boil.

 2 Place filled ramekins in a large baking dish or roasting pan, ensuring that the sides 
don’t touch.

 3 Set pan on oven rack.

Continues on next page

This flan is a lighter, healthier version of the traditional recipes which feature cream or 
condensed milk, but it retains the rich flavor and elegance of the originals. This recipe will 
make one large flan or several small ones. I think individual ones baked in small ramekins are 
the best. They cook faster, unmold more easily and make a beautiful presentation.
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flan De leCHe 
Crème Caramel
Continued

 4 Fill pan with enough boiling water to reach about halfway up the ramekins.

 5 Loosely cover the entire pan with aluminum foil.

BAKING AND SERVING
 1 Bake until the custard is set, and a toothpick inserted near the center comes out 

clean, about 30 – 40 minutes. The smaller the ramekins that are used, the shorter 
the cooking time.

 2 Remove ramekins from hot water bath; cool to room temperature. Cover with plastic 
wrap and refrigerate for up to 2 days.

 3 To unmold, carefully work a small paring knife around the entire edge of the ramekin, 
pressing the blade against the side of the dish.

 4 Hold the serving plate over the top of the ramekin and invert, set the plate on your 
work surface and shake the ramekin gently to release the flan.

 5 Garnish each flan with fresh berries and mint leaves and serve.

To make a large flan, follow the recipe above, pouring the caramel into a 1 B⁄c quart soufflé dish or 
equivalent baking dish and tipping the mold back and forth to spread the caramel evenly over the 
sides and bottom. Be careful! The caramelized sugar can reach 400°. Once the caramel has cooled 
and hardened, pour in the custard mix. Fill a large roasting pan with enough boiling water to reach 
halfway up the sides of the dish. Increase baking time to 1 hour or until center is firm to the touch and 
a toothpick inserted in the middle comes out clean.

Once you’ve had some experience making flans, you can experiment with molds of different sizes 
and shapes — use anything that is wider on top than at the bottom. Remember to adjust baking times 
depending on the size of the mold used. 

n For our clients with special dietary concerns, we have made this flan with skim milk and egg 
whites. While the custard is a little rubbery and doesn’t have the same eggy flavor as the original, it’s 
quite tasty and the flan sets up beautifully.
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Chocolate lovers, don’t despair, here’s a chocolate flan you’ll love. 

flan De CHoColaTe 
Chocolate Flan
Makes: 8 6-ounce servings 

C/d cup sugar

2 B⁄c tablespoons cocoa powder

4 eggs

3 cups whole milk

4 ounces baking chocolate

1 teaspoon vanilla

pinch salt

chocolate shavings

 1 In a small bowl, mix the sugar and cocoa together and set aside.

 2 In a large mixing bowl, beat the eggs well, add the cocoa mixture and continue 
beating until thoroughly blended and set aside.

 3 Heat milk and baking chocolate in medium saucepan over medium-high heat. Cook, 
stirring occasionally, for about 6 minutes or until steam appears (160°).

 4 Remove the milk from heat, add the vanilla and salt, and mix it into the chocolate and 
egg mixture.

 5 Pour into carmelized molds and follow the recipe for Flan de Leche (page 55).

 6 Garnish the flan with chocolate shavings.

Prepare the caramel and finish this flan as 
described in the recipe for Flan de Leche 
(page 55).

Dessert Wines and Wines With Desserts
Desserts are the happy endings we extend to our guests to conclude 
a special home-cooked meal, and you’ll find many more wonderful 
dessert recipes in the pages that follow. 

Spain’s treasured Sherries will pleasingly complement all of these 
mouthwatering sweet treats. Sherries are considered “fortified” wines, 
fermented dry and augmented, or fortified, by adding brandy — bringing 
them to a sweet perfection. 

All desserts will pair nicely with sweet Sherry — I recommend the 
Oleroso Sherries, dark, soft and notably fragrant. Drink this Sherry 
with Pastel de Mango, Pastel de Guayaba y Queso or Masa Real de 

Guayaba. Or try the even sweeter Pedro Jimenez-style Sherry, the 
sweetest of all, a dark, syrupy and thick dessert wine. A great match for 
Tres Leches cake or Flan de Leche. 

For something light, crisp and refreshing, try one of Cataluña’s 
Cavas — a sparkling wine from Spain. A perfect match for light and 
sweet desserts — pair this with the Ensalada de Frutas, Flan de Leche 
or just plain fruit. 
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azucar – Sugar
Look, I know sugar isn’t exactly good for us, but what kind of an 
advocate for Latin cuisine would I be if I didn’t also point out 
its respectable attributes and extol its virtuous talents? Sugar 
was king in Cuba — both a blessing and a curse for the island 
and her people ever since Columbus brought cane cuttings to 
America on his second voyage. 

Sugar has gotten a pretty bad reputation in recent years. 
It’s blamed for everything from cavities (okay, it really does 
cause tooth decay), to diabetes (eating sugar does not cause 
diabetes, but consuming too much of it can be a contributing 
factor), to hyperactivity in kids (the science says there’s no 
link), to addiction and even violence (remember the “Twinkie 
defense”?). 

Truth is, sugar is neither good nor bad for us per se. We 
need it. It gives us energy and our bodies need it to function 
properly, but we also need to limit our consumption of it, because 
aside from calories, it doesn’t provide any other nutrients. 
Use it conscientiously as an ingredient in a homemade treat 
for a special occasion (see Chef Johnny’s Golden Rule, page 
13), or in small amounts as a sweetener (a teaspoon is only 
fifteen calories). 

The problem is that we’ve simply been consuming too much 
of it. And, not just table sugar, but all kinds of sugar. Most of 
the sugar we consume today is from the processed foods that 
now make up such a large portion of our diet. These sugars 
are in all kinds of products, both sweet and savory. They go 
by many different names, including dextrose, corn syrup, high 
fructose corn syrup, crystalline fructose, maltodextrin, juice 
concentrates, Sorbitol, Mannitol, Xylitol, Erythritol, D-Tagatose, 
Lactitol, Maltitol, Polydextrose, Hydrogenated Starch, and more.

WHAT iS SUGAR?
Sugar (sucrose) is a carbohydrate naturally occurring in fruits 
and vegetables. Plants use photosynthesis to turn sunlight into 
the food (sugar, starches and fiber) they need to grow. Sugar 
cane and sugar beets produce the sugar we use on our tables 

because they have a high concentration of sugar compared to 
other plants.

i’M A SUGAR SNOB
I only use pure cane sugar. Scientists tell us that the sugar 
made from sugar cane and sugar beets is chemically identical, 
but I don’t think they work the same in the kitchen, especially 
when baking, and others agree. The San Francisco Chronicle 
conducted a blind taste test, and the items made with cane 
sugar consistently won. 

TYPES OF SUGAR
rAw sugAr — stalks of fresh sugarcane are fed into 
machines that crush it to extract the juice. The juice is boiled to 
reduce the liquid and dried.

MolAsses — sugar cane processing typically involves three 
boiling processes. The first produces light molasses — highest 
sugar content and mildest flavor, the second dark molasses — not 
as sweet, but with a more pronounced flavor, and the third 
blackstrap molasses — still less sweet, and with high nutritional 
value. 

grAnulAted sugAr — raw sugar is washed and filtered 
to remove plant materials and molasses, boiled, evaporated 
again and spun dry.

brown sugAr — sugar crystals coated in molasses with 
natural flavor and color.

Powdered sugAr (AkA ConFeCtioners’ sugAr) —  
granulated sugar that is ground into powder. A small amount 
of corn starch is added to prevent caking.

SUGAR iS SWEET
We all know that sugar tastes great, and has the power 
to produce smiles around the dinner table. But, it also has 
other properties which make it an important ingredient in our 
kitchens. Sugar provides nourishment for yeast, and regulates 

Continues on next page
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the fermentation process that causes bread to rise. It absorbs 
liquids and inhibits flour gluten development, helping produce 
proper texture in baked goods (a little sugar — dense texture 
like a roll; a lot of sugar — fluffy texture like a cake), and it 
keeps baked goods moist and fresh, extending their shelf life. 
Sugar also helps food brown, helps fruit preservatives gel and 
prevents spoilage. It also balances strong sour, bitter and 
spicy flavors in foods like salad dressings and sauces. And it 
makes other, not-so-palatable dishes, delicious — that spoonful 
of brown sugar sure helps the healthy oatmeal go down.

ALTERNATiVES TO SUGAR
Looking for healthier substitutes for sugar? Consider raw honey 
and pure maple syrup. Both are minimally processed and rich 
in nutrients and minerals, but the little bit of extra nutrition may 
not be worth it, as each is higher in calories than sugar. Also, as 
each has its own unique qualities, it may be necessary to make 

adjustments to liquid, sweetener and acid components when 
substituting them for sugar in your favorite recipes. 

ArtiFiCiAl sweeteners — Lots of folks swear by these, 
as they’re a quick and easy way to reduce the calories we take 
in from sugar, but I’m just not sold on them. There are only a 
handful of sweeteners that have been approved by the FDA for 
use in the U.S. — aspartame (NutraSweet and Equal), saccharin 
(Sweet‘N Low), sucralose (Splenda), acesulfame K (Sunett), 
neotame and rebiana (Truvia). While many are described as 
“natural,” none are found in nature. Some were derived from 
plant material, but all were synthesized in laboratories, not 
grown on farms. These sweeteners may be a good alternative 
for people with diabetes, as they generally do not raise blood 
sugar levels. But, for the rest of us, the choice is not so clear. 
Some recent research suggests that rather than helping us 
control weight, they may actually contribute to weight gain, as 
they may cause the complex systems in our bodies and brains 
that regulate energy balance to be thrown off kilter.

Tia Hortensia and I had a lovely time that 

afternoon — enjoying our snacks, walking around town, 

playing games and chatting. We had so much fun that we 

lost track of time and forgot to tell my mother where I was 

or what we were doing. We both ended up in big trouble. My 

mother was so upset. She was worried sick and disappointed 

over my bad behavior and furious with my aunt for leading 

me astray.

Now, I feel very bad for upsetting mi madre like this. I no understand what she went through that 
afternoon until many year later, when my own cheeldren do something like this. They good cheeldren, 
but one day after school they no comin’ home, and I worry and worry. I don’t know what I do, so I call 
the policia. Pretty soon, they call me back to tell me where to pick them up. They find them in the teatro 
watching a movie. !Aye Dios Mio! 

So you see, God don’t just teach us when we ask for His help. He sometime also teach us lessons we no 
ask for, but need to learn.
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How bout a leetle coctel before dinner?

I no drink much; maybe una cerveza fria with pinch of sal on hot summer afternoon or a little glass of vino 
de Jerez after a special dinner.

But, I no fanatica about drink. I like for people to enjoy drink at party, laugh, have good time, but no too 
much, please! 

I have a leetle bit rum and I wanna you try un coctel muy famoso. En Cuba, ron es el numero uno. Cuba is 
famous for rum, and for delicious cocteles. 

¡Ah gracias, chica! I think is pretty too. I buy this tray at secon-han’ store. No es plata de verdadera (It’s 
not real silver), but I like it very much. When I was very leetle girl, mi madre she have one, muy similar. I 
thought it was la cosa mas preciosa en el mundo (the most precious thing in the world). We lived in leetle 
house on the finca then. And, if we were going to have company for dinner, mi madre and I would polish 
the silver. But we no take out the silver polish and soft cloths. No, we take all the silver pieces down to the 
rio. My mother would look for a shallow place with just the right amount of current; she would wedge the 
pieces in amongst the stones and leave them. Then, next day, we go back and pick them up. The silt and 
fine sand from the river washing up and over make that tray shine like the sun.

Here, please try one of these. Es un Mojito. I think you like.
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MojITo
Makes: 1 drink

1 large sprig fresh peppermint

3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

2 teaspoons powdered sugar

2 ounces light rum

4 ounces seltzer or club soda

dash angostura bitters (optional)

crushed ice

lime wedge

 1 Combine the mint, lime juice and sugar in a tall cocktail glass.

 2 Crush the mint with a spoon, and add the rum and seltzer.

 3 Fill the glass with crushed ice, and add a dash of bitters if desired.

 4 Garnish with a lime wedge and mint leaf.

If you’re having a party and need a lot of Mojitos in a hurry for a thirsty crowd, use the recipe below. I 
created it as a way to serve large groups of guests quickly at our catering events. It has since become 
a signature — it's quick and easy, and the results are very good.

MojITos by the Gallon
Makes: 15-20 drinks

1 bunch fresh peppermint (about 20 
shoots)

1 quart light rum

12 ounces Rose’s Lime Juice

1 2-liter bottle 7-UP

crushed ice

angostura bitters (optional)

fresh limes for garnish

 1 Separate the leaves from the stems of the peppermint, and discard the stems.

 2 Set aside about 20 of the most attractive leaves/small sprigs for garnish.

 3 Put remaining leaves in a mortar and crush with the pestle to release the mint aroma 
and flavor.

 4 Cut the limes in half, then cut each half into quarters.

 5 In a gallon container, combine the rum, the Rose’s Lime Juice, and the muddled mint.

 6 When you’re ready to serve, add the 7-UP to the rum mixture, and transfer to a serving 
pitcher.

 7 Fill tall cocktail glasses with ice, pour in the Mojito mixture. Add a dash of bitters if 
desired.

 8 Garnish each glass with a lime wedge and peppermint leaf.

The Mojito’s origin can be traced to La Bodeguita del Medio, a famous restaurant and bar in La 
Habana Vieja (Old Havana). It was one of Ernest Hemingway’s favorite hangouts. After having a few 
of these, he would walk just down the street to El Floridita Restaurante to have one of the daiquiris 
they made famous. A handwritten ditty attributed to Papa himself hangs on the wall behind the bar 
at Bodeguita del Medio: “Mi Mojito en La Bodeguita, mi Daiquiri en El Floridita.”

These are terrific — light and refreshing. No wonder the Mojito now 
rivals the Martini as the most popular mixed drink in the U.S.
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DaIQUIRI ClasICo
Makes: 1 drink

2 ounces light rum

1 teaspoon fresh lime juice

1 teaspoon powdered sugar

1 ounce maraschino liqueur (optional)

B⁄c cup crushed ice

lime for garnish

 1 Combine all ingredients in a blender pitcher.

 2 Blend on high speed until smooth.

 3 Pour into a stemmed cocktail glass, garnish with a lime round and serve.

Of course, because we’ve catered a lot of events, we also have a shortcut for these. So, when you are 
in a hurry or need to make a big batch of frozen daiquiris try this simple recipe.

ClassIC DaIQUIRI by the Pitcher
Makes: 6 drinks

B⁄c can of concentrated frozen limeade

12 ounces light rum

crushed ice

lime for garnish

 1 Combine the frozen limeade and rum in a blender pitcher.

 2 Fill the pitcher with crushed ice.

 3 Blend on high speed.

 4 Pour into cocktail glasses, garnish each with a lime round and serve.

We have the workers at an iron mine near the town of Daiquiri in 
Eastern Cuba to thank for this tasty cocktail. Given a ration of rum 
as part of their daily compensation, they were always looking for new 
ways to enjoy it and the daiquiri was born. El Floridita Restaurante in 
Old Havana made this frozen version popular.
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CUba lIbRe
Makes: 1 drink

ice

2 ounces light rum

4 ounces Coca-Cola

1 lime wedge

 1 Fill tall cocktail glass with ice.

 2 Pour rum over it.

 3 Fill with Coca-Cola.

 4 Garnish with a lime wedge.

pIña ColaDa by the Pitcher
Makes: 6 drinks

1 B⁄c cups pineapple juice

B⁄c cup coconut cream

12 ounces light rum

crushed ice

pineapple for garnish

 1 Combine pineapple juice, coconut cream and rum in a blender pitcher.

 2 Fill pitcher with crushed ice.

 3 Blend on high speed.

 4 Serve in stemmed cocktail glasses.

 5 Garnish each with a wedge of pineapple.

While its origins are a little murky, one story attributes the invention of the Cuba Libre to 
an entrepreneurial bar owner who purchased large quantities of Coca-Cola to serve the 
American G.I.s who patronized his club during the U.S. occupation of Cuba immediately 
after the Spanish-American War.

The Piña Colada is Puerto Rican rather than Cuban in origin, but it’s 
another delicious tropical treat and a personal favorite. I make them 
by the pitcher.
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Rum is also a key ingredient in this tasty traditional dessert.

panaTela boRRaCHa 
Drunken Pound Cake
Makes: 16 small pieces

For the CAke

D⁄e cup cake flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

pinch salt

3 eggs

D⁄e cup sugar

1 tablespoon water

B⁄c teaspoon vanilla

For the syruP

2 cups sugar

1 B⁄c cups water

B⁄e cup fresh lime juice

1 stick cinnamon

1 teaspoon vanilla

B⁄e cup light rum

ground cinnamon

CAKE
 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, grease a 9'' square cake pan and dust it with flour.

 2 Sift together the flour, baking powder and salt and set aside.

 3 Separate eggs, putting whites into a large mixing bowl, set aside yolks in a small bowl.

 4 With electric mixer, whip the egg whites.

 5 Gradually add the sugar and continue beating until the mixture forms soft peaks.

 6 Beat the yolks thoroughly, then fold into the egg white mixture.

 7 Add water and vanilla, then fold in the flour mixture until thoroughly combined.

 8 Pour batter into pan. 

 9 Bake for 20 minutes or until a toothpick inserted in the middle comes out clean.

SYRUP
 1 Combine first three syrup ingredients in a heavy saucepan and add one whole 

cinnamon stick.

 2 Bring to a boil over medium heat.

 3 Boil for about 30 minutes or until syrup is thick enough to coat a spoon.

 4 Remove from heat and let cool. Discard cinnamon stick.

 5 Add vanilla and rum.

SERVE
 1 Cut cake into 2'' squares and place on serving platter.

 2 Pour the syrup over the cake.

 3 Sprinkle with ground cinnamon.

The syrup will keep in the refrigerator for months. Just reheat to revitalize.
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Add a taste of the tropics to any dessert with this buttery rum sauce.

salsa De Ron 
Rum Sauce
Makes: About 1 B⁄c cups sauce

2 tablespoons butter

1 tablespoon cornstarch

B⁄c cup brown sugar

1 cup milk

3 tablespoons white rum

 1 Melt butter in a saucepan over medium heat.

 2 Mix the cornstarch and sugar together and stir into the butter until combined.

 3 Add the milk and cook, stirring frequently, until the mixture boils and thickens.

 4 Remove from heat, and stir in rum. Serve warm.

Sauce can be refrigerated for later use. A quick turn in the microwave will refresh it. 

This delicious and versatile sauce will liven up any dessert. Try 
it with our Pudin de Pan con Platanos (page 116) or Frituras 
de Frutas (page 77) or over your favorite ice cream.
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ron – rum
Fermented Sugarcane 
Rum is a distilled alcoholic beverage made from molasses 
or sugarcane juice. The distillate is then aged in used oak 
bourbon casks. After aging, it may go through additional 
processes of blending, filtering and coloring. The precursors to 
rum, drinks made from fermented sugarcane juice, date back 
to antiquity — likely ancient India or China. The first commercial 
production took place in the Caribbean in the seventeenth 
century, and most rum still comes from there — Puerto Rico, 
Trinidad, Jamaica, Barbados and Cuba are leading producers. 

History — A Checkered Past
Rum had a significant role in the culture and history of the West 
Indies, and has infamous associations with colonial American 
history and twentieth century piracy. 

Rum served as the currency that tied Europe, America, 
Africa and the Caribbean together in a program of trade and 
credit that helped promote slavery. To support the growing 
demand for rum and sugar in Europe during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, a labor source to work the sugar 
plantations in the Caribbean was needed. A triangular trade 
was established between Africa, the colonies in the Caribbean 
and New England, and Europe — the circular exchange of 
slaves, molasses, rum and manufactured goods.

During Prohibition in the U.S., lots of thirsty Americans 
traveled to Cuba. Cuba made great rums and had some of 
the world’s most famous bars and nightclubs. In addition, 
boatloads of Cuban rum made their way into America through 
rum-runners who loaded the cargo bound for New York just 
outside American territorial waters.

ONE OF THE MOST DiVERSE SPiRiTS ON 
THE MARKET 
Rum is produced in a variety of styles, strengths and 
flavors — clear, golden, dark, spiced and flavored, aged from 
one to thirty years and with strengths from 80 to 160 proof. 
A definitive description of the grades and variations of rum is 
impossible, as local jurisdictions each have their own criteria. 
Most require that rum be aged for at least one year. The 
following general terms are frequently used to describe various 
types of rum: 

light ruM — (also called silver or white rums) These typically 
have very little flavor aside from a general sweetness, making 
them ideal as a base for cocktails.

gold ruM — (amber rums) Medium-bodied and aged in 
wooden casks where they gain their darker color. These rums 
can also obtain their flavors through the addition of spices and 
caramel (a variation often sold as Spiced Rum).

dArk ruM — (black rums) A grade darker than gold, they are 
generally aged longer, in heavily charred barrels. Dark rum has 
a much stronger flavor, and hints of spices can be detected, 
along with a strong molasses or caramel overtone. These are 
used to provide substance and color in rum drinks, and are 
often used in cooking.

oVerProoF ruM — Much higher than the standard 
40% alcohol; most of these have more than 75% alcohol. 
Preparations of 151 to 160 proof are common.

PreMiuM ruM — Primarily boutique brands which sell 
very aged and carefully produced rums. These are generally 
consumed “neat” or on the rocks.

FlAVored ruM — Some manufacturers have also begun 
to sell rums which they have infused with flavors of fruits such 
as mango, orange and coconut. These serve to flavor similarly 
themed tropical drinks and generally comprise less than 40% 
alcohol.
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Mucho Gusto Café also had a couple of signature drinks of its own that our customers enjoyed very much. Wine lovers 
will adore these cool concoctions.

sanGRIa CUbana De MUCHo GUsTo Café 
Mucho Gusto’s Special Red Wine Punch
Makes: 12 drinks

1 bottle inexpensive full-bodied red wine 
(e.g. Burgundy)

1 quart orange juice

B⁄c cup triple sec

fresh orange, lime and lemon

 1 Combine the wine, juice and triple sec in a two quart pitcher.

 2 Add a few slices of orange, lemon and lime to the mix.

 3 Refrigerate mixture for a minimum of 4 hours.

 4 Serve Sangria in a large wine glass filled with ice.

 5 Garnish each glass with an orange slice.

CoCoTazo 
Frozen Coconut Wine Cooler
Makes: 1 drink

3 ounces inexpensive white wine  
(e.g. chardonnay)

B⁄c cup mango juice (or substitute your 
favorite fruit juice)

1 tablespoon coconut cream

1 cup ice

fruit for garnish

 1 Combine all ingredients in blender pitcher.

 2 Blend on high speed.

 3 Serve in tall soda glass.

 4 Garnish with fruit.

This drink’s name “cocotazo” has a special meaning. It includes the word “coco” or coconut — for a key 
ingredient in the drink and the Spanish word cocotazo, which literally translated is “a punch in the 
head.” We think it’s a good description, and the perfect reminder to slowly sip this ice-cold concoction 
or risk a cold headache.

This Sangria is light and refreshing, perfect 
for those summer cookouts.

What could be better than a frozen tropical wine 
cooler on a really hot summer day? Your guests will 
love our variation on this classic.
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!Salud, amor dinero y el tiempo para gozar los, mis amigos! (Health, love, money and the time to enjoy 
them, my friends!)

You like Mojito, chica? Mojitos es muy delicioso y refrescante. But be careful! A Mojito goes down so 
smooth, but they sneak up on you very quick; is very strong drink.

Lessee… where was I in my story? Oh yes, I wanna tell you about my family house en Cuba. 

Okay, so just about the time I started school, 

we moved into the big house in town where my grandparents 

lived. It was a very grand home for a country house in Cuba. 

Built around 1850 and made entirely of wood, it was situated 

on a corner at the edge of town. Behind it was a large piece 

of ground — a vegetable garden and a small barnyard where 

we kept a few animals for meat, milk and eggs for our family 

table. The front and the sides of the house nearest the road 

were encased by a big covered porch that extended out 

almost to the sidewalk. You entered the house through a 

massive cedar door trimmed in mahogany, flanked by two 

smaller doors on either side with windows in between. 

Like others of that vintage in the tropics, the windows 

and doors opened to the outdoors — no glass or screens, just 

heavy shutters that could be pulled closed in case of bad 

weather. With nothing to obstruct the breeze, the house 

stayed surprisingly cool. 

The roof was covered with small wooden shingles, and 

the floors with beautiful mosaico. Each floor tile had an 

intricate, brightly colored pattern, and around the perimeter 

of the room, a contrasting tile created the border. The 

furniture was formal — heavy wooden pieces in the Spanish 

style — tauretes (large carved chairs with cowhide seats) and 

settees with straight backs and woven cane seats. 

The immense dining room table was the centerpiece 

of our home, easily accommodating the dozen or more of 

us who gathered there every day to enjoy the incredible 

meals my mother prepared. It was also where the adults 

congregated after a big meal for long discussions about 

farming, the weather and politics over café, pasteles y 

dulces, and where the men would gather for cigars, a shot 

of rum, and dominoes chatting late into the night. And, on 

rainy days, it was where we kids would flock for games. In 

between, it was where the laundry got sorted and folded, 

where patterns for shirts and dresses were laid out, where 

vegetables from the garden were pared and prepped, 

where diapers got changed and where skinned knees were 

bandaged. 

Our bedrooms were simple, but functional. Most 

importantly, each bed was equipped with a mosquitero 

(mosquito netting).

Fomento was a lovely town, and despite its small size 

was quite a lively and vibrant place. Though isolated, we 

always found things to do. The shops filling the old Spanish 

colonial storefronts surrounding the plaza were busy with 

customers and you could find almost anything you wanted. 

My favorites were the maniceros and other street 

vendors. Selling everything from roasted peanuts to fresh 

fruit and vegetables to homemade bread and snacks to 

handmade lace, these wandering merchants would travel 

through the streets of the town calling out or sometimes 

singing about their products. Some carried their goods 

in packs on their backs and traveled on foot, others were 

assisted by a donkey or horse pulling a wagon or cart loaded 

with their merchandise. Occasionally, for a special treat, 

my father would buy us something from one of them — a 

bacalaito or maybe a corn fritter. These always tasted so 

special to me.
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FrITuras (Fritters)
Fritters are a prominent fixture in Cuban cuisine, with the ingredients that you might decide to make them from limited only by your 

imagination. Here are a few of my favorites.

baCalaITos 
Salt Cod Fritters
Makes: About 30 small fritters

1 pound bacalao* (dried boned salt 
codfish)

1 large onion (finely chopped)

4 eggs

1 B⁄c cups flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

B⁄e cup milk

2 tablespoons parsley (finely chopped)

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

pinch cayenne pepper

canola oil for frying

salt to taste
*You can find bacalao in the seafood section 
of many large supermarkets or in Hispanic or 
Italian food stores. 

FIRST, PREPARE THE BACALAO
 1 The day before, rinse the salt cod under cold running water. Break it into chunks, place 

in a bowl and cover with water.

 2 Change the water several times during the day until it is no longer salty.

 3 Drain the fish, place it in a small saucepan, cover with fresh water and bring to a boil 
over medium-high heat. Lower the heat and simmer 5 minutes. Drain and cool, remove 
any skin or small bones missed by the processor, and flake the fish with a fork or your 
fingers. It will fall into small flakes naturally.

FRITTER BATTER
 1 Combine the onion, eggs, flour, baking powder, milk and spices in a large bowl.

 2 Add the shredded codfish and parsley and mix thoroughly. 

FRYING
 1 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy sauce pan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 

oil to 350° – 375º, or until a drop of the mixture sizzles when it hits the oil.

 2 Drop the fritter batter into the oil by the spoonful (use a teaspoon for appetizer-size 
bacalaitos).

 3 Fry the fritters, a few at a time, until they are golden on all sides.

 4 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

Bacalaitos are delicious little crunchy puffs of fish yumminess. Bacalao (dried and salted cod) has been a 
part of Caribbean cuisine for nearly five hundred years dating all the way back to Colonial times. It was 
brought to the islands for trade by vessels from New England and Canada. Because of decreasing cod 
stocks in the North Atlantic, today bacalao is often made from other white fish (e.g. pollock, haddock, 
whiting, etc.).
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The Frying Game
Frying is a common cooking method in Cuban cooking. Like 
Americans, Cubans love their fried foods. Fried foods are 
delicious, but we now know that when they make up a large 
part of our diet, they can have an adverse effect on our health. 
Consuming lots of fried foods increases our risk for heart 
disease and obesity.

While we can’t make fried foods into health foods, there 
are things we can do to reduce our consumption of bad fats.

ALL FATS ARE NOT THE SAME — WHAT 
WE FRY iN DOES MATTER

Oil is extracted from all kinds of plants and their fruits 
or seeds — corn, olives, sunflowers, soybeans, canola seed, 
coconut, peanuts, etc. Each has its own properties, some are 
more natural than others and many have very different health 
effects. Learning which fats raise LDL cholesterol and which 
ones don’t, and incorporating this knowledge into our daily 
cooking habits, are steps we can all take to lower our risk of 
heart disease.

There are four major fats in the foods we eat. The four have 
different chemical structures and physical properties.

trAns FAts — Avoid — These manufactured fats are also 
known as “partially hydrogenated oil.” To make these products, 
liquid vegetable oils are chemically altered to make them more 
solid (e.g. vegetable shortening and margarine). Scientists 
believe trans fats raise bad cholesterol levels and lower good 
cholesterol levels. They are also believed to increase our risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes.

sAturAted FAts — Use sparingly — These are natural fats 
that are solid at room temperature (e.g. butter, lard). They 
are believed to raise cholesterol. Coconut oil is also a natural 
saturated fat. For this reason, it was considered by many to 
be a fat that we should avoid. More recent scientific evidence, 
however, suggests that coconut oil has many beneficial health 

effects and is a good choice for frying. Coconut oil can be a bit 
difficult to find in the supermarket, but it is available in health 
food stores and on the web and is worth seeking out and trying.

PolyunsAturAted FAts — Good choice — These are 
natural veg etable oils that are liquid at room temperature and 
when chilled (e.g. corn oil, soybean oil, safflower oil).

MonounsAturAted FAts — Best choice — These are 
natural veg etable oils that are liquid at room temperature, 
but start to turn solid when chilled (e.g. olive oil, avocado oil, 
peanut oil and canola oil). They are believed to have beneficial 
effects on health when used in moderation. Olive oil, while 
best for sautéing, is not suitable for high temperature frying. 
While there has been a great deal of research concerning the 
various vegetable oils available to us as consumers, there is 
little consensus concerning which is best. I recommend canola 
oil for frying. It's the lowest in saturated fat and the best 
source of omega-3 fats of all popular high temperature oils, it's 
recognized by both the American Diabetes Association and the 
American Heart Association, and it's inexpensive.

LESS iS MORE
All fats, regardless of where they come from or how they are 
made, are high in calories — a gram of fat contains nine calories. 
That’s over twice as many as in the same amount of protein 
or carbohydrates (four calories per gram). So it’s important to 
reduce our overall consumption of fats. Regarding fried foods 
as special treats for special occasions (weekends, holidays 
or special parties with friends) is a good place to start. See 
Chef Johnny’s Golden Rule, (page 13). And, when possible, 
substitute other cooking methods for frying. This will improve 
the bottom-line of your waistline. Reducing our fat consumption 
by just one teaspoon per day will save forty calories — that’s 
almost 15,000 calories a year.

Continues on next page
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Frying tipS
begin with A deeP, heAVy PAn — For frying, choose a deep, 
heavy sauce pan or shallow dutch oven. Add oil to the cold pan leaving 
space at the top of the pan of at least 2". This provides a margin of 
safety, as the oil bubbles up when food is added.

oil Condition And teMPerAture — Food absorbs less oil 
when it’s fried in hot, clean oil. When the oil is hot, the surface of the 
food cooks instantly, sealing it. Make sure your oil is hot (350-375° 
is ideal) — use a candy thermometer to ensure ideal temperature is 
reached before you begin frying, and fry in small batches to ensure that 
the oil temperature doesn’t drop suddenly when food is lowered into it.

drAining And blotting Foods AFter Cooking —  
When foods are done, remove them from the fryer with a slotted spoon 
or frying basket and drop onto paper towels to drain. Use another 
paper towel to blot the tops.

reusing oil — Because the high temperatures at which we fry food 
breaks down the oil, for best results I do not recommend that you reuse 
it. If you do wish to reuse oil that has been used for frying, be sure to 
filter it first to remove any food/batter particles — a paper coffee filter 
is good for this purpose — and be sure to refrigerate it between uses.

fRITURas De MaÍz 
Corn Fritters
Makes: About 30 small fritters

3 cups fresh, canned or thawed frozen 
corn kernels

1 small onion

2 eggs

2 tablespoons cornmeal

1 tablespoon sugar

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

B⁄c teaspoon baking powder

salt and pepper to taste

canola oil for frying

 1 Put the corn and onion in the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade and 
process until smooth.

 2 Add the remaining ingredients and pulse until blended.

 3 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy sauce pan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 
oil to 350° – 375º.

 4 Drop the fritter batter by the spoonful into the hot oil. Fry only a few at a time, turning 
as needed until they are brown on all sides.

 5 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

Corn fritters are crunchy and slightly sweet. They 
make a delicious accompaniment to any meal.
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fRITURas De CaRRUCHo 
Conch Fritters
Makes: About 20 fritters

B⁄c pound conch meat*

1 cup all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon sugar

1 teaspoon baking powder

1 egg

B⁄c cup milk

B⁄c medium green pepper (finely 
chopped)

B⁄e medium onion (finely chopped)

2 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

salt and pepper to taste

canola oil for frying
*Conch is a delicious, white shellfish. While 
it is rare to find fresh conch outside of the 
Caribbean, frozen conch is available in the 
frozen seafood section of many supermarkets. 
As conch is very tough, tenderize it with a 
mallet or grind it before preparation. If you 
can’t find conch where you are, make these 
fritters with shrimp or scallops. 

 1 Finely grind the conch in a food processor fitted with a steel blade.

 2 Combine the flour, sugar, baking powder, egg and milk in a large bowl.

 3 Stir in the conch, vegetables and spices.

 4 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy sauce pan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 
oil to 350° – 375º.

 5 Drop the fritter batter by the spoonful into the hot oil. Fry only a few at a time, turning 
as needed until they are brown on all sides.

 6 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

These were a favorite at Mucho Gusto Café where we 
served them with Salsa de Aguacate (page 75).
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salsa De aGUaCaTe 
Avocado Sauce
Makes: About 2 cups of sauce

1 large or 2 small avocado (cut into 
pieces)

B⁄e cup green salad olives

2 tablespoons capers

1 clove garlic

1 small onion (quartered)

1 fresh habanero pepper

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e cup lime juice

 1 In the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade, combine the avocado, 
habanero, onion, garlic, salad olives, capers, pepper and B⁄c of the lime juice, then 
process until smooth and creamy.

 2 Transfer the sauce to a storage container with a tight-fitting lid. Avocado turns 
brown because of oxidation, so always store it in an airtight container. As an extra 
precaution, I place the avocado pit into the sauce and pour the remaining lime juice 
over it.

 3 Remove the pit, stir the sauce thoroughly and serve.

fRITURas De VeGeTales 
Vegetable Fritters
Makes: About 30 fritters

D⁄e cup all-purpose flour

1 B⁄c teaspoons baking powder

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon garlic powder

1 egg (beaten)

B⁄c cup milk

1 B⁄c cups chopped fresh or thawed 
frozen vegetables (e.g. broccoli, 
asparagus, cauliflower, carrot) 

canola oil for frying

 1 Combine the dry ingredients and spices in a small bowl and set aside.

 2 In a large bowl, combine the egg, milk and vegetables.

 3 Gradually stir the dry ingredients into the vegetable mixture and mix thoroughly.

 4 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375º.

 5 Drop the fritter batter by the spoonful into the hot oil. Fry only a few at a time, turning 
as needed until they are brown on all sides.

 6 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

This savory, spicy sauce is a delicious 
accompaniment to seafood.

The vegetarians in your life will thank you for making these 
delicious crispies. Use your favorite vegetables or whatever 
you have on hand; a great way to turn leftovers into a 
special occasion.
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fRITURas De CHoRIzo Y GaRbanzos 
Chorizo and Chickpea Fritters
Makes: About 20 fritters

1 large chorizo

2 cups cooked chickpeas or 1 can 
prepared chickpeas (drained)

1 small onion (finely chopped)

2 tablespoons tomato sauce

B⁄c teaspoon lime juice

canola oil for frying

 1 Slice the chorizo in half the long way, place it in a heavy skillet and brown slowly, 
remove and set aside to cool.

 2 Cut the chorizo in pieces, place them into the bowl of a food processor fitted with a 
steel blade and pulse until chopped into tiny bits.

 3 Combine the remaining ingredients in a large bowl and mash them into a chunky 
paste.

 4 Stir the chorizo bits into the chickpea mixture until thoroughly combined.

 5 With a small scoop or spoon, take a portion and shape it into a small ball. Repeat until 
all of the mixture is in ball-shaped fritters.

 6 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375º.

 7 Fry the fritters, a few at a time, turning as needed until brown on all sides.

 8 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

Your guests will enjoy the combination of spicy chorizo and 
chickpeas in this hearty fritter. Serve with our Salsa de Fruta Bomba 
y Frijoles Negros (page 47).
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fRITURas De fRUTas 
Fruit Fritters
Makes: About 30 fritters

D⁄e cup all-purpose flour

1 B⁄c teaspoons baking powder

B⁄e teaspoon salt

2 teaspoons sugar

B⁄e teaspoon ground cinnamon

B⁄e teaspoon ground nutmeg

1 egg (beaten)

B⁄c cup milk

B⁄c teaspoon vanilla

1 B⁄c cups chopped fresh or thawed 
frozen fruit (e.g. apples, bananas, 
pineapple, peaches, pears)

canola oil for frying

 1 Combine the dry ingredients and spices in a small bowl and set aside.

 2 In a large bowl, combine the egg, milk, vanilla and fruit.

 3 Gradually stir the dry ingredients into the fruit mixture and mix thoroughly.

 4 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375º.

 5 Drop the fritter batter by the spoonful into the hot oil. Fry only a few at a time, turning 
as needed until they are brown on all sides.

 6 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

 7 Dust with powdered sugar and serve.

Of course fritters are for dessert too. I love these as a special treat for brunch. 
Your favorite fruit in a crispy wrapper is hard to beat. Serve these with Almibar 
syrup (page 126) or Salsa de Ron (page 67).
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I spent a lot of lonely hours by myself 

when I was a little girl; there just wasn’t much for me to do. 

Ada and Chi Chi were older and involved with after school 

activities, my mother was busy taking care of the smaller 

children, cooking and keeping house, and Cari and Luis 

Manuel were still babies — too little to play games or tell 

stories. 

My best memories from those years were the rides from 

our house in town to the finca. My father would sit me on 

the saddle in front of him on the back of his horse, and with 

his arms around me he controlled the reins. I would hold on 

to the saddle horn for dear life as we galloped over rough 

roads and through fields. I loved these outings both for 

the adventure and because my mother would always pack 

something delicious for us to eat to tide us over until we got 

back — a handful of ham croquettes or maybe a couple of 

empanadas.

CroqueTas (Croquettes) 
Croquettes are crispy meat, fish or seafood cakes. They are easy to make once you’ve had a little experience with them, 

but can be a bit tricky the first attempt. So if this is the first time you are making them, go slowly and give yourself a little 

extra time. 

I really like the new panko-style breadcrumbs for my croquettes. While not traditional, they result in a crispier croquette 

and they fry up more beautifully than old-fashioned breadcrumbs.

n Instead of deep frying the croquettes as directed in the recipes that follow, try sautéing them. In a large nonstick 

skillet over medium-high heat, heat a tablespoon of olive oil and spread it around the pan. When hot, place six to eight of 

the croquettes in the pan at a time and sauté them, turning frequently to ensure even browning.
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CRoQUeTas De jaMon
Ham Croquettes
Makes: About 30 croquettes

4 tablespoons butter

1 small onion (finely minced)

D⁄e cup all-purpose flour

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon ground nutmeg

1 cup milk

2 cups ham (finely chopped)

1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley

1 tablespoon dry white wine

breadcrumbs

canola oil for frying

 1 In a large heavy skillet, melt the butter over low heat.

 2 Add the onion and cook until tender.

 3 Add the flour, pepper and nutmeg, and stir to combine.

 4 Gradually stir in the milk until the roux thickens, it will become like a stiff paste.

 5 Add the ham, parsley and wine and continue cooking, stirring constantly until well 
blended.

 6 Remove from heat and let cool thoroughly. If you wish, it can be refrigerated at this 
point and made into croquettes the next day.

 7 Pour an inch-thick layer of breadcrumbs in a low pan.

 8 For appetizer-size croquettes, scoop up a tablespoon of the ham mixture and shape it 
into a cylinder about 2'' long and D⁄e'' in diameter.

 9 Dip it into the breadcrumbs and roll to coat it.

 10 Repeat with the remaining mixture, refreshing the breadcrumbs as necessary.

 11 In a deep fryer or in a heavy deep saucepan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 
oil to 350° – 375º.

 12 Fry the croquettes a few at a time, turning until golden brown on all sides.

 13 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

shortCut: Try substituting about a B⁄c cup of leftover mashed potatoes for the roux paste made 
from the butter, milk and flour. I’ve had good luck with this, and it can be a big timesaver.

In Cuba, ham croquettes are so popular they could be the 
official national appetizer. They’re a portable crowd pleaser, 
easy to pack and delicious hot or cold so you can take them 
anywhere — a good choice for a party or picnic. Try these with 
spicy Mostaza con Guayaba y Miel (page 48). 
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CRoQUeTas De pollo Y aGUaCaTe 
Chicken and Avocado Croquettes
Makes: About 30 croquettes

3 tablespoons butter

6 tablespoons all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄e teaspoon ground black pepper

1 B⁄c cups milk

1 cup avocado (mashed)

2 cups cooked chicken (finely chopped)

1 egg (beaten)

breadcrumbs

canola oil for frying

 1 In a large heavy skillet, melt the butter over low heat.

 2 Blend in the flour, salt and pepper.

 3 Gradually stir in the milk until the roux thickens into a paste.

 4 Add the avocado and chicken and continue cooking, stirring constantly, just until 
blended.

 5 Remove mixture from heat and set aside to cool.

 6 Add the egg and mix thoroughly.

 7 Add just enough breadcrumbs so that mixture works easily and will hold its shape 
when squeezed.

 8 Sprinkle an inch-thick layer of breadcrumbs in a low pan.

 9 Scoop up 1 tablespoon of the mixture and shape it into a cylinder about 2" long and 
D⁄e'' in diameter.

 10 Dip it into the breadcrumbs and coat it.

 11 Repeat with the remaining mixture, refreshing the breadcrumbs as necessary.

 12 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375º.

 13 Fry the croquettes a few at a time, turning until golden brown on all sides.

 14 Drain on paper towels and place in a warm oven until ready to serve.

The flavor of these croquettes 
will remind you of American 
Southern Fried Chicken, while 
the texture is smooth avocado. 
Try these accompanied by Salsa 
Barbacoa (page 273).
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CRoQUeTas De CanGRejos 
Cuban-style Crab Cakes
Makes: About 30 crab cakes 

2 tablespoons olive oil for sautéing 
vegetables 

B⁄c medium green pepper (finely 
chopped)

B⁄c medium onion (finely chopped)

2 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

salt and pepper to taste

1 pound crab meat

1 cup canned or thawed frozen corn 
kernels

1 egg (beaten)

breadcrumbs

cornmeal

1 tablespoon of olive oil for finishing  
crab cakes

 1 In a saucepan, heat the olive oil over medium heat until fragrant.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender.

 3 Remove from the heat and let cool.

 4 In a large bowl, combine the cooled vegetable mixture, crabmeat, corn and egg.

 5 Add just enough breadcrumbs so that mixture works easily and will hold its shape 
when squeezed.

 6 Scoop up a tablespoon full of the crab mixture and shape into a round flat cake about 
2'' in diameter and B⁄c'' high.

 7 Dip the cake into the cornmeal and coat it.

 8 Repeat with the remaining mixture, refreshing the cornmeal as necessary.

 9 In a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat, heat a tablespoon of olive oil. When 
hot, place six to eight of the croquettes in the pan and sauté them, turning frequently 
to ensure even browning. Place croquettes in a warm oven until ready to serve.

 

Crab and corn make a wonderful marriage in 
this recipe. The whole kernel corn inside the cake 
keeps the crab moist, while the cornmeal breading 
gives them an extra crispy crust. Try these with 
spicy Mayonesa Pimienta (page 82).
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MaYonesa pIMIenTa 
Pimiento Mayonnaise
Makes: About 1 cup of sauce

1 small jar pimientos (drained)

1 cup low-fat or non-fat mayonnaise*

1 tablespoon ketchup

50 drops hot sauce

salt and pepper to taste
*I know, you’re thinking “yuck” when you  
read reduced-fat mayonnaise, but trust 
me it works well in this recipe as the other 
ingredients support the flavor, making up  
for the loss of richness. 

 1 Combine all ingredients into the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade and 
process until all ingredients are puréed and mixture is smooth and creamy.

 2 Adjust hot sauce and seasonings to taste.

This is a versatile condiment that I think enhances 
the flavor of just about everything.

eMPaNaDas are pastry turnovers that can be filled with meat, fish or vegetables. Traditionally, empanadas were fried; mine are baked. 

Substituting baking for frying as a method of preparation significantly reduces the fat content. Not only does this make my empanadas 

healthier, but I believe it gives them a lighter taste and enhances the flavor of the filling. Baked empanadas are also more delicious when 

served cold.

These hearty and satisfying appetizers were a favorite at Mucho Gusto Café. Empanadas take a little time to make, but they are 

well worth the effort. Empanadas freeze well, so you can make them ahead of time — after shaping them, arrange the empanadas in a 

single layer on a cookie sheet or other pan that will fit comfortably in your freezer. If you need to stack the empanadas, place a sheet of 

waxed paper between layers to prevent them from sticking together during the freezing process. When empanadas are frozen, store them 

in an airtight container or sealed plastic bag. When ready to serve, take out just what you need and continue with baking as directed. 

helPFul hint: Turn leftovers into a special treat. There’s no better way to reincarnate the remnants from last night’s dinner. 

Leftovers made into empanadas prove the theory “that you always come back better next time than in your past life.” Whatever you 

have — meat, vegetables, fish — when wrapped into an empanada is delicious! 

shortCut: The pastry in the recipe that follows is wonderful — tasty and flaky. But, if you are in a hurry, try using one of the 

packaged frozen empanada discs available in the international foods section of many supermarkets or at a Hispanic foods market. The 

results you get won’t be quite as delicious as pastry made from scratch, but they reduce prep time considerably and are still “darn good!”
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eMpanaDas De CaRne 
Beef Turnovers
Makes: About 2 dozen small turnovers

For the PAstry 

3 cups flour

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

4 tablespoons butter

2 eggs

B⁄c cup cold water

1 teaspoon vinegar

zest from one orange

For the Filling

1 recipe Picadillo (page 34)

1 beaten egg for sealing edges of dough

PASTRY
 1 Sift the flour, salt and pepper into a large bowl.

 2 Cut the butter into small pieces, add it to the flour mixture and combine with your 
hands.

 3 In a separate bowl, whisk together 1 whole egg and 1 egg white, water, vinegar and 
orange zest.

 4 Make a well in the flour mixture, add the water mixture and mix the wet and dry 
ingredients with a fork until it forms a soft dough.

 5 Turn the dough onto a lightly floured surface, and knead it just until all flour is 
incorporated.

 6 Divide the dough in half and roll-out to about B⁄i" thickness.

 7 Cut dough into four-inch rounds using a large biscuit cutter or a drinking glass with a 
large mouth.

 8 Repeat with other half of the dough.

FILLING AND BAKING
 1 Prepare the Picadillo and chill until it can be easily handled.

 2 Place one tablespoon of the Picadillo mixture in the center of one of the pastry rounds.

 3 Fold over the pastry and crimp the edge either with a fork or by manually folding a 
small section of the bottom pastry over the top with your index finger while holding the 
top of the pastry crescent secure, continue around the crescent until the entire edge is 
crimped and secure.

 4 Continue with remaining pastry rounds.

 5 Arrange empanadas on a baking sheet lined with parchment paper, make sure sides 
don’t touch.

 6 Bake at 350° for 20 minutes or until pastry is golden brown.
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eMpanaDas De pollo 
Chicken Turnovers
Makes: About 2 dozen small turnovers

For the Filling

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (finely chopped)

3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano

2 pounds boneless, skinless  
chicken thighs 

3 medium carrots (cut into 2" rounds)

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

B⁄e cup orange juice

B⁄e cup dry white wine

B⁄c cup green salad olives

1 recipe PASTRY (page 83) or 
package of purchased rounds

 1 In a large casserole or dutch oven over medium heat, warm the oil until fragrant.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender.

 3 Add the remaining ingredients, cover and cook slowly until chicken is thoroughly 
cooked and carrots are tender.

 4 With a slotted spoon, remove the chicken and vegetables from the pot and set aside 
to cool.

 5 Continue cooking the liquid remaining in the pot until it is reduced to about one cup.

 6 Once cool, place the chicken mixture into the bowl of a food processor fitted with a 
metal blade. Pulse until mixture is coarsely chopped.

 7 Add the reduced liquid and chill for a few hours or overnight.

 8 Proceed as directed in the recipe for Empanadas de Carne (page 83) using either 
the homemade or purchased empanada discs.
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eMpanaDas De pesCaDo 
Fish Turnovers
Makes: About 2 dozen small turnovers

For the Filling

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (finely chopped)

3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

B⁄e cup dry white wine

hot sauce to taste

2 pounds cod or other white fish

1 recipe PASTRY (page 83) or 
package of purchased rounds

 1 In a large casserole or dutch oven over medium heat, warm the oil until fragrant.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce heat to low, 
stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion 
is translucent and tender.

 3 Reduce heat and add the tomato sauce, cooking wine and hot sauce.

 4 Stirring slowly, bring the mixture to a boil and add the fish.

 5 Cover and cook slowly for about 5 minutes or until fish flakes.

 6 Remove from heat and let cool.

 7 When mixture has cooled and can be easily handled, flake fish with your hands and 
stir to combine. Refrigerate mixture for a few hours or overnight.

 8 Proceed as directed in the recipe for Empanadas de Carne (page 83) using either 
the homemade or purchased empanada discs.
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These were invented when I had some leftover pork roast to use.

eMpanaDas De pUeRCo Y CHoRIzo 
Pork and Spicy Sausage Turnovers
Makes: About 2 dozen small turnovers

For the Filling

1 pound chorizo

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (finely chopped)

3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

2 cups cooked pork roast (finely 
chopped)

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 recipe PASTRY (page 83) or 
package of purchased rounds

 1 Brown the chorizo until thoroughly cooked, then dice.

 2 In a large casserole or dutch oven over medium heat, warm the oil until fragrant.

 3 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender. Note: as the chorizos contain a lot of salt, there is no 
need to add more for this recipe.

 4 Reduce heat and add the remaining ingredients, stir to combine and continue cooking 
just until heated through.

 5 Remove from heat, let cool and refrigerate for a few hours or overnight.

 6 Proceed as directed in the recipe for Empanadas de Carne (page 83) using either 
the homemade or purchased empanada discs.
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eMpanaDas VeGeTaRIano 
Vegetarian Turnovers
Makes: About 2 dozen small turnovers 

For the Filling

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (finely chopped)

3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

pinch cayenne pepper

1 pound broccoli (trimmed & chopped)

1 pound asparagus (trimmed & chopped)

3 medium carrots (pared & chopped)

2 cups prepared rice & black beans

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 cup shredded cheese (optional)

1 recipe PASTRY (page 83) or 
package of purchased rounds

 1 In a large casserole or dutch oven over medium heat, warm the oil until fragrant.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender. 

 3 Reduce heat and add the vegetables, stir to combine and continue cooking until 
vegetables are cooked al dente.

 4 Add the rice and black beans (1 cup of each or 2 cups if cooked together).

 5 Add the tomato sauce and cheese, mix thoroughly and cook just until heated through.

 6 Remove from heat, allow to cool and refrigerate for a few hours or overnight.

 7 Proceed as directed in the recipe for Empanadas de Carne (page 83) using either 
the homemade or purchased empanada discs.

No, I haven’t forgotten you vegetarians. These 
Empanadas Vegetariano are a great way to 
use leftover rice and beans.
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a Toast To Tapas —Pairing Wines  
With Cuban -Style appetizers

Who doesn’t love appetizers? We enjoy those little bites of 
scrumptiousness as a prelude to dinner or sometimes combine 
them together to make our meal. Frituras, Croquetas and 
Empanadas all work wonderfully as appetizers. But, they're 
only the beginning. You'll find many more wonderful Cuban-
style appetizers in the pages that follow. Just like their Spanish 
ancestors, Tapas are Tops in Cuban cuisine.

It’s six o’clock in Madrid and the bartenders are lining 
up the tapas — small appetizer-sized portions representing a 
variety of tastes from every region of Spain. As a primer to the 
customary late meal, patrons will order two or three tapas and 
pair them with refreshing aperitif-style wines. 

Cuban appetizers or tapas, pair perfectly with dry Spanish 
Sherries or aperitif-style wines. A staple for every Spaniard is 
Manzanillo Sherry. This is Spain’s lightest, driest and most pale 
Sherry. It is refreshing and slightly salty on the palate. Try this 
Sherry with Frituras de Maíz, Frituras de Carrucho and Frituras 
de Chorizo y Garbanzos.

Another great choice for quaffing with tapas comes from 
the Bay of Biscay and the cities of Bilbao and Santander. 
Txakolina — a sharp Basque white wine from the North of Spain, 
pairs perfectly with Croquetas de Jamon or Pollo, and the 
Empanadas de Carne, Pollo, Pescado or Puerco y Chorizo. 

I cherished the adventure  of going to the 

finca with my father, but once we arrived, there wasn’t much 

for me to do. He had to go to work, so the farm animals 

became my playmates and the boulders in the foothills of 

the mountains my companions. I held the most extraordinary 

conversations with those boulders. I’d shout at them and 

then wait for the echo of my voice to come back to me as 

their reply. 

I wonder if this is why I talk to myself today.

Sometimes, I’d bring my doll Rosaria with me. Rosaria 

was a good listener and a wonderful friend. She and I had 

some great times together. My mother made Rosaria from 

an old Coke bottle, carefully crafting her head, arms and 

bodice with pieces of cloth and then stuffing her with the 

cottony fabric from the old Ceiba (silk-cotton tree) near our 

finca. I loved that doll! 

We’d play “house” for hours; taking care of the babies 

and making the family dinner. I made some delicious pretend 

lunches for us at the farm and in our back yard. When 

mamaita wasn’t looking, I’d grab a few handfuls of raw rice 

from the bin, and then we’d go in search of our main course 

and accompaniments.

Rosaria’s favorite was the pretend Bistec Empanizado, 

which I made from the giant fallen leaves of the Yagrumas 

(trumpet trees) that grew at the farm. To complete our 

dinner, I’d gather a few small red stones from the river-bed 

to represent the frijoles colorados, and a few plants from the 

garden to stand in for one of the beautiful salads I’d seen in 

Tia Hortensia’s movie magazines.

Las Yagrumas are beautiful, broadleaf trees that grow 

tall and wide creating a welcoming canopy of shade from 

the tropical sun. The leaves of the Yagrumas tree are unique, 
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having two distinct sides — that facing the sun is dark green, the 

underside bright white. When a leaf falls and dries out, the green 

side turns a warm shade of brown and the white side a rich cream 

color.

One day, I overheard a couple of men who’d come to see 

my Dad at the finca laughing and chatting as one pointed at the 

leaves of the Yagrumas: “… that, mi amigo, is the mother-in-law tree, 

because she has two faces.”

Since the revolution, Las Yagrumas have come to symbolize 

something else — the need for every Cuban to exercise discretion 

in all of her interactions with anyone she doesn’t know well and 

trust for fear of being identified as a dissident and face ostracism 

or worse. “Like the Yagrumas, every Cuban needs dos caras (two 

faces) — a public face to show the world, and a private one you keep 

for yourself.”

bIsTeC eMpanIzaDo 
Breaded Beef Steak
Serves: 4

1 pound top sirloin steak — about B⁄c inch 
thick

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

3 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c cup naranja agria (bitter orange 
juice) — or, substitute a mixture of equal 
parts orange juice and lime juice

2 eggs

1 cup panko-style breadcrumbs

2 tablespoons canola oil

 1 Pound the steak with a meat hammer until about B⁄e'' thick, and cut into four pieces 
(your local butcher may be willing to cut the steaks and tenderize them for you).

 2 Season the steaks with the salt, pepper and garlic and place them in a container 
suitable for marinating. Pour the juice over the top and cover.

 3 Refrigerate for at least an hour.

 4 Remove the steaks from the marinade, pat dry and set aside. Discard the marinade.

 5 In a small bowl, beat the eggs.

 6 Pour the breadcrumbs into a pie pan or similar flat dish.

 7 One at a time, dip the steaks into the egg and then into the breadcrumbs. Press the 
steaks into the breadcrumbs to ensure that the steaks are well breaded on both sides.

 8 Heat the oil over medium-high heat in a large heavy skillet and fry the steaks for a few 
moments on each side, until golden brown.

 This citrusy, hardy and garlicky dish requires a full-bodied red wine to stand up to 
its bold flavors. My recommendation is a Spanish Ribera del Duero — full of blackberry 
and mulberry fruit, dark in color with great acidity. 

Bistec Empanizado is a hearty peasant dish that’s easy and fast to make. The 
secret to this dish is to have your cooking oil hot so that the breading does 
not absorb too much fat. Also, when preparing Bistec Empanizado, be aware 
that it cooks quickly, so don’t leave it to do something else while it’s frying… it 
is easy to overcook. 
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a Word about Marinating 
Marinating meat and fish to tenderize and flavor it prior to 
cooking is a common preparation process in Latin cuisine. It 
may include coating foods with a dry rub, soaking foods for a 
period of time in a seasoned liquid, or both. The liquid may be 
acidic (e.g. vinegar, citrus juices, wine) or enzymatic (pineapple 
or papaya), and also typically contains oils, herbs and spices. 

The acid in marinades causes the tissue to break down, 
tenderizing the meat and allowing more moisture to be 
absorbed resulting in a more tender and juicier end product. 
Because foods absorb flavors from the marinade, marinating 
can help us reduce the amount of salt we need to add to 
our food. And, the American Institute for Cancer Research 
recommends marinating meat and fish prior to grilling them, 
because it has been shown to significantly reduce the formation 
of carcinogenic heterocyclic amines produced when foods are 
cooked at high temperatures.

You can marinate foods in any non-reactive container 
(plastic, stainless steel or glass). I recommend marinating in 

disposable, re-sealable plastic bags. They take up less space 
in the refrigerator, they can be turned over making completely 
even distribution of the marinade easy, and when done there’s 
no dish to clean. Marinating times vary depending on the 
food item — beef and pork (up to twenty-four hours), poultry (a 
minimum of two hours), fish, vegetables and tofu (thirty minutes 
to an hour).

Trim and portion meat so it is ready to cook prior to 
marinating. Always marinate food in the refrigerator, not at 
room temperature. And, always discard any unused marinade 
that has been applied to raw meats or fish. The cooking 
process kills any unhealthy substances or microorganisms that 
may have entered the marinade, but don’t use an uncooked 
leftover marinade later as a sauce or to marinate another food 
item. If more is desired, prepare a new batch or put some aside 
before soaking the meat. 
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fRIjoles ColoRaDos 
Red Beans
Serves: 8 

1 pound red kidney beans

8 cups water

1 medium onion (coarsely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (coarsely 
chopped)

6 cloves garlic

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

2 cups calabaza or butternut 
squash — cut in bite-size pieces

4 medium potatoes — peeled & 
quartered

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

 1 Place beans in a colander and rinse thoroughly under cold water, removing any small 
stones or bits of soil that may have eluded the packer.

 2 Transfer beans to a large pot, add the water and soak for 8 hours or overnight.

 3 Do not drain the beans. Begin cooking them over medium-high heat.

 4 Add the onion, green pepper, garlic and dry spices and bring the mixture to a boil.

 5 Reduce heat and continue cooking for 1 to 1 B⁄c hours or until beans are tender. Add 
more liquid, if needed.

 6 Add the squash and potatoes and continue cooking for another hour or until 
vegetables are tender.

 7 Add tomato sauce, adjust spices and continue cooking for an additional 10 minutes.

Frijoles Colorados is a hearty and delicious bean 
stew. It’s great as an accompaniment to any meat 
dish. Or, just add rice and a salad for a very 
nutritious, inexpensive vegetarian meal.
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ensalaDa De aGUaCaTe Y pIña 
Avocado and Pineapple Salad
Serves: 8

1 large pineapple (peeled, cored & cut 
into bite-size pieces)

2 large avocados* (cut into bite-size 
pieces)

B⁄c cup olive oil

B⁄e cup lemon juice

1 teaspoon granulated garlic

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

1 bunch watercress — rinsed & stemmed

1 package mixed baby lettuce greens 
(optional)

1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley
*Two if using the large, smooth, green-skinned 
variety grown in Florida and the Caribbean; 
four if using the smaller, pebbly, black-skinned 
Hass avocados from California and Mexico.

 1 In a large non-reactive glass, plastic or stainless steel container, combine the 
pineapple and avocado.

 2 In a small bowl, whisk together the oil, juice and dry spices until thoroughly mixed.

 3 Pour the oil and juice mixture over the fruit and stir to coat.

 4 Refrigerate until ready to serve.

 5 On a large serving platter, make a bed of the field greens and watercress.

 6 Spoon the avocado and pineapple mixture over the greens.

 7 Sprinkle with the finely chopped parsley.

Our most popular salad at Mucho Gusto Café, this wonderful 
medley of textures and tastes is also sometimes referred to as 
Cuban Guacamole. Served over a bed of fresh watercress and 
dusted with finely chopped parsley, it’s also beautiful to look at.
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aguacate – avocado
MOST POPULAR
The avocado is a fast-growing subtropical tree that can reach 
eighty feet tall. Trees are usually quite dense in foliage and 
often have a spreading growth form. The pear-shaped fruit is 
green to black in color, depending on variety. Today it is one 
of the most popular and commonly available tropical fruits. 
Avocados can be eaten fresh as is, but are more commonly used 
in conjunction with other foods. A delicious and wonderfully 
diverse treat, they are equally satisfying in a soup, sauce, salad, 
sandwich or featured in a main course. And they are so good 
for us — rich in monounsaturated fat, avocados actually help 
our bodies reduce bad cholesterol (LDL) and increase the good 
one (HDL). 

MOST LiKELY TO SUCCEED
Avocados are loaded with nutrition. In addition to their heart 
health qualities, avocados contain lots of beneficial vitamins, 
minerals and other nutrients important to our diet. An avocado 
contains almost twice the potassium as a medium banana, and 
it is a good source of vitamin K, dietary fiber, vitamin B6, vitamin 
C, folic acid and copper. Grown all over the world, the avocado 
is used for many different purposes. The leaves and seeds have 
medicinal applications, and the oil extracted from its seeds is 
used in the bath and body care industry.

SExiEST FRUiT ALiVE
The avocado has to be the most sumptuous and sensual of 
fruits. No wonder it appears on everybody’s list of aphrodisiac 
foods and is the subject of so much wonderful art — its round 
and curvaceous shape, the way the skin feels in your hand, the 
big, hard seed embedded in the middle of all that goodness, as 
well as the perfect void it creates when removed, the silky soft 
and creamy texture of its flesh and of course, that rich, mellow 
and decadent taste.

Purchasing Avocados
Ever notice that sometimes the fresh avocados in the store are 
hard as rocks. That’s because avocados don’t begin to ripen 
until after they’re picked. Avocados are ready when they’re 
soft to the touch, but not mushy. The flesh should be firm not 
hard, and yield when pressure is applied to the skin. To hasten 
ripening, store avocados in a closed paper bag on the counter. 
Once ripe, refrigerate to maintain them until ready for use. 

Preparing Avocados
Cut the avocado in half lengthwise to remove the pit. If the 
avocado is going to be mashed or puréed for a sauce, the pulp 
can be easily scooped from the shell with a spoon. If it’s to be 
cut into slices for a salad or garnish, lay the avocado half cut-
side-down on your cutting board, score the skin with a sharp 
knife, and peel it away from the pulp, then proceed to cut the 
avocado pulp into slices.

Hass (California) or Caribbean 
(Florida)
Which one to use? They’re both great! Each has its own 
proponents and each has qualities that make it special. The 
black pebbly skinned California avocados are smaller so 
there is less yield per fruit, but the pulp is denser and higher 
in calories making them a good choice for guacamole, sauces 
and soups. The bright green smooth skinned Florida avocados 
are much bigger. The pulp is less dense and has fewer calories, 
great for salads and for stuffing. Depending on where you live, 
the price differential alone may make the choice easy for you.
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In the late afternoon, my father would come 

back for me and Rosaria. He always brought us a sweet 

surprise — a ripe guava, a juicy mango or a stalk of sugar 

cane he’d chopped and trimmed with his machete. A piece 

of raw sugar cane fresh from the field is hard to beat. After 

removing the bark to expose the inside, you can suck the 

guarapao (sugar cane juice) right out.

Escue me, my darlings. Telling you these stories make me laugh. I have many memories of my days as little 
girl en Cuba. One I never forget es mi ninth birthday. It started out as very joyful occasion, but then things 
just seem to go bad and from there to worse….

It was late July. My father had finished his 

workday and we were on our way home from the finca. 

“Aida,” he said, “I have some very good news. My sister, 

Ofelia, and her family are coming from Havana to visit us 

this weekend.” 

I was thrilled. I whooped and shouted: “Yay! That means 

they’ll be here for my birthday!” 

I was so excited at the possibilities. I wasn’t crazy about 

my cousin, Carmencita, but it would still be good to have 

someone around to play with. Carmencita was a-year-and-

a-half older and kind of stuck-up — a real city snob. 

My aunt had married into a very wealthy family of 

tobacco merchants and lived in a beautiful house in Havana. 

We were their “poor country relations,” and Carmencita 

never let me forget it. She considered me a baby because I 

was younger, and saw herself as much more sophisticated 

and important because she lived in Havana. Naturally, given 

our history, I was a little concerned about her visit, but I 

decided right then and there that I’d make a very special 

fiesta that even she’d be impressed with.

My preparations began as soon as I got home. I invited 

a couple of girlfriends about my age who lived nearby and 

my little sister Caridad. Cari might drag down the class of 

the fancy, mature women’s tea party I envisioned a little bit, 

but we were pals and I knew my mother would insist that 

she be included. 

There was an old table in the backyard that would do 

just fine. I washed it down and picked up the yard. I was a 

good little housekeeper even then. My mom was so pleased 

with the job she told me she’d make a special luncheon for us.

All that remained was to go to the store and buy the 

exclusive treat I needed for the party. I’d managed to save 

a little money that my father had given me for doing some 

chores on the farm, and I knew exactly what I was going to 

buy with it.

I was up early that birthday morning, grabbed my hard-

earned cash and walked the six blocks to el almacen (the 

store). If it had another name, I don’t know what it was. We 

all referred to the little grocery and general variety store 

on Calle Cespedes across from the plaza as simply “the 

store.” The whole way there I thought about the details of 

the party — all the last-minute things I needed to do before 

my guests arrived and how I’d make everything just perfect.

I arrived at the store before it was even open for 

business. I sat down on a park bench across the street 

to wait. The minutes seemed like hours, but soon Señor 

Hernandez, the storekeeper, was there, unbolting the big 

front door and preparing things for the day’s business. I 
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waited for him to set some things out on the front porch and 

to flip the sign on the door to “Abierto,” then I marched right 

in. I was his first customer.

I knew what I wanted and exactly where it was, as 

I’d accompanied my mother on many shopping trips, but I 

strolled slowly up and down the aisles looking at everything 

on the shelves and savoring the moment. I rounded a corner 

and there they were. I considered the different brands, 

checked the prices and recounted my money. I had just 

enough for a giant-size “La Estrella” chocolate bar. I carried 

my selection carefully to the front counter where Señor 

Hernandez waited.

“My, that’s a very big chocolate bar for such a little girl!” 

“It’s my birthday today!”

 “¿Ah si, y cuantos años tiene?”

“I’m nine, and I’m having a special party. I’m going to 

make hot chocolate with this for my guests.”

“¡Feliz compleaños, mi niña! Your guests are indeed 

fortunate to be invited to such a fine party.”

Buoyed by Señor Hernandez’s confirmation that my 

party would be exceptional in every way and delighted that 

I could show my fancy-schmancy cousin that I was no country 

bumpkin, I hurried out with my purchase. 

Now, I realize a chocolate bar doesn’t seem like a 

very big deal, but back then it was a huge treat. As soon 

as I got home, I sneaked quietly into the bedroom I shared 

with my sisters and carefully hid it. I tucked the chocolate 

inconspicuously between a couple of things in our underwear 

drawer and smoothed things out so no one would find it. 

Then I went outside to make final preparations for the big 

event. It was going to be a beautiful day. The sky was deep 

blue and crystal clear, and a lovely breeze wafted in, gently 

nudging an occasional wispy cloud along its way.

I set the table. My mother let me have one of her old 

flowered tablecloths to cover the dark and rough-hewn top. 

I carefully placed the gaily painted tin toy dishes around 

the table. I’d received these as my special present the 

previous January for the “Fiesta de los Tres Reyes Magos” 

(Epiphany — Feast of the Three Kings), and I hoped they’d 

make a big impression on my guests. In Cuba, Santa Claus 

doesn’t bring presents on Christmas Eve; the Three Kings 

do on January 6th. Instead of leaving a plate of cookies for 

Santa, you gather up some grass and put it in a box for the 

Three King’s hungry horses. And, instead of coming down the 

chimney to fill stockings hung by the fireplace — the Three 

Kings creep into your house while you’re sleeping and leave 

presents under your bed. 

Let’s see… I’ll need places for my girlfriends, Mercedes 

and Mayra, for Carmencita, for Cari, for myself and, of 

course, for Rosaria, my doll.

“Whew! I had just enough dishes for everyone… 6 plates 

and 6 cups.”

Rosaria never looked more beautiful than she did that 

morning as I sat her down by her place at the table to 

watch over things for me. We’d been together for a long 

time by then, and she was getting a little old and worn. Her 

embroidered eyelashes had come undone on one side, her 

beautiful black yarn hair was getting a little thin in spots and 

some stuffing was leaking from the seam on her left arm. But 

the new outfit I’d made for her out of a scrap of the cheery 

calico print left over from my best dress looked great on her. 

The colors complemented her ivory muslin skin and showed 

off all of her best features. 

With the table set, all we needed was a centerpiece. For 

the finishing touch, I gathered a few yellow hibiscus flowers 

from the hedge, arranged them in an old marmalade jar and 

set it in the middle. ¡Ole! The party was ready! As I finished 

up, I heard the sound of an engine and voices in the front of 

the house. “They’re here!” I screamed, and went running to 

greet my Aunt. 
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I’d seen a few automobiles and trucks passing through 

our town before, but this was the first time I had the 

opportunity to see one up close and to touch its dark green 

metal and the shiny chrome as it glistened in the sun. What 

a beautiful and luxurious machine! The feel of the smooth 

curves of metal as they dissolved into the glass of the 

oversized headlamps thrilled me, and the glorious look and 

smell of the interior… I wanted to curl up and take a nap in 

those scrumptious, leather-upholstered seats.

Cousin Carmencita hadn’t changed her spots one bit. 

The minute she got out of the car, she started in with the 

complaints and comparisons. “Things are so primitive here…,” 

and “There’s so much more to do in Havana.” But, before I 

had a chance to reply, my mother grabbed me by the arm 

and said, “Come, Aida, let’s show our guests to their rooms 

and give them a chance to freshen up from their trip.” 

I couldn’t believe it when my mother told Carmencita 

that she’d be staying in our room and that she could sleep 

in my bed. 

“Aida will just bunk in with Caridad, won’t you, sweetie?”

“Oh no!” I thought to myself, “Cari’s bed is tiny… she 

squirms around all night… and what if she has an ‘accident’? 

And, Carmencita smells funny. I don’t want her stinking-up 

my bed!” 

My mother knew I wasn’t happy about this, so just as 

I was about to raise a protest she gave me “the eye.” You 

know about “the eye” — it’s that wide-eyed, threatening stare 

mothers give their children that lets them know in a not-so-

subtle way it’s best not to say another word. 

Carmencita, on the other hand, just sighed and said in 

her snotty way, “I don’t know how I’ll ever get to sleep in this 

stuffy place. I’m used to the ocean breeze blowing through 

the curtains of my window. Oh well, I guess it will have to do.”

After we got them settled, I invited Carmencita outside 

to meet Rosaria and to see what I had set up for the party. 

I could tell she was impressed, because she didn’t say 

anything smart-alecky to me.

I knew, then, that I had her right where I wanted her… so 

I decided to lay it on her. 

“Guess what? I’ve also got a surprise for later.”

“Oh yeah? Big deal! What have you got — country mud 

pies?”

“No, I’ve got chocolate, and I’m going to make hot 

chocolate for all of us later with it.”

“You don’t have any chocolate. You’re just making things 

up, imagining things like a baby.”

“I do too have chocolate. A big bar of it.”

“I don’t believe you, you’re just a bratty kid.”

“Oh yeah! Well then I’ll show you, follow me.”

I led Carmencita back into the house and into our 

bedroom. I closed the door quietly, held my finger to my 

lips and motioned her over to the dresser drawer where I’d 

stashed it. Then, I showed it to her. She didn’t say anything, 

but I could tell she was all green with envy. I just smiled 

sweetly. 

“Maybe now she’ll treat me with some respect,” I 

thought to myself.

“What’s that noise?” asked Carmencita.

“Oh, that must be my friends. C’mon let’s go play!”

Soon, it was lunchtime. Mami made us bocaditos and 

fresh lemonade. 
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boCaDITos 
Tea Sandwiches
Makes: 3 dozen tea sandwiches

For the sAndwiChes

2 recipes for spreads (page 98–99)

1 loaf white sandwich bread

1 loaf whole wheat sandwich bread

12 large stuffed green olives — sliced in 
rings

For the Frosting (oPtionAl)

1 12-ounce package reduced-fat cream 
cheese

1 cup nonfat yogurt

SANDWICHES
 1 Spread one slice of white bread with one of the spreads (e.g. ham).

 2 Top that with a slice of the whole wheat bread, and spread that slice with a different 
spread (e.g. chicken).

 3 Top that with a slice of the white bread.

 4 Trim off the crust of the bread all the way around the sandwich and discard it.

 5 Repeat for the next sandwich, only this time start with the whole wheat slice on the 
bottom and alternate white, wheat as above.

FROSTING
 1 With a hand mixer in a mixing bowl, whip the cheese and yogurt until fluffy.

 2 Frost the top of each sandwich, arrange 4 olive slices on the top of sandwich, insert 
4 toothpicks through the olive slices and into the sandwich and cut the sandwich 
diagonally into 4 pieces.

 3 Serve on a platter lined with a paper doily.

These little tea sandwiches are beautiful, but they do require time and some planning. 

helPFul hint: No time for making tea sandwiches for your guests? Make canapés instead. Place 
dollops of one of these fillings on homemade Tostaditas con Ajo y Queso (page 261), on your 
favorite crackers, or on slices of raw vegetables (e.g. cucumber, endive, kohlrabi) and garnish with a 
tiny bit of minced egg, cheese, olives, red pepper, caviar or red onion.

Literally translated “Bocaditos” are 
“little mouthfuls.”
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pasTa De aCeITUnas Y QUeso CReMa 
Olive and Cream Cheese Spread
Makes: Spread for about 30 tea sandwiches

1 5-ounce jar pimientos (drained)

B⁄c cup green salad olives (drained)

30 drops hot sauce

Black pepper

1 8-ounce package reduced-fat cream 
cheese (softened)

 1 In a food processor bowl, combine the pimientos, olives, hot sauce and pepper. Pulse 
ingredients until the olives and pimientos are finely chopped. 

 2 Add the cream cheese and pulse until thoroughly mixed.

 3 Refrigerate until ready to make the sandwiches.

pasTa De pollo Y espaRaGo 
Chicken and Asparagus Spread
Makes: Spread for about 30 tea sandwiches

2 cups cooked chicken

B⁄c pound fresh asparagus (trimmed & 
finely chopped)

B⁄c cup onion (finely chopped)

4 ounces reduced-fat cream cheese

B⁄c cup nonfat yogurt

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Finely chop the chicken by hand or grind in food processor.

 2 Transfer the chicken to a large bowl, add the remaining ingredients and mix 
thoroughly.

 3 Refrigerate until ready to make the sandwiches.
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pasTa De jaMon 
Ham Spread
Makes: Spread for about 30 tea sandwiches

B⁄c pound deli ham 

1 4.5-ounce can deviled ham

B⁄e cup salad olives

4 ounces reduced-fat cream cheese

B⁄c cup nonfat yogurt

B⁄e cup dill relish (drained)

 1 In a food processor bowl, pulse the deli ham and salad olives until finely chopped.

 2 Transfer the ham mixture to a large bowl, add the remaining ingredients and mix 
thoroughly.

 3 Refrigerate until ready to make the sandwiches.

pasTa De aTUn 
Tuna Spread
Makes: Spread for about 20 tea sandwiches

1 5-ounce can water-packed albacore 
tuna (drained) 

B⁄c cup onion (finely chopped)

B⁄c cup salad olives (finely chopped)

4 ounces reduced-fat cream cheese

B⁄c cup nonfat yogurt

1 tablespoon dill relish (drained)

1 tablespoon prepared mustard

 1 Combine all ingredients and mix thoroughly.

 2 Refrigerate until ready to make the sandwiches.
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lIMonaDa fRIzaDo 
Frozen Lemonade
Makes: About 6 8-ounce servings

4 fresh lemons

1 cup sugar

2 cups water

ice

 1 Squeeze the juice from 4 lemons.

 2 Reserve the rind from B⁄e of one lemon, discarding the rest.

 3 In a blender pitcher, combine the lemon juice, the lemon rind, sugar and water, and fill 
the pitcher with ice.

 4 Blend on high speed until all ingredients are thoroughly combined.

 5 Serve in tall glasses.

helPFul hint: To increase the juice production from each lemon, soften each lemon up before 
cutting it by rolling the lemon on the counter with the palm of your hand for a minute or two.

This is a great summertime treat your guests will 
love, but remind them to drink it slowly to avoid 
that inevitable “cold headache.”
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CaKe blanCo 
White Birthday Cake
Serves: 12

For the CAke

1 cup milk

6 egg whites (room temperature)

1 teaspoon vanilla

2 B⁄e cups cake flour

1 D⁄e cups sugar

4 teaspoons baking powder

pinch salt

D⁄e cup (1 B⁄c sticks) butter — softened

For the Frosting

D⁄e cup (1 B⁄c sticks) butter — softened

4 cups (1 pound box) powdered sugar

1 tablespoon vanilla extract

3 tablespoons milk

For the Filling

1 ripe mango (thinly sliced)

Salsa de Bayas (page 43)

CAKE
 1 Preheat oven to 350°, and prepare two 9'' round cake pans by lightly coating them 

with oil and then dusting the pans with flour — or treat them with nonstick cooking 
spray for baking.

 2 In a small bowl using an electric hand mixer, combine the milk, egg whites and vanilla 
just until blended.

 3 In a large bowl, combine the dry ingredients. Add the butter and beat together using 
an electric mixer until thoroughly combined.

 4 Add the milk mixture a little at a time and beat for about 2 minutes or until the batter 
is smooth.

 5 Divide the batter evenly into the two prepared cake pans and place them in the oven, 
make sure that the sides of the pans don’t touch each other or the sides of the oven.

 6 Bake for about 25 minutes or until a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean.

 7 Remove the cakes from the oven and allow them to rest for a few minutes.

 8 If necessary, run a knife around the edge of the pan to loosen the cake, and invert 
onto a wire rack to cool. 

FROSTING AND FILLING
 1 Combine all frosting ingredients in a large bowl and beat with an electric mixer until 

thoroughly combined and frosting is fluffy.

 2 Place a small dab of frosting directly on the serving platter to anchor the cake and 
set the first layer down on it. Frost the top and sides of the first layer. Place the mango 
slices in a single layer over the frosting and drizzle with the berry sauce. Cover this 
with the second layer and spread frosting over top and sides of cake.

helPFul hint: If you’re like me, you don’t always have the time or possess the presence of mind 
to take the butter and eggs out to warm up an hour or two before you begin to prepare a cake. But 
failure to condition these ingredients prior to mixing up the batter will impact the cake’s texture. Next 
time try these emergency tactics. To soften the butter — remove the wrapping, place it in a microwave-
safe bowl, and microwave on low power or defrost setting for 30 seconds, repeat as needed until 
butter is soft, but not melted. To warm up the eggs — place them in a bowl of hot tap water for about 
5 minutes. 
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I had a wonderful time  playing games and 

laughing with Mayra and Mercedes that afternoon, even 

Carmencita was fun to hang around with. Soon it was time for 

my special treat, and I announced to my guests that the party 

was about to begin and that I was now going inside to make hot 

chocolate for everyone. 

Mayra said: “Wait a minute, you can’t make hot chocolate 

without chocolate, and we don’t have any chocolate.” 

“I have chocolate,” I replied calmly.

Then Mercedes chimed in, “Oh, Aida, stop teasing us.” 

“I do have chocolate! I showed it to Carmencita before you 

got here!”

I was surprised that Carmencita didn’t come to my defense… 

but, she just sat there holding Rosaria and didn’t say anything. I 

wasn’t sure what to make of this, but I figured that maybe she was 

just feeling bad about calling me a baby and a liar earlier. 

“All right,” I said, “I’ll show you. I’ll be right back with hot 

chocolate for everyone.”

CHoColaTe CalIenTe 
Hot Chocolate
Serves: 8

1 8-ounce bar sweetened chocolate*

2 quarts skim milk

pinch salt

8 marshmallows (optional)
*Sweetened chocolate bars for hot 
chocolate can be found in Hispanic markets 
or in the international food aisle of many 
supermarkets. If you can’t find it, substitute 
6 ounces of unsweetened chocolate, 1 cup 
sugar and 3 teaspoons corn starch. 

 1 Break the chocolate into pieces and place in a large saucepan with 2 cups of the milk.

 2 Cook slowly over low heat and bring the mixture to a boil, stirring regularly with a 
whisk, until chocolate is dissolved and mixture is smooth.

 3 Add the remaining milk, stir to combine and continue cooking until thoroughly heated, 
about 3 more minutes. 

 4 Remove from heat and beat vigorously with the whisk until the chocolate is frothy.

 5 Pour into mugs and serve immediately, garnishing tops with marshmallows as desired.
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I went inside and started my preparations. I took 

the milk out of the icebox and ran to my room to get the 

chocolate bar. I opened the dresser drawer and went right 

to the spot where I’d left it. It was GONE! But, it couldn’t 

be gone. 

“Maybe I just put it back in a different spot,” I thought.

I pulled the drawer completely out of the dresser and 

dumped the contents onto my bed. 

“It is gone, but how can that be?”

No one knew I had a chocolate bar in there.. . . 

“Carmencita!” I screamed.

I ran outside and immediately confronted Carmencita 

about it. “You stole my chocolate!” Carmencita looked all 

innocent and shocked and said: “I didn’t! You probably never 

even had a stupid chocolate bar.”

Soon Mercedes and Mayra start in with: “Yeah! See, we 

knew you didn’t have chocolate. You made the whole thing 

up.” And then they started taunting me: “Aida is a liar. Aida 

is a liar. Aida is….” 

That was when I noticed it, a small brown stain on 

Rosaria’s new dress. And Carmencita had been holding her. 

Now, I was really angry. I got right up into Carmencita’s face 

and started asking her questions. I could smell it — chocolate 

on her breath, and I saw it — chocolate on her hands. The 

warm Cuban sun had betrayed Carmencita — melting the 

evidence right onto her fingertips.

That was all the proof I needed! I pushed her down 

onto the ground and jumped on top of her. I forced open her 

jaws and her teeth were full of bits of chocolate. The next 

thing I knew my hands were around her scrawny neck, she 

was screaming bloody murder and my mother was pulling 

us apart.

Well, at least I was vindicated with my friends, who got 

sent home early. They now knew that I really did have a 

chocolate bar. But I was in a lot of trouble with my mother 

and my aunt for making Carmencita cry and for getting her 

dress dirty.

I don’t know where Carmencita is now. I haven't seen 

her for many years, but I think she probably remembers my 

ninth birthday party, too.
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CHAPTER 6

la PriMEra VEz qUE lo Vi
The First Time I Saw Him
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I so sorry, hay un poquito de calor in my house today. So much cooking makes mi casa leetle bit hot.

I open window for us. Es nice day, today! I love the sunshine, but rainy days are muy importante. Rain make air clean 
and fresco. I like leetle bit snow in winter, but no too much — es muy bonita, so beautiful to look at, but oh so cold and 
make life more difficult. I ’fraid walkin’ on the ice with mi artritis. ¡Ay!

Here, I wanna you try this. ¡Son mis favoritos!

You have tostones before? ¿Les gustó? You like them? ¿Quieren Mas? Please, have more.

Platanos are quite versatile in the kitchen. I like because is both vegetale and fruta at same time, depende only on 
how ripe the platano is when you ready to cook it.

TosTones 
Twice-fried Green Plantains
Makes: About 2 dozen

3 large green plantains

canola oil for frying

salt or garlic salt
 1 Remove peels from the plantains. 

 2 Cut each plantain into about eight 1 B⁄c"-thick slices.

 3 In a deep fryer or in a deep heavy saucepan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 
oil to 350° – 375º.

 4 Carefully drop a small batch of the plantain rounds (6 – 8 pieces) into the oil and fry 
about 3 minutes.

 5 Drain on paper towels.

 6 While the plantains are still warm, place them one at a time between a couple 
thicknesses of heavy paper (a lunch-size brown paper bag is ideal), and flatten them 
gently but firmly with the heel of your hand until they are about a half inch thick.

Continues on next page

Tostones are delicious. A wonderful appetizer, they also make a great side 
dish to accompany any meal. Tostones are fried twice for extra crispness. 
Even though they are deep fried, perfect tostones will be dry to the taste, 
almost like a cracker. The secrets to making good tostones are to use the 
greenest plantains you can find and to make sure the oil you use is clean and 
hot. This way they absorb very little of the oil and the delicate flavor of the 
plantain is enhanced.
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TosTones 
Twice-fried Green Plantains
Continued

 7 Return the Tostones to the hot oil and fry them a second time for 2 minutes more or 
until they are golden and crispy.

 8 Drain them again on paper towels, sprinkle with salt and serve.

Tostones are best right out of the pan, but if you must, you can set them aside until serving time and 
reheat them for about 5 minutes in a warm oven. Mojo Criollo (page 20), makes a wonderful 
dipping sauce for tostones.

helPFul hint: Getting the peel off of a really green fresh plantain can be a difficult and time-
consuming task, especially if you’ve never attempted it before. First, fill your sink or a large bowl with 
a few inches of very hot water. Next, cut both ends off of a plantain, and make 3 or 4 lengthwise 
slashes through the plantain’s skin with a sharp knife — careful to cut through the peel, but not into 
the plantain itself. Then drop it into the hot water and allow it to soak for a minute. Repeat with 
each plantain. Now, remove a plantain from the water, and begin removing the peel by inserting 
your thumb into one of the scored areas and lifting the peel — they will come off easily. Note: Peeling 
plantains can stain your fingers. To avoid staining your fingers, wear a plastic glove or remove the 
peels under water. 

shortCut: Making Tostones from scratch requires time and a little planning. That’s why I like 
to keep some partially prepared tostones on hand in the freezer so I can prepare them in a hurry. 
Tostones freeze well. Peel and prepare the Tostones as above through step 6 and let them cool. 
Then spread them on a pan in layers separated by wax paper and put them in the freezer. When the 
Tostones are firm, you can put them in a plastic freezer bag and store them for months. Then, when 
you want some tostones, take out only as many as you need and finish them by resuming preparation 
at step 7 above.

VAriAtion: Copas de Tostones (Fried Plantain Cups) — For a very special appetizer, shape tostones 
into cups and fill them with a bit of meat, e.g. Picadillo (page 34) or Ropa Vieja (page 135). 
Or try seafood, e.g. Camarones al Ajillo (page 267) or Ceviche de Langosta (page 277). Your 
guests will all want to know how you made them. Plantains are pared as above and fried once, but 
instead of pressing the plantain flat, it’s shaped into a cup. Specially designed tostoneras that make 
this job easy are available at Hispanic specialty food stores or on the web. Before these were widely 
available, I made these cups by placing the fried plantain piece into a small demitasse cup and then 
pressing the bottom of a shot glass into it. 
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la Vida Del Platano – The life  
of the Plantain

Although most people think of them as trees, bananas and 
plantains are actually giant evergreen herbs. There are over 
five hundred varieties of bananas and plantains. Some varieties 
grow to nearly thirty feet in height, but most commercial 
varieties reach only ten to fifteen feet high. Although the main 
plant dies after producing fruit, I consider it a perennial because 
one or more suckers growing at its base successively replace 
the mother plant without need for replanting and will produce 
the next crop. Commercial growers select the strongest sucker 
at the base of the plant and remove all others. This ensures 
that the new plant succeeding the mother plant will be the best 
bearer.

Plantains are cultivated in more than 120 countries and 
are a major staple food throughout the tropics. When banana 
and plantain production is combined, it’s the world’s number 
one fruit crop. A prolific producer, an acre of land can yield as 
much as two tons of plantains. Plantains are low in sodium, rich 
in potassium, vitamin A and vitamin C and are a good source of 
fiber. A cup of cooked plantains is only 125 calories.

Plantains have long been valued throughout Latin America 
as a folk remedy for stomach ailments, and now scientists 
agree. Research suggests that plantains are beneficial in the 
prevention and treatment of ulcers, diarrhea and constipation. 
They are also used to treat dehydration in infants, as well as 
asthma and bronchitis in adults. The plantain’s roots, leaves, 
flowers and seeds all have medicinal uses.

Plantains can be eaten at different stages of ripeness. 
Their flavor and use differs depending on how ripe they are. 
Plantains are always cooked; never eaten raw. When the peel 
of a plantain is green to yellow, the flavor of the flesh is bland 
and its texture starchy. As the plantain ripens, its high starch 
content changes to sugar and the peel changes to brown 
or black. The interior of the fruit remains creamy and white 
to yellow in color, but it now has a sweet flavor and banana 
aroma. To hasten ripening, store plantains in a loosely closed 
brown paper bag. A plantain will fully ripen in one to two weeks 
depending on the temperature where they are stored. Do not 

refrigerate them unless they are at just the stage of ripeness 
you want, because the chill will stop them from ripening further.

PLATANO VERDE (GREEN STAGE)
When green, the plantain is like a starchy vegetable with 
qualities similar to a potato. When a plantain’s skin is bright 
green and it feels firm to the touch, in addition to tostones, it is 
perfect for making another snack treat — plantain chips — or for 
making a delicious soup.

PLATANO PiNTON (SEMi-RiPE STAGE)
Before the plantain completely ripens and is ready for use in 
the recipes calling for sweet plantains, it goes through a stage 
we call pinton. It’s no longer green, but it’s not ripe yet either. 
A plantain is pinton when the skin is yellow with brown spots 
and its flesh is firm but not hard to the touch — it will yield when 
you squeeze it. Plantains in this in-between state are ideal for 
making fufú — mashed plantains.

PLATANO MADURO (RiPE STAGE)
As the plantain ripens, it gets sweet almost like a banana. 
When the plantain’s skin is dark yellow to brown, the ends are 
black and it feels soft to the touch when you squeeze it, it is 
perfect for making other delightful treats. You can fry sweet 
plantains to accompany any meal, feature them in a special 
omelet for breakfast, or mash them up and form them into 
delicious plantain balls for an appetizer.

PLATANO NEGRO (VERY RiPE STAGE)
When a banana’s skin gets black, it may be time to throw it 
away. But don’t throw out the plantain. While it may look bad on 
the outside — black skin, very soft and even sticky to the touch, 
it’s still delicious on the inside and has just reached the perfect 
stage for making a couple of my favorite desserts — Temptation 
Plantains and Plantain Bread Pudding.
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PLATANO VERDE (GREEN STAGE)

plaTanITos 
Plantain Chips
Makes: A big basket of chips (snacks for about 12)

4 large green plantains

canola oil for frying

salt or garlic salt

 1 Peel the plantains.

 2 Using a box grater, mandolin-type slicer or food processor fitted with a slicing blade, 
slice the plantain into dozens of very thin round slices and set aside.

 3 In a deep fryer or in a deep saucepan over medium-high heat, heat 4" of oil to 
350° – 375º.

 4 Fry in small batches; drop the plantain slices into the oil and cook for about 3 minutes 
or until golden brown and crisp.

 5 Remove the chips from the oil with a slotted spoon or frying basket and drain on 
paper toweling and sprinkle with salt.

 6 Serve with a favorite salsa or all by themselves.

n For a healthier version of Platanitos, place the sliced plantain rounds in a large plastic bag and 
toss them with 1 tablespoon olive oil and B⁄e teaspoon salt or garlic salt. Spread the rounds in a single 
layer on a nonstick baking sheet and bake in a 400° oven for 10 minutes or until crisp. Watch them 
carefully and turn frequently to ensure they don’t burn.

Also known as “galleticas de platano verde” and “mariquitas de 
platano,” Platanitos have become a popular snack treat in America, 
rivaling potato chips and tortilla chips. As tasty as the store bought 
ones are, they are not nearly as good as homemade ones.
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PLATANO VERDE (GREEN STAGE)

sopa De plaTano 
Plantain Soup
Serves: 8

6 cups beef stock

4 green plantains (peeled & cut into 
chunks)

1 medium potato (pared & quartered)

1 large onion (quartered)

1 large green pepper (quartered)

6 cloves garlic

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon powdered cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

 1 In a large deep pot, combine all ingredients, and bring to a boil over medium-high 
heat for 10 minutes.

 2 Reduce heat to low and continue to cook slowly for about an hour or until all of the 
vegetables are very soft and tender.

 3 Remove from heat.

 4 Ladle the cooked vegetables and broth into the bowl of a food processor and purée 
until smooth.

 5 Pour the soup into serving bowls and garnish with a Tostone (page 106).

VAriAtion: Plantain Soup is a great choice for vegan or vegetarian guests. Substitute vegetable 
stock for the beef in this recipe.

helPFul hint: Plantain Soup can be made ahead of time and stored in the refrigerator or freezer 
for later use. The soup will thicken during storage. Reconstitute it to the consistency you want by 
adding additional broth when you reheat it.

This soup is ideal as a first course for a special dinner party. Or 
serve it as the main event for an informal family winter supper, 
accompanied only by a salad or sandwich — delicious, hearty 
and so nutritious. 
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PLATANO PiNTON (SEMi-RiPE STAGE)

fUfú De plaTano pInTon 
Mashed Semi-ripe Plantains
Serves: 6

3 large semi-ripe plantains (peeled & cut 
into 3" chunks)

1 quart water

6 cloves garlic (peeled)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

1 recipe Mojo Criollo (page 20)

 1 In a large, deep pot combine the plantains, water, garlic, salt and pepper and bring to 
a boil over medium-high heat for 10 minutes.

 2 Reduce heat to low and continue to cook slowly for another hour or until plantains  
are soft.

 3 Remove from the heat and drain the water.

 4 With a potato masher, coarsely mash the plantains.

 5 Drizzle about a half-cup of the Mojo Criollo over the plantains and continue mashing 
to mix thoroughly.

 6 Transfer the fufú to a serving dish, drizzle a little more of the Mojo Criollo over the top 
and serve it accompanied by a sauce boat of the remaining Mojo Criollo. 

VAriAtion: You can also make delicious fufú from mashed tropical vegetables — yuca (page 
162) or malanga (page 159). Peel two large yuca or malanga roots, cut them into chunks, cover 
with salted water and bring to a boil over medium-high heat and continue cooking until tender. 
Then proceed with recipe as above beginning at step 3.

Fufú, also known as mofongo, is a delicious companion 
to any meat or fish dish. I adore it with Camarones al 
Ajillo (page 267).
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PLATANO MADURO (RiPE STAGE)

plaTanos MaDURos fRITo 
Fried Sweet Plantains
Serves: 8

4 large ripe plantains

canola oil for frying

 1 Peel the plantains and slice each diagonally into about a dozen D⁄e''-wide slices.

 2 In a deep fryer or a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° or until a plantain slice sizzles when it hits the oil.

 3 Carefully drop a small batch of the plantain slices (6 – 8 pieces) and fry about 2 
minutes on each side or until plantain is soft and dark golden brown. 

 4 Drain on a paper-towel lined platter.

 5 Serve immediately, or spread the plantains on a cookie sheet and keep them in a 
warm oven (about 200°) until ready to serve. 

n Oven roasted sweet plantains — At step 2, place the plantain slices in a large plastic bag and toss 
them with 1 tablespoon olive oil. Spread the plantains in a single layer on a baking sheet treated with 
nonstick cooking spray and bake in a 350° oven for 15 minutes or until tender and brown, turning 
about halfway through cooking time.

helPFul hint: Should you discover that your plantains are not quite ripe enough when you want 
to prepare sweet plantains, don’t despair. You can improve their flavor by adding a little sugar. Peel 
and slice the plantains as above, then transfer them to a medium-size bowl. Add 2 tablespoons brown 
sugar, mix thoroughly and set them aside until you are ready to fry or bake them. 
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PLATANO MADURO (RiPE STAGE)

ToRTIlla De plaTano MaDURos Y papas 
Ripe Plantain and Potato Omelet
Serves: 8

1 large ripe plantain

2 medium potatoes (cut into  
French fries)

1 tablespoon olive oil

2 tablespoons butter

B⁄c cup chopped onion

B⁄e cup chopped green pepper

6 large eggs (beaten)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Preheat the oven to 350º and 
prepare two baking sheets by treating 
them with nonstick cooking spray.

 2 Prepare the plantain as described in 
the heart healthy section — roasted 
sweet plantains, bottom of page 
112, and set aside.

 3 Toss the potatoes in the olive oil, spread them in a single layer on a baking sheet 
and roast for about 30 minutes or until browned and tender, turning about halfway 
through cooking time. 

 4 Remove potatoes from the oven and set aside.

 5 Melt the butter in a nonstick frying pan over medium heat. Add the onion and green 
pepper and sauté until the onion is translucent and soft.

 6 Add the plantains and potatoes and spread throughout the pan, then add the eggs 
and stir to ensure that all ingredients are thoroughly combined.

 7 Reduce heat to low and continue cooking very slowly for several minutes until the egg 
mixture sets up and is firm.

 8 Place a tight-fitting lid over the frying pan, remove the pan from the heat and invert 
the omelet onto the lid. Then, gently slide the omelet back into the pan and return it to 
the heat for a few minutes to cook the other side.

 9 When the tortilla is firm and done, place the platter on which the tortilla is to be 
served over the pan, and invert as before.

 10 Garnish the platter if desired, cut into wedges and serve.

When you see the word “tortilla,” the flour and 
corn tortillas of Mexico may come to mind. But 
in Spain and throughout much of Latin America, 
a tortilla is an omelet-like egg based dish. This 
tortilla, inspired by Spain’s popular Tortilla de 
Patatas, is great for a special breakfast or 
brunch. Cut in small slices, it also makes a terrific 
appetizer that can be enjoyed any time of day, 
hot or cold.



114

PLATANO MADURO (RiPE STAGE)

bolITas De plaTano 
Little Plantain Balls
Makes: About 25 small plantain balls

2 quarts water

6 large ripe plantains (cut into  
unpeeled 3" chunks)

1 recipe Picadillo (page 34)

1 cup panko-style breadcrumbs

canola oil for frying

 1 In a large cook pot, bring the water to a boil over medium-high heat.

 2 Add the plantains and cook for about an hour or until plantains are soft.

 3 Remove from the heat, drain and set aside for a few minutes.

 4 As soon as the plantains can be handled, remove the peels and thoroughly mash 
them until the mixture is smooth and there are no lumps. Set aside and cool to room 
temperature.

 5 Using a small scoop or tablespoon, scoop up a small amount of the mashed plantain 
mixture and shape it into a 2" ball by rolling it between your palms.

 6 Hold the plantain ball in one hand, then with the index finger of your other hand poke 
a hole in the ball and make a cave or pocket in the ball for the filling.

 7 Place a small amount (1 teaspoon or less) of the Picadillo into the cavity, then repair 
the plantain ball by sealing up the hole and re-rounding the ball in your palms.

 8 Repeat steps 5 through 7 until all balls are complete.

 9 Pour the breadcrumbs into a shallow pan, and roll the plantain balls into the 
breadcrumbs until they are evenly coated. 

 10 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375º.

 11 Drop the plantain balls into the hot oil, a few at a time (6 – 8) and cook until they are 
golden brown (3 – 4 minutes).

 12 Carefully remove the plantain balls from the oil and drain on paper toweling.

 13 Serve immediately or spread them on a cookie sheet and keep them warm in a 200° 
oven until ready to serve.

VAriAtion: Substitute bits of Chuletas de Puerco (page 233) for the Picadillo. 

Everyone loves these sweet and savory treats. They’re 
great for a party!
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PLATANO NEGRO (VERY RiPE STAGE)

plaTanos en TenTaCIón 
Temptation Plantains — Baked Sweet Plantains
Serves: 8

4 large very ripe plantains (peeled & cut 
into B⁄c'' slices)

2 tablespoons butter (chopped into bits)

2 tablespoons brown sugar

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

1 teaspoon ground nutmeg

B⁄c cup toasted slivered almonds 
(optional)

 1 In a large bowl, combine all ingredients and toss them together just until mixed.

 2 Prepare a 9''x13'' baking dish or equivalent by spraying it with a non-stick cooking 
spray.

 3 Press the plantain mixture into the pan.

 4 Bake at 350° for 30 minutes or until plantains are golden brown and soft.

 5 Serve warm tentación in a custard cup with a dollop of whipped cream or use 
tentación as a topping over a scoop of frozen yogurt or ice cream.

This is a wonderfully flavorful and rich 
dessert. Serve it all by itself, or enjoy 
it with a scoop of frozen yogurt or ice 
cream.
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PLATANO NEGRO (VERY RiPE STAGE)

pUDIn De pan Con plaTanos 
Plantain Bread Pudding
Serves: 12

2 tablespoons butter

3 large very ripe plantains (peeled  
& cut into B⁄c'' slices)

B⁄e cup brown sugar

B⁄c teaspoon cinnamon

B⁄e teaspoon ground nutmeg

1 loaf day-old bread (thinly sliced)

1 can sweetened condensed milk

2 eggs

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a 9''x13'' baking dish or equivalent by treating 
it with non-stick cooking spray.

 2 In a skillet over low heat, melt the butter, add the plantains, sugar and spices and 
slowly cook for about 5 minutes.

 3 In a large bowl, whisk together the milk and eggs.

 4 Arrange a layer of bread slices on the bottom of the pan, and then add a layer of 
plantain slices.

 5 Pour one half of the egg mixture over the top.

 6 Repeat layers of bread and plantain and pour the remaining egg mixture over the top.

 7 Bake for about 30 minutes or until golden brown.

 8 Cut into small pieces and serve drizzled with our Salsa de Ron (page 67).

n Significantly reduce the fat content of this dish by reducing butter to 1 tablespoon and by 
substituting nonfat sweetened condensed milk and egg whites.

VAriAtion: Pudin de Pan con Coco (Coconut Bread Pudding) — In a food processor fitted with a 
steel blade, grind the bread into crumbs. Substitute one can of coconut cream for the plantains and 
1 cup of flaked coconut for the dry spices. Instead of layering, combine all ingredients and spread 
batter into pan.

This decadently delicious dessert was 
invented when we found ourselves with a 
big batch of day-old bread at Mucho Gusto. 
You’re gonna love this — it’s rich, but a small 
piece is very satisfying.



117LA PRIMERA VEz qUE LO VI

El platano es muy interesante y muy importante to Cuban cookin’. I use a lotta platanos. And, they so good 
for you — rico en vitaminas y potasio. 

When I young mother, is no easy to find platanos and other tropical frutas and vegetales in America, 
especially here in New England. I remember first time I find platanos in Boston. I so escited, I buy three 
big bags full. I wished I had planned ahead a little bit better — plantains are heavy and our home was a 
long uphill walk from the store. My cheeldren still laugh and tease me about this — I guess I looked pretty 
funny coming through the door exhausted from the workout and loaded down with my preciosos. We had 
platanos for many weeks and I make every recipe I know. Today most supermercados have platanos and 
they no espensive. Sometime you find four for one dollar.

Escu’e me, I so sorry, honey, you wanna say something to me? Maybe Aida do talk too much, go ahead, 
baby.

You wanna know about mi esposo and our life together?

Okay, honey, I love tell you. But the story is not a happy one.

At least the ending was no happy, but the beginning… oh, the beginning es increíble!

I remember first time I see him....

Well, I’m sure it wasn’t the first time I’d ever laid 

eyes on the man, Fomento is a small town after all, but it was 

the first time I noticed him. You know what I mean — noticed 

him in the way a young woman notices a young man.

I’d just turned sixteen — full of life and full of myself. 

When you’re sixteen, you believe the world revolves around 

you. Maybe it does — sure seemed that way.

It was the first Sunday in August. I loved Sundays! 

On Sunday afternoons everyone would go to the Plaza (a 

beautiful park in the center of our town) to promenade 

around, chat with neighbors, play games. You wore your best 

clothes and there was always food and music. Aside from the 

dances at La Colonia and the occasional movie at El Teatro 

Baroja, it was the major social event on my calendar. Today’s 

version for young people might be “going to the mall.” It was 

the place to see and be seen, to go out with friends and to 

meet boys!

I had only a third-grade education in Cuba. A good 

education for those days, especially for a girl; all she’d ever 

need. The plan my parents had for me, which became my 

plan, was to marry a nice young man, settle down, work hard 

to raise a family and maybe someday be able to buy or build 

a little house there in Fomento.

 That was the life my parents had, the life my friends and 

neighbors had and the life I wanted. Of course, being young 

and carefree, I also hoped for a little romance and adventure 

thrown in here and there. Be careful what you wish for.

My parents were quite protective, so we weren’t 

exposed to very much of the world. We worked, attended 

mass, went to an occasional social event at a friend’s house 

with the family and returned home. 

I’d been on a few dates, but dating was very different 

then. Our dates were almost always in the daytime, we 

seldom went anywhere except maybe for a walk or to a 
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party, and we were never left alone — always under the 

watchful eye of a parent or chaperone.

I was sixteen years old, a woman by Cuban standards. 

I was full-grown and working part-time out of my parents’ 

home as a manicurist. I was ready to find a husband, but I 

was also still a baby. I knew nothing about the world, and 

nothing of the different types of people that inhabit it. 

As I took out my only good dress and began to get ready 

that afternoon, I wondered if this day might just be the day 

I’d meet that special boy. My dress was a beautiful green 

gingham shift. It had this big bow in the back with two long 

ribbons that hung almost to the ground. Oh, how I loved that 

dress. It fit me nice, and I felt good in it. 

It sounds funny to say: “my only good dress.” Now, most 

of us have a closet full of things to choose from. But, then, 

you were lucky to have a few nice things and you took good 

care of them. I’ve always taken pride in my appearance, 

always wanting to look my best. I think that’s why I went into 

the beauty business.

I took my time getting ready that afternoon. My lipstick 

and rouge were just right. I washed and brushed my long 

mane of black hair, and set the row of “busca novios” (looking 

for a boyfriend) pin curls into bangs across my forehead. As 

I looked in the mirror, I thought: “You look pretty darn good, 

even if I do say so myself.”

“¡Aida, vamanos   ahora!  Rapido!!” my father shouted. 

My family was growing impatient with me and he tried 

to hurry me along; they were all ready to go. 
As always, my mother had packed a delicious picnic 

lunch. The aroma of fried chicken filled the house. We’d 

soon be enjoying Cuban-style Fried Chicken and Bean 

Salad, two of my favorites and a creamy natilla (custard) for 

dessert — yum!
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pollo fRITo CRIollo 
Cuban-style Fried Chicken
Serves: 6

3 pounds chicken thighs (quartered)

2 pounds chicken wings (cut into 
drumettes & wingettes)

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon garlic powder

1 teaspoon black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon powdered cumin

B⁄e teaspoon dried oregano

B⁄e teaspoon paprika

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

canola oil for frying

 1 Toss the chicken pieces with the dry spices to evenly season the chicken.

 2 Put the seasoned chicken in a container, pour the Mojo Criollo over it and stir or toss 
to coat. 

 3 Marinate the chicken in the refrigerator for four hours or overnight.

 4 In a deep fryer or in a deep heavy saucepan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 
oil to 350° – 375º.

 5 Fry the chicken pieces in the hot oil for about 3 – 4 minutes or until the chicken is done.

 6 Carefully remove the fried chicken from the oil and drain on paper toweling.

 7 Serve immediately or spread the pieces on a cookie sheet and keep them warm in a 
200° oven until ready to serve. 

n For a healthier version, substitute 3 pounds boneless skinless chicken pieces and prepare the 
recipe as above through step 3. Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a 9"x13" baking pan by 
treating it with nonstick cooking spray. Remove the chicken pieces from the marinade, place them 
in the pan in a single layer and bake for 15 – 20 minutes, turning regularly to ensure even browning. 
Check the chicken frequently during the baking process to ensure that it doesn’t overcook. 

 Cuban-style fried chicken with an herb and citrus twist is a perfect match for an 
Argentinean Malbec Rosé. You might have to do a bit of searching to find a Malbec 
Rosé, but the reward will be worth the effort. Argentinean Rosés are becoming more 
popular and are available throughout the United States. Made from the Malbec grape, 
grown at high altitudes in the Andes Mountains, this inexpensive, flavorful wine has 
great balance, more concentration and great acidity, and its magical magenta color is 
memorable.
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ensalaDa De fRIjoles De CaRITa 
Black-eyed Pea Salad
Serves: 12

1 pound dry black-eyed peas

3 cloves garlic (peeled)

2 bay leaves

4 medium potatoes

B⁄c cup olive oil

B⁄c cup white vinegar

salt and pepper to taste

lettuce greens

1 small red onion (thinly sliced into rings)

2 eggs (hard boiled & chopped)

B⁄e cup fresh parsley (finely minced)

 1 Soak the beans in a large pot of water for 8 hours or overnight.

 2 Drain the beans, return them to the pot, cover with fresh water, add the garlic and bay 
leaves and bring to a boil over medium-high heat.

 3 Cover, reduce the heat and cook for about 1 B⁄c hours or until the beans are tender, 
then drain, remove the bay leaves and set the beans aside to cool.

 4 While the beans are cooking, rinse the potatoes and place them in a separate pot. 
Add enough water to cover, bring to a boil and cook for about 30 minutes or until 
tender.

 5 Drain the potatoes and allow them to cool. When cool enough to handle, remove the 
skins and cut into cubes.

 6 Whisk together the oil, vinegar, salt and pepper.

 7 Place the beans and potatoes in a large bowl and toss with the oil and vinegar 
mixture, cover and refrigerate until chilled.

 8 When you are ready to serve, arrange a bed of lettuce greens on a platter, top with 
the bean salad, and garnish with the onion rings, eggs and parsley.

Literally translated “frijoles de carita” is “beans with faces.” This is a simple 
and versatile salad. You can substitute any kind of bean, whatever you 
have on hand, for the black-eyed peas used in this recipe — a creative way 
to use leftover beans. Great for picnics and parties, it makes a big batch 
that will feed a lot of people and is inexpensive to make.
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This dish inspired our “Diversity Salad” at Mucho Gusto Café. A catering client requested something special to commemorate an event 

they were hosting — a Martin Luther King Day luncheon. They wanted something that would represent and celebrate the diversity of their 

multi-cultural staff. We created this special salad for them. It was such a hit, we often featured it at the café. What kind of bean are you?

ensalaDa DIVeRsIDaD 
Diversity Salad
Serves: 15

1 can black beans

1 can red beans

1 can green beans

1 can yellow beans

1 can chickpeas

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

1 medium red bell pepper (finely 
chopped)

B⁄c cup red wine vinegar

B⁄e cup olive oil

2 tablespoons sugar

1 clove garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

salt and pepper to taste

1 package mixed baby lettuce leaves

 1 Drain and rinse beans in a colander.

 2 Combine beans, onion and red pepper in a large bowl and set aside.

 3 Whisk together the vinegar, oil, sugar, garlic and spices.

 4 Pour the dressing over the bean mixture and toss to coat.

 5 Refrigerate for a minimum of 2 hours or until ready to serve.

 6 Arrange a bed of your favorite lettuce on a platter.

 7 Spoon bean mixture over the lettuce leaves.

This is a quick and easy salad — no cooking — that 
friends and family will love. It makes a big batch, 
and will keep for weeks in the refrigerator.
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naTIlla 
Sweet Spanish Custard
Serves: 4

B⁄e cup sugar

1 tablespoon cornstarch

B⁄e teaspoon salt

2 cups skim milk

2 egg yolks

1 teaspoon vanilla

 1 In a mixing bowl, combine the sugar, cornstarch and salt.

 2 Add milk and egg yolks and mix thoroughly until blended and creamy.

 3 Transfer mixture to a heavy saucepan and cook over medium heat until thickened, 
stirring constantly.

 4 Remove from heat, add vanilla and stir to blend.

 5 Transfer to serving bowls, allow to cool, then refrigerate until chilled and set.

 6 Dust tops with cinnamon.

VAriAtion: To caramelize the custard, cook B⁄c cup of sugar in a heavy saucepan until golden 
brown (about 6 minutes). Drizzle over custard and refrigerate until the caramel sets.

VAriAtion: For a crisp sugar crust à la crème brûlée, pour custard into ovenproof serving dishes 
and refrigerate as indicated in recipe. Before serving, sprinkle 1 tablespoon sugar over the top of 
each, and place under a preheated broiler just until the sugar melts and browns.

This is a classic Cuban dessert. It is simple 
to make and is always satisfying.

After a bit more preening and fussing, I was finally ready 

to go. We headed out the door to the park. As my family went 

ahead, I stopped and picked a flower for my hair from a bush in 

our neighbor’s front yard… there, just the finishing touch I needed!

I noticed him as soon as we arrived. He was all the way across 

the park, but I saw him clearly. I guess my eyes were better in those 

days. Now, I can’t see across the room without my glasses.

I wasn’t sure who this young man was, but I knew immediately 

he was someone I wanted to learn more about. Tall and dark he 

wasn’t, but handsome he was! At least I sure thought so. I began 

to slowly work my way over to where he was standing with some 

other guys for a closer look. I approached in what I thought was a 

very coy fashion. 

He was a small man — short and thin — and he looked a little 

pale. A couple of years older than I, he had a beautiful head of 

thick, coal black, wavy hair, very handsome features with a strong 

nose and these stunning, intensely probing, espresso eyes.

Once I was able to shake my parents and siblings, I picked 

up the pace a little, but was still careful to appear nonchalant. 

I chatted with neighbors and friends, occasionally pausing and 

looking over his way to make sure he was still there. It was then I 

noticed that he was looking back at me! “Oh my,” I thought as my
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heart jumped. I sneaked another look… and he smiled at me. 

I didn’t know what to do. My stomach was all butterflies, so 

I turned away as quickly as I could.

“Now, what do I do?” I thought. “Should I wave or say 

something to him?” “No, don’t be a fool, Aida!” I almost 

said aloud as I turned away. I sat on a bench and settled 

myself down a bit, then started to work my way through the 

problem: “If I waved, he’d think I’m too forward; it could scare 

him off. Men like women who are demure. On the other hand, 

if I don’t do or say something, I might not see him again.” 

As I started plotting my next move, I heard a voice 

behind me.

“!Hola, Aida!”

I turned around, it was HIM.

“Como estas, senorita? Me llamo Joaquin.”

I was surprised, thrilled, scared and tongue-tied all at 

the same time. Thanks to my good training, I managed the 

automatic response: “¡Muy bien, gracias! ¡Encantada, Señor!”

We chatted a little. He was charming; told me he 

thought I was pretty and that he was glad to meet me. I 

asked him how he knew my name. He 

said that he’d asked his friends. 

One had been a classmate 

of mine years earlier.

Our first encounter was just that brief. We spoke a 

few pleasant words back and forth. That was it. No big 

deal, right? Except that I was just sixteen and hadn’t had a 

boyfriend before. I was overwhelmed with joy and already 

very much in love. I don’t think my feet touched the ground 

for the rest of my walk around the park that day. I was on 

cloud nine, imagining all sorts of wonderful “happily ever 

after” futures for “quin” and I.

My hopes were dashed later that same afternoon, 

however, as I chatted with my girlfriends about my encounter 

with the handsome stranger. 

I learned some things about him: “Oh yeah, Joaquin, I 

know him.” Mercedes said. “He’s an ambitious guy; works in 

his family’s cigar factory.” 

“He’s very cute,” Magda added. “But did you know he 

had spinal meningitis when he was a little boy? They say 

that’s why he’s small and that it left him a little bit crazy.”

And then, Rita chimed in with the final blow. “He’s 

already spoken for, Aida. He’s engaged to Elena Morales.”

“Oh well,” I thought to myself, “I guess this was not 

the day after all.” I was a little disappointed, but my spirits 

brightened considerably when Mercedes offered me one of 

the durofrios de mango (mango popsicles) she’d purchased 

from a street vendor. Durofrios are a good consolation prize 

when you're feeling a little blue after a disappointment. 
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DURofRIos De ManGo 
Mango Popsicles
Makes: About a dozen small popsicles

1 large mango (peeled & cut into chunks)

2 cups mango or orange juice

B⁄c cup sugar

1 cup water

 1 In the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade, combine all ingredients.

 2 Process until everything is thoroughly mixed and smoothly puréed.

 3 Pour mango mixture into ice trays, and freeze for about 1 hour.

 4 Remove ice trays from the freezer and insert a Popsicle stick or large toothpick into 
each durofrio cube.

 5 Return the ice trays to the freezer — durofrios are ready to eat when cubes are solid.

Literally translated “durofrios” is “hard colds.” These delicious 
homemade popsicles are as much fun to make as they are to 
eat. Kids love to help make this hot weather treat.

No se, Señora, but it is good question. I wonder sometime, what if that had been the end of my relationship with quin? 
My life, my children’s lives would be muy diferente. Maybe I meet another boy, settle down to life in Fomento and 
never comin’ to Estados Unidos. But, things happen for reason. I think God have plan for us. He want you do certain 
things. So, he put quin in my life for better or worse.

I can’t recall exactly why things happened as they 

did or precisely when they occurred. I didn’t hear from Joaquin, and 

I didn’t think too much more about him. 
It was maybe six months or so after we’d first met. Joaquin and 

Elena had broken off their engagement, he asked to see me and we 

started dating. I do remember that my parents were not very happy 

with my choice, especially in the beginning, and that my girlfriends 

warned me against getting serious about him. 

You see, my husband-to-be had already developed a bit of 

a reputation as a partyer and wasn’t considered Fomento’s most 

upstanding citizen. Of course, I didn’t pay any attention to my 

parents’ concerns or to my friends’ advice. quin told me that people 

talked badly about him. He said it was because they were jealous. 

Besides I knew he liked to dance and party and drink with his 

friends, but I didn’t consider it a problem. “Everyone likes to have 

a little fun,” I thought.
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I was so much in love, I only saw his good qualities, and 

I  told myself:  “He’s  a complex person who’s  just 

misunderstood. Once they get to know him like I do, they’ll 

love him too.” And they did! Joaquin won them over with his 

charm, intelligence, and quick wit. He had wonderful 

manners and was very engaging. My father especially grew 

to like him, admiring his ambitions and industrious nature.

As for me, I thought he was the most romantic person in 

the whole world. He knew just what to say to make me feel 

special, and he shared his innermost dreams with me. He 

was smart and had important plans for our future. We had 

these wonderful, long talks on the settee in my parents’ living 

room where we courted. Always under the watchful eyes of 

my parents, he would sit on one end of the settee, I on the 

other. My mother would spy on us through the gaps between 

the boards in the wall that separated the living room from 

the kitchen, making sure that we didn’t sit too close together.

“Aida, there’s no future for Cuba,” he often told me. 

“The government is corrupt. This place and the people here 

are holding me back, I want to go to the United States and I 

want to take you with me. My older brother is there, and he’ll 

help us get started.” Joaquin had a good head for business, 

a big ego and a strong drive to get ahead. These qualities 

should have been enough to ensure his success in the world 

and make any achievement he desired attainable.

For several months we courted, and when quin asked 

my father for my hand in marriage, my father agreed.

A few weeks later, my father held a most extraordinary 

conversation with me about my wifely duties. It wasn’t your 

typical “birds and bees” chat that I was expecting. No, this 

“wifely duties” speech was about what I should expect from 

my relationship with my husband.

“Aida, Joaquin will be your boss now,” my father began. 

“After you’re married, he’ll be your father and the person 

who’ll make the decisions for you and your family. That’s the 

man’s job. Your job is to cook and keep the house, take care 

of his children and please him.” 

We were married in the Catholic church in Fomento in 

1950, just a few days after my seventeenth birthday. It was 

a beautiful ceremony and a wonderful party. Family and 

friends came to celebrate with us and toast our future. We 

ate, laughed and danced. The feast was delicious. There 

were malanga fritters in a sweet sauce, a special salad of 

tomatoes and avocados, stuffed roast beef, rice and beans 

and, of course, cake. 

For a special treat, we enjoyed homemade ice cream. 

The men took turns adding the ice and salt and cranking the 

old-fashioned ice cream freezers.
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fRITURas De MalanGa 
Taro Root Fritters
Makes: About 30 fritters

2 pounds fresh malanga tubers

1 egg (beaten)

1 tablespoon baking powder

B⁄c teaspoon salt

canola oil for frying

 1 Peel the malanga and cut it into chunks (the malanga’s skin is tough, but it can be 
removed effectively with a vegetable peeler).

 2 Grind the malanga in a food processor or shred them with a box grater.

 3 In a large bowl, combine the malanga and the remaining ingredients and set aside.

 4 In a deep fryer or in a deep heavy saucepan over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of 
oil to 350° – 375º.

 5 Drop the malanga mixture by the teaspoonful into the hot oil. Fry a few at a time for 
about 2 or 3 minutes or until golden brown.

 6 Carefully remove the fritters from the oil and drain on paper towels.

 7 Place the fritters on a serving platter, drizzle with the Almibar syrup below and serve 
immediately. 

VAriAtion: For a delicious savory appetizer, add 2 cloves of minced garlic, increase salt to a 
teaspoon and add B⁄c teaspoon black pepper. Serve with your favorite spicy salsa. 

alMIbaR 
Sweet Syrup
Makes: About 1 cup syrup

2 cups sugar

2 cups water

2 cinnamon sticks

B⁄c anise star

rind from B⁄e lemon

 1 Combine all ingredients in a medium saucepan and bring to a boil.

 2 Cook over medium-high heat for about 30 minutes or until the syrup thickens and 
coats a spoon.

 3 Remove from heat.

 4 Set aside to cool. 

Stored in an airtight container in the refrigerator, it will keep for months.

This is a classic dessert sauce that is used as an accompaniment 
with many different Cuban desserts.
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ensalaDa De ToMaTe, aQUaCaTe  
Y QUeso blanCo 
Tomato, Avocado and White Cheese Salad
Serves: 8

1 5-ounce package baby lettuce leaves*

2 large tomatoes (thinly sliced)

1 large avocado (pared & thinly sliced)**

B⁄c pound Queso Blanco (cut into thin 
slices)

B⁄c medium red onion (thinly sliced)

B⁄e cup olive oil

B⁄c cup red wine vinegar

salt and pepper to taste

1 tablespoon fresh parsley (finely 
chopped)
*If you prefer, substitute a head of your 
favorite fresh lettuce broken into bite-size 
pieces. 

**One if using the large smooth green-
skinned variety grown in Florida and the 
Caribbean, two if using the smaller pebbly 
black-skinned Hass avocados from California 
and Mexico.

 1 On a large serving platter, arrange baby lettuce leaves in a bed.

 2 Arrange the tomato slices in a layer on top of the lettuce leaves.

 3 Top this with a layer of avocado slices.

 4 Add a layer of the cheese.

 5 Break the onion slices into rings and scatter the rings over the top of the salad.

 6 Drizzle the salad with the oil and vinegar.

 7 Season with salt and freshly ground black pepper, sprinkle the top with the fresh 
parsley and serve. 
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bolICHe MeCHaDo 
Stuffed Beef Tenderloin
Serves: 10

1 beef tenderloin (5 – 7 pounds)

1 teaspoon garlic powder

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin powder

B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

B⁄c pound chorizo (fully cooked & 
chopped)

B⁄c pound boneless ham (chopped)

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a large roasting pan by treating it with non-
stick cooking spray.

 2 Trim excess fat from the tenderloin. Also, remove the large tendon that runs lengthwise 
on the underside of the tenderloin. Failure to remove this tendon will cause the 
tenderloin to curl up as it cooks.

 3 Butterfly the tenderloin by cutting about halfway through it lengthwise, then slicing it 
to the left and to the right, until the tenderloin lays flat.

 4 Mix the dry spices together, and rub the spices onto the tenderloin, seasoning it on 
both sides.

 5 Mix the chorizo and ham together and layer the stuffing onto the underside of the 
butterflied tenderloin.

 6 Roll up the tenderloin with the stuffing inside and secure it all around with cooking 
twine.

 7 Place the stuffed tenderloin, seam-side down, into the pan.

 8 For a medium-rare tenderloin, roast about 15 minutes per pound or until an instant-
read thermometer pushed into the center registers 145°.

 9 Remove from the oven and allow to cool for a minimum of 15 minutes or until it can  
be handled.

 10 Remove the cooking twine and slice the boliche into servings — about 1'' thick.

 This is an extravagant, over-the-top dish that calls for a wine to match its pedigree. 
Something you might serve your boss! My over-the top selection is a Rioja Gran Reserva- 
Spain’s most classic wine, aged at least 2 years in oak barrels then 2 years in the bottle 
before release. Think of it as a cross between a Cabernet Sauvignon and a Pinot Noir. 
Deep color, rich flavor and lots of strawberry fruit — a grand wine for a grand dish.

On a tight budget? Consider an Argentine Cabernet Sauvignon. Argentina has had 
great success with this classical grape variety. Equally luxurious as those Napa Valley 
has made famous, but at a fraction of the price. 
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Boliche Mechado is a beautiful — as well as delicious — dish. At Mucho Gusto Café, we ladled a little black bean gravy 
made from bean broth and pan drippings over the top.

salsa De la Haba neGRa 
Black Bean Gravy
Makes: About 2 cups gravy

2 cups black bean broth

pan drippings

1 tablespoon corn starch

B⁄e cup water

 1 Transfer pan drippings from the roasting pan to a heavy skillet, and heat over medium 
heat.

 2 Add bean broth. (Every time I make Puré de Frijoles Negro (page 183) I reserve the 
bean broth that results from draining the cooked beans and freeze it for future use — it 
makes the best gravy!)

 3 Bring the broth and pan drippings mixture to a boil stirring frequently.

 4 Dissolve the cornstarch in the water and mix thoroughly. Then, add the cornstarch 
mixture to the pan and continue cooking until the gravy thickens.

 5 Adjust seasonings if necessary and serve with the tenderloin.
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CaKe De naRanja 
Orange Cake
Serves: 12

For the CAke

3 B⁄e cups cake flour

1 tablespoon baking powder

pinch salt

3 eggs (room temperature)

2 cups sugar

D⁄e cup butter (softened)

1 teaspoon vanilla

2 teaspoons orange zest

1 cup orange juice

For the Frosting

4 tablespoons butter (softened)

2 tablespoons orange juice

1 tablespoon lime juice

3 cups confectioners’ sugar

1 tablespoon triple sec liqueur

CAKE
 1 Preheat oven to 350°, and prepare two 9'' round or equivalent cake pans by treating 

them with nonstick cooking spray for baking.

 2 Sift together the cake flour, baking powder and salt in a bowl and set aside. 

 3 With electric mixer, beat the eggs in a small bowl at high speed for about 4 minutes 
and set aside.

 4 In a large bowl, using an electric mixer, cream together the butter, sugar, vanilla and 
orange zest.

 5 Add the eggs, beat to combine, then alternating slowly add the dry ingredients and 
the orange juice, beating the mixture until well blended.

 6 Pour the batter into the pans.

 7 Bake for about 35 minutes or until firm and a toothpick inserted near the middle of 
each cake comes out clean.

 8 Let the cakes cool completely, then remove from the pans.

FROSTING
 1 Using an electric mixer, cream the butter. Continue beating and slowly add the 

remaining ingredients, alternating the sugar with the liquids until the frosting is 
smooth.

 2 Place a small dab of frosting directly on the serving platter to anchor the cake and set 
the first layer down on it.  Frost the top and sides of the first layer. Cover this with the 
second layer and frost the sides and top.

 3 Refrigerate until ready to serve.

helPFul hint: If your life is like mine, you don’t always have the time or possess the presence 
of mind to take the butter and eggs out to warm up an hour or two before you begin to prepare a 
cake. But failure to condition these ingredients prior to mixing up the batter will impact the cake’s 
texture. Next time, try these emergency tactics. To soften the butter, remove the wrapping, place it 
in a microwave-safe bowl, and microwave on low power or defrost setting for 30 seconds, repeat 
as needed until butter is soft, but not melted. To warm up the eggs, place them in a bowl of hot tap 
water for about 5 minutes. 

This is one of my favorite cakes. It never fails and is 
always a hit.
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HelaDo De CaRaMelo 
Caramel Ice Cream
Makes: About 1 quart of ice cream

1 can evaporated milk

2 B⁄e cups milk

2 tablespoons corn starch

pinch salt

D⁄e cup sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla

 1 Place the evaporated milk in the freezer for 30 minutes to chill.

 2 Combine the corn starch, salt and B⁄e cup of the milk and set aside.

 3 Heat the remaining 2 cups of milk until it steams.

 4 Place the sugar in a saucepan over medium heat and cook, stirring constantly, until it 
turns a dark amber color.

 5 Slowly add the hot milk to the sugar and continue cooking stirring until thoroughly 
combined and mixture comes to a boil.

 6 Add the cornstarch mixture and continue stirring until the mixture thickens like cream.

 7 Remove from heat and stir in the evaporated milk.

 8 Pour into a 2-quart casserole and place in the freezer for 2 hours, or if you have an ice 
cream maker, freeze the mixture per manufacturer's instructions.

HelaDo De CHoColaTe 
Chocolate Ice Cream
Makes: About 1 quart of ice cream

1 can evaporated milk

B⁄c pound unsweetened baking chocolate

1 B⁄c cups sugar

2 cups milk

2 tablespoons corn starch

2 egg yolks

pinch salt

1 teaspoon vanilla

 1 Place the evaporated milk in the freezer for 30 minutes to chill.

 2 Combine the chocolate, sugar, milk, corn starch, egg yolks and salt in a large 
saucepan and bring to a boil over medium heat, stirring constantly.

 3 Remove from heat, add the vanilla and the cold evaporated milk, and stir until 
thoroughly combined.

 4 Pour into a 2-quart casserole and place in the freezer for 2 hours, or if you have an ice 
cream maker, freeze the mixture per manufacturer's instructions. 
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HelaDo De fResas 
Strawberry Ice Cream
Makes: About 1 quart of ice cream

1 can evaporated milk

1 packet strawberry Jell-O

B⁄c cup boiling water

1 cup strawberry preserves

1 cup light cream

1 cup fresh strawberries (hulled & finely 
chopped)

 1 Place the evaporated milk in the freezer for 30 minutes to chill.

 2 Dissolve the Jell-O in the boiling water and combine it with the preserves.

 3 Combine the Jell-O mixture with the cold evaporated milk and freeze for about  
an hour.

 4 Using an electric mixer, whip the cream until it makes firm peaks.

 5 Combine the whipped cream and fresh strawberries and mix thoroughly.

 6 Add the Jell-O and milk mixture and mix thoroughly.

 7 Pour into a 2-quart casserole and place in the freezer for 2 hours, or if you have an ice 
cream maker, freeze the mixture per manufacturer's instructions.

MaTRIMonIos 
Guava Paste and White Cheese Bites
Makes: About 24 pieces

B⁄c pound queso blanco

B⁄e pound guava paste

 1 Slice the queso blanco into B⁄i'' thick slices, then cut into pieces about 1 B⁄c'' long.

 2 Slice the guava paste into B⁄i'' slices, then cut into pieces about 1 B⁄c'' long.

 3 Make little sandwiches by assembling two pieces of cheese around one piece of 
guava paste.

 4 Arrange on a tray and serve.

To make these traditional Cuban snacks even more special, cut the cheese and guava paste into 
shapes using small cookie cutters.

Quick and easy sweet treats.
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After the wedding,it was off to Cienfuegos for 

a quick honeymoon. Just a long weekend really, but we had 

such a beautiful time. When we got back to Fomento, we 

moved into our own place and began our life as a couple. 

I’m proud to say that I was a virgin bride.

I know this seems antiguo and outdated, but I still wish 

girls would honor themselves more.

The most memorable thing about our life together 

was how extreme it all was. He was extremely handsome, 

extremely smart, extremely ambitious, extremely hard-

headed and extremely unhappy. My love for him was 

extreme, too; there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. From 

the beginning, my own happiness was simply less important 

to me than doing whatever I could to make him happy.

The lesson I’d taken away from watching my own 

parents and their relationship was that it was the wife’s job 

to take care of her husband’s needs and to do what she 

was told. This was the model I saw in my own family and in 

many others around us. I accepted and embraced this role 

in our new marriage. I learned soon enough, however, that I 

couldn’t do enough for my husband.

I enjoyed two weeks of marital bliss. quin went to work 

and came home. He was a jovial companion and a wonderful 

lover — affectionate and gentle. I was settling into my home 

and eagerly learning everything I could about cooking and 

keeping house. I was on top of the world… thrilled with my 

husband and our life together.

Two weeks to the day after we married, things changed 

dramatically.

He came home from work as usual that night, but I noticed 

right away that he wasn’t in a very good mood. He said very 

little to me, except to complain about this and that. After 

dinner, I went to prepare the demitasses of café Cubano 

we’d enjoyed together each previous night. When I brought 

the coffee in, he stood up and said: “¡No café, voy a salir!” 

(No coffee, I’m going out!)

I was innocent. “Fine,” I thought, “my husband wants 

to go out together for a walk in the park or down by the 

river — that sounds good to me.”

“Okay, let’s go,” I said, “just let me get a scarf for my hair. 

I’ll only be a minute.”

Then he made it clear to me. “I’m going out. You’re not 

going! I like to go by myself, you need to stay here and take 

care of things. The house is dirty — you have cleaning to do. I 

have a life out there. You don’t. Your life is here in this house. 

You don’t have a social life. I am your social life! I’ll let you 

know when I want you with me.”

When I protested, he slapped me hard across the face 

and told me that I needed to respect him. He was my boss 

now. Then he went out as he’d planned. 

After that, I was afraid of my husband; afraid to leave 

and afraid to stay.

I walked on eggshells around him, hoping I wouldn’t 

say or do the wrong thing. His temper had a hair trigger, 

and when he was drinking my mere presence offended him.

My neighbor, Dolores, warned me. “Chica, you need to 

tell your father about what’s going on here and leave this 

man.” The walls between our apartments were thin. Dolores 

heard his shouts and saw him throw my food out the back 

door. She’d comfort me after our fights. 

I didn’t tell my family. I just worked harder to make 

everything as perfect as I could. I got up early to make sure 

I had everything I’d need for his dinner before I started 

work in the morning. I stayed up late at night to finish the 

laundry and ironing and to clean and straighten the house. 

And I worried. I worried about everything, wondering what 

would happen if I made a mistake. What if the house wasn’t 

just so when he got in? What if I burned the rice? What if a 

button was missing on his shirt? What if I forgot to season 

the beans?



134 TO COOK IS TO LOVE

He controlled me, and everything I did. When he wasn’t 

berating me for being such a poor housekeeper, for being 

such an awful cook, or for just being so stupid and lazy, 

he’d scare me with threats. I remember one time he really 

frightened me. He was in the bathroom shaving and when he 

accidentally cut himself with his razor, he turned to me and 

said. “Someday, I’d like to cut your face. You love your face, 

you think you are so pretty, and I would like to cut it for you.”

I guess I blamed myself for his abuse. Somehow figuring 

that I really wasn’t any good, that the poor job I did caused 

him to get upset and that I deserved to be punished for it. 

After each incident, I’d vow to be a better wife in the future, 

to be more careful and to work harder to please him.

And it worked for a while. He’d still complain, but as long 

as I agreed with him and apologized, we got along. 

Then I was pregnant. 

Even though it seemed like I was left alone almost every 

night while quin went to “La Colonia” to drink and play pool 

with his buddies, he still managed to see enough of me to 

make me pregnant. 

My outlook brightened greatly with the birth of my 

daughter. Mirta Esperanza was a beautiful, happy baby. 

She gave my life new meaning and importance. And, true to 

her middle name, she also brought hope into my life again. 

quin, too, was proud of her, even becoming a little kinder to 

me after she was born. He liked to hold her and show her 

off, but wanted nothing to do with the other responsibilities 

of parenting.

I simply loved being a mother! My baby was wonderful, I 

was feeling better about my marriage, and I was once again 

entertaining visions of a “happily ever after” life. And, for a 

brief moment, it looked like it might happen.

One evening, quin came home in a particularly jovial mood: 

“Friday night, I want you to get someone to watch the baby. 

You’ve been working so hard and I want to take you out to 

the movies.” I was thrilled and excited about this special 

night out with my husband. It was the first time he’d asked 

me out on a real date since we’d gotten married.

Friday afternoon, after f inishing my last nai l 

appointment of the day, I got busy. I had lots to do… prepare 

my husband’s dinner, feed and bathe the baby, then drop her 

off next door with Dolores, and then get ready to go myself.

I wanted this to be a really special night, so I put 

together a very nice meal. I made Cuban-style Shredded 

Beef, Rice with Avocado and a Pumpkin Pudding.
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Ropa VIeja 
Savory Shredded Beef
Serves: 8

3 pounds flank steak

2 bay leaves

salt and pepper

B⁄e cup olive oil

1 large onion (cut into thin strips)

1 large green pepper (cut into thin strips)

B⁄c large red bell pepper (cut into thin 
strips)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 29-ounce can tomato sauce

1 cup dry red wine

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

parsley for garnish

 1 Place the beef and bay leaf in a large saucepan, cover with water and season with 
salt and pepper.

 2 Cover and bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and continue cooking until the beef is 
tender (about 1 B⁄c hours).

 3 Remove the meat from the stock, cut the meat across the grain into pieces about 3'' 
wide and allow to cool (save the stock for another use, maybe for Sopa de Platano 
[page 110]).

 4 Meanwhile in a large pot, heat the oil over low heat until fragrant.

 5 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender. 

 6 Add the tomato sauce and wine, stir to combine and heat thoroughly.

 7 When the meat is cool enough to handle, shred it with your fingers into strands.

 8 Stir the meat into the sauce, add a little of the reserved broth if desired, cover and 
simmer for about 30 minutes.

 9 Transfer the Ropa Vieja to a serving platter, garnish with finely chopped parsley and 
serve.

helPFul hint: Flank steak can sometimes be hard to find in your local supermarket, and if 
available may be very expensive. For a more economical dish, substitute beef brisket for the flank 
steak, and increase cooking time by at least a half an hour. Brisket is a fattier and tougher cut that 
requires a little more time to trim, cook and prepare, but it will give you very good results. 

 A consistent favorite, this savory Cuban classic is perfect for any occasion. And to 
match its adaptability, I recommend an easy-drinking, fruit-forward red wine. My choice 
is a Chilean Pinot Noir. These are wines of great value. Chile has managed to capture 
Pinot Noir’s silky texture surprisingly well. These wines are ripe, with a soft earthiness 
and a hint of spice.

My second choice is an Argentinean Malbec, a full-bodied wine with rich, full flavors 
and a violet aroma. 

Literally translated, “Ropa Vieja” is “Old Clothes.” Despite its rather colorless name, Ropa Vieja is a 
beautiful and scrumptious dish. It’s ideal for a dinner party as it can be prepared a day or two ahead, 
refrigerated and then reheated. I think it’s even better this way, as this gives the flavors of the beef, 
vegetables and spices an opportunity to thoroughly mingle and blend. 
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This is another tasty shredded beef dish with a funny name. Literally translated this crispy beef dish is "Fried Cow."

VaCa fRITa 
Crispy Shredded Beef
Serves: 8

3 pounds flank steak

2 bay leaves

salt and pepper

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c cup lime juice

2 tablespoons parsley (finely chopped)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

B⁄c cup canola oil

1 large onion (thinly sliced)

 1 Prepare the meat as directed in the recipe for Ropa Vieja (page 135) — through 
step 3.

 2 When the meat is cool enough to handle, shred it with your fingers into strands.

 3 Place the shredded beef in a non-reactive bowl. Add the garlic, juice, parsley, salt and 
pepper to the beef mixture. Cover and refrigerate for at least one hour.

 4 Remove the meat from the marinade, squeezing out any excess liquid.

 5 In a large skillet, heat the oil over medium-high heat and sauté the onions until they 
are translucent and tender, about 5 minutes.

 6 Add the shredded beef mixture, stir fry until the meat is crisp, and serve.

aRRoz blanCo Con aGUaCaTe 
White Rice with Avocado
Serves: 6

1 recipe Arroz Blanco (page 21)

1 large avocado (peeled, pitted & cut 
into slices)*

1 tablespoon olive oil

2 tablespoons lemon juice

salt and pepper to taste
*One if using the large smooth green-skinned 
variety grown in Florida and the Caribbean, 
two if using the smaller pebbly black-skinned 
Hass avocados from California and Mexico.

 1 Arrange rice on a serving platter.

 2 Top with the sliced avocado.

 3 In a mixing bowl or salad dressing shaker, combine the oil, juice and spices and mix 
thoroughly.

 4 Drizzle the oil and juice mixture over the rice, garnish with chopped parsley, and serve.

This is one of those dishes that was invented 
in lean times when the cupboard was almost 
bare, but I think you’ll agree when you try it that 
simplest is often best. A combination salad 
and starch, it’s the perfect accompaniment to 
a heavy meat dish.
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flan De Calabaza 
Pumpkin Flan
Serves: 8

For the CArAMel sAuCe

1 cup sugar

B⁄e cup water

2 tablespoons corn syrup

B⁄e teaspoon lime juice

For the CustArd

1 can nonfat sweetened condensed milk

2 cups skim milk

1 cinnamon stick

B⁄e teaspoon salt

B⁄c cup sugar

1 15-ounce can pumpkin

6 tablespoons cornstarch

1 teaspoon vanilla

CARAMEL
 1 In a medium saucepan combine all caramel sauce ingredients and simmer over 

medium-high heat. Continue to cook, swirling/stirring regularly until mixture turns a 
dark honey-caramel color, about 10 minutes.

 2 Remove the pan immediately from the heat, as it will continue to cook. Pour the 
caramel into a 2-quart mold and carefully tip it from side to side to spread the 
caramel evenly over the bottom and sides.

 3 Allow caramel to cool and harden before adding custard.

CUSTARD
 1 Combine the condensed milk and milk in a saucepan, add the cinnamon stick and salt 

and bring to a boil.

 2 Pour the milk mixture into a large bowl, add the pumpkin, the remaining B⁄c cup of 
sugar and the cornstarch, and mix thoroughly with an electric mixer.

 3 Return the mixture to the saucepan and cook over medium heat, stirring constantly, 
until it has the consistency of custard.

 4 Remove from the heat, stir in the vanilla, pour the mixture into the caramelized mold 
and refrigerate until well chilled.

 5 Choose a serving plate deep enough to hold the caramel sauce, and when you are 
ready to serve, hold the serving plate over the top of the mold and invert. Slice the flan 
into portions and spoon the caramel sauce over each serving. Garnish with a dollop of 
whipped cream or our nonfat topping described in the heart healthy section — Nonfat 
Mango Mousse (page 43).

This tasty variation on classic flan is 
a great addition for a fall or holiday 
menu, and there’s no baking required.
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By this time, I’d become a pretty good cook. 

The one thing quin’s constant complaining did for me was 

to hone my cooking skills, and by doing so, I grew my self-

esteem. I focused on it, and cooking became a source of 

strength, power and pride for me. I knew when things turned 

out right and when my food was delicious, even if quin 

pretended not to enjoy it.

quin loved to entertain others, and he now regularly 

invited people over. His friends loved my cooking, and I knew 

that he‘d never invite them for dinner if he thought there was 

a chance that the food was not going to be good. He wasn’t 

going to be embarrassed; his ego would never permit that 

to happen. 

Once, I had our special dinner put together and the 

baby fed, bathed, dressed and delivered to the sitter, I 

quickly set the table. In my rush to get everything done, I 

absentmindedly left the baby’s dirty diaper in the high chair 

near the table. Then, just as I was finishing tidying up the 

house, my husband walked in. 

I knew he’d be hungry, so I stopped what I was doing to 

put the food on the table.

“Why is this food so hot?” he shouted as he took a 

bite. “I told you that I don’t like my food too hot! And what 

is that smell?” He picked up the diaper and threw it at me. 

“¡Mierda! At my dinner table! What is wrong with you? We 

are not animals!”

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. It’s just the baby’s diaper. I’ll 

take care of it. What’s the matter?”

He pushed the food off the table and onto the floor, and 

pushed me aside.

“Look, you need to understand something,” he said as 

he leaned into me, “I do what I want to do, and you do what 

I say. Now, clean up this mess, I’m going out.” And, he left. 

“What are you going to do now, honey?” Dolores asked 

as she sat beside me holding my quaking shoulders while I 

sobbed. She’d come over as soon as she heard quin leave. 

“This is not a normal life, Aida; this guy is not good for you 

and your daughter.” 

I knew this wasn’t a normal life, but it was my life; the 

only life I had. A few weeks later that life would take an 

unexpected turn.

Almost immediately after our fight, Joaquin became like 

another person. He was a perfect gentleman, charming, even 

kind to me. And, he came home every night after work just 

like when we were first married. I didn’t think about why at 

the time, I was just delighted to have my family together, and 

to once again feel some hope for the future. I found out a 

few days later that quin’s abrupt change of behavior wasn’t 

due to a sudden change of heart. He was afraid of what my 

father would do to him if there was any more trouble.

Since I wouldn’t tell my father about quin’s abuse, 

Dolores decided she would. After comforting me and helping 

me clean up the mess quin had made of my special dinner, 

she’d walked over to my parents’ home and spoken with my 

father. A few minutes later, my father was on his way down 

to “La Colonia” looking for quin armed with a revolver and 

a machete. He must have made quite an impression.

Then, I guess it was maybe a month or so later, quin came 

home with “very exciting news.” “¡Nos vamos para los Estados 

Unidos, ahora! Let's go now!” He had passports, tickets and 

other paperwork for the trip to the U. S.

He’d always talked about it, but I never took it too 

seriously — it was just another another one of quin’s romantic 

fantasies about another life someplace else, anywhere 

else. I’d often been a co-conspirator in those conversations, 

imagining with him the great and wonderful adventures we’d 
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have together in the land of opportunity. But I never thought 

we’d actually do it.

I was shocked and unprepared for the news. It was fun 

to think about, great to talk about, but to actually move 

there? I’d never been anywhere in my life except to a few 

neighboring towns and to Havana a couple of times to visit 

my aunt. I loved my hometown, loved my family, and I didn’t 

want to leave them.

“I want you to come with me, Aida. We can make a 

better life there. We’ll leave in a few days. Will your mother 

keep the baby for us?”

“You want to leave Mirta in Cuba, while we go up 

North?” I asked, not believing what I’d heard.

“Yes, life will be difficult there for us in the beginning. 

The baby will make it harder still. Once we’re settled, we’ll 

return for her.”

“¡No, Señor!,” I shouted. “I won’t leave my baby behind. 

You’re my husband, I’ll go with you to America, but Mirta 

must come too.”

“Look, Aida! I’m going to the U.S.! Come along or stay 

behind as you like, but I’m going.”

Eventually, it was decided that he’d go to the U.S. alone. 

Then, once settled there, he’d send for us to join him. A few 

months later, a letter arrived urging us to come. quin had 

settled in New Jersey, not far from New York City. He was 

living in a community there with a small Cuban population. 

He wrote that he’d found work for me, and we should come 

as soon as possible. 

I was excited by the possibilities, but very nervous about 

the future. My mother cried and my father yelled when I 

told them. They didn’t want me to go. “Stay here, Aida!” my 

mother pleaded. “Do not follow him. This is your home and 

we love you.” 

“Go, if you must,” said my father, “but know that you’ll be 

on your own in the United States. I won’t be able to protect 

you there. And, don’t ever bring Joaquin into my house again. 

It'll put me in the jail in three minutes.”

It was a difficult and heart-wrenching decision. I loved my 

family and Fomento was the only place I knew, but quin was 

my husband. My daughter needed her father and he wanted 

us there with him. Once I made the decision to go, I then had 

to figure out how we were going to get there. 

I went to see my great uncle. Tio Pedro Antonio was 

the mayor of Fomento, an intelligent and powerful man who 

knew how to get things done. He also tried to convince me to 

stay, but when he couldn’t talk me out of it, he helped me get 

all the paperwork we’d need and made the arrangements 

for our journey. 

Arriving in Union City, New Jersey, from Fomento, Cuba, in 

1954 was quite the culture shock. Just a few hours before, I’d 

said goodbye to palm trees and green pastures, cows and 

sugar cane. I was welcomed by skyscrapers and tenement 

housing, sidewalks and boulevards. The only plants were the 

withered and abandoned Christmas trees atop the trash 

cans and piles of rubbish awaiting pick-up at the curb; the 

only animals were a few yapping dogs behind chain-link 

fences and a bleary-eyed sewer rat racing across the street. 

Instead of the horses and bicycles I’d dodged that morning 

as I made my way down Fomento’s narrow and muddy roads 

to meet my bus to Havana, here the wide streets were 

clogged with traffic in both directions — hundreds of cars, 

buses and trucks, each jockeying for position with his rivals 

and then racing them from one stoplight to the next. When I 

left Cuba it was sunny and eighty degrees; I arrived to snow 

squalls and bitterly cold temperatures. And, that strange 

language that everyone was speaking. Oh, how I wished 

I’d paid more attention to those “How to Speak English” 

phonograph records that quin had studied so earnestly 

back at home.
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quin met us at the airport. He greeted us with kisses and 

hugs and new winter coats. He was glad to see us, and I felt 

happy to be in this strange place with him. Little did I know 

as I snuggled down into the fuzzy collar of my new coat that 

first day in America, what would lie ahead.

Our first home in the U.S. was a borrowed room in 

a co-worker’s apartment. Our hosts were kind to us and 

were very patient with the baby, but the tiny quarters were 

cramped and uncomfortable.

We saved our money and soon were able to afford a 

place of our own. It was small — just one big room with a tiny 

bathroom in the back and a kitchenette — but it suited our 

little family fine. The rent was $17.00 per month, including 

heat.

quin got me a job in the same small factory where 

he worked. I worked downstairs at Jaclyn’s Handbags, a 

pocketbook and purse factory, for seventy-five cents an hour. 

quin was upstairs in the clothing factory where he made 

ninety-five cents an hour. quin managed all the money. 

I turned my paycheck over to him every Friday night. I 

was comfortable with this arrangement as I was still learning 

the American currency and economic system, and because 

I’d been taught that money is the man’s business. quin gave 

me an allowance each week that I was to use to take care 

of our home. I was very careful with the money — dividing it 

into three piles — food for the table, clothes for the baby and 

savings for the future. I learned to be a careful and frugal 

shopper, to look for bargains and to pay attention to what 

was on sale. I had to make every penny count and I did. The 

money managing skills I learned would serve me later when 

I was raising my children by myself.

Not long after settling in New Jersey, I helped 

my brother Chi Chi relocate there and find work. He 

appreciated my help and I was grateful to once again have 

family nearby. Like millions of immigrants before us, we 

began learning English and discovering American culture.

Going shopping in this strange land, where I didn’t 

know the language, was always an adventure. At the local 

grocers I’d make my purchases by looking at the pictures on 

the labels of products. This generally worked pretty well, 

but it was limiting. If the product packaging didn’t contain a 

picture or if I wasn’t sure just what was inside, I left it alone. 

As I gained a little confidence and the shopkeepers got to 

know me, I’d make my needs known through sign language 

and a few English words:

“…escu’e me, sir… please… help… thank you”

If I needed a chicken, I’d scratch around with my shoe on 

the floor, flap my arms and make cackling sounds. Asking for 

eggs was more embarrassing, but the grocers appreciated 

my good humor and always helped me out. Some things 

took a very long time to figure out. For example, I was so 

disappointed with the tomato sauce I’d been buying in the 

store, but I didn’t know the words to complain or how to ask 

the many questions I had in my mind. 

Months went by before I’d finally mastered enough 

English to ask the clerk as I was checking out. “This salsa 

tomate,” I said, “why so sweet en America?” The store clerk 

smiled and returned with several small cans. “I’m so sorry 

Mrs. Mondejar, this is what you want. You’ve been buying 

ketchup all this time not tomato sauce.”

Little by little I learned the American system, but it’s 

difficult when you know nada. Most people were patient and 

kind. They would listen carefully to my broken English and 

then try to help me out. Some, however, made it very hard. 

One morning on my way into work, I stopped into a little shop 

for a donut and coffee. 

 “Un dona an café, please.”

“Waddaya want, lady?”

“One dona an cup a coffee, please.”

“What? I can’t understand you. You’re in Jersey now, you 

need to speak American.”
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“Escu’e me, sir, I speak-eh very slow. I wannah one dona 

an one cup a coffee.”

“Forget it… they’re so stupid. I can’t understand a word 

she says. Can I help the next person in line?”

I knew my English was not very good, but I’m not stupid. I 

hated being treated like I was invisible just because I couldn’t 

speak the language perfectly. Didn’t they know I was trying 

to learn?

I was happy to have quin handle our money for us, except 

that there was never any money. We were both working, our 

rent was affordable, we should have been getting ahead, but 

we never seemed to have any extra money. 

quin had ambition and talent. With a partner, he 

started a business, an embroidery factory. Unfortunately, 

the business wasn't the only thing quin and his partner had 

in common. They were also drinking buddies. A lot of our 

money went to partying. quin and his business partner went 

to a bar every night after work. While I scrimped to make 

the little money I was assigned last, he gave it away — buying 

drinks for everyone in the bar. While some things about our 

life together improved in America, quin’s drinking didn’t.

His drinking became heavier and the impact on our 

family more problematic. He could never have “just one,” and 

he never stopped drinking until he was drunk. In Cuba, out of 

concern for the community’s reaction, quin kept his drinking 

“under the table,” hidden from the public’s view and under 

control. He’d go to the club in Fomento almost every night, 

and would often drink quite heavily. But he never drank in 

the streets and was careful to avoid any displays of public 

drunkenness. That all changed in New Jersey. In New Jersey, 

he was anonymous. He drank whenever and wherever he 

pleased. When he wasn’t working or sleeping, he was out 

with friends. It was what he did. He’d go to the barroom every 

night, except on Sundays. On Sundays, the bar was closed, 

so on Sundays he drank at home. 

Every Sunday, quin would invite his friends over to our 

place for a party. I enjoyed those parties and looked forward 

to them. It was the only social life we shared. I liked having 

company, entertaining my guests and trying out new recipes. 

I made lots of different dishes during that time, but the hot 

and savory soups and stews I made to help tame that first 

cold New Jersey winter are what I remember best.

soPas y GuIsaDos (souPs And stews)
Soups and stews are a wonderful solution when you have a big group to feed or when you are trying to feed a family on a 

tight budget. Hearty soups make wonderful one-dish meals for weekday family dinners. Just add a salad, bread and dessert 

and you have a complete and delicious meal fit for entertaining. 
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sopa De pollo 
Chicken Soup
Serves: 10

1 4 – 5 pound whole chicken (cut into 
pieces)

3 quarts water

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic

2 large tomatoes (coarsely chopped)

2 bay leaves

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

B⁄c pound vermicelli noodles or your 
favorite pasta

2 tablespoons cornstarch

B⁄e cup cold water

 1 Place all ingredients except the pasta in a large stockpot and bring to a boil over 
medium-high heat. Reduce the heat to low and simmer, covered for 2 hours.

 2 Remove the soup from the heat, then remove the chicken pieces from the soup and set 
aside to cool. When the soup cools to room temperature, chill in the refrigerator for at 
least 2 hours. 

 3 When the chicken pieces can be handled, discard the skin and bones and cut the 
meat into bite-size morsels and refrigerate.

 4 Remove the soup from the refrigerator and skim off all of the fat and debris that has 
accumulated on the surface.

 5 Return the soup to the stockpot, add the chicken, and bring to a boil.

 6 To thicken the broth, dissolve the cornstarch in the cold water. Add this to the boiling 
soup and stir to mix thoroughly.

 7 When the broth has thickened, break the vermicelli pieces into thirds and add to the 
soup, and continue cooking for about 10 minutes or until pasta is tender.

I prescribe this soup for cold and flu season. Chicken soup may not actually cure colds, but it 
sure does make you feel better. Many of our customers treated their cold and flu symptoms 
with this soup, which was always a favorite at Mucho Gusto Café. 
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sopa De CHICHaRos 
Split Pea Soup
Serves: 8 

1 pound split peas

8 cups water

1 medium onion (coarsely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (coarsely 
chopped)

6 cloves garlic

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

6 carrots (peeled & sliced)

2 medium potatoes (peeled & diced)

1 cup plain nonfat yogurt

 1 Place peas in a colander and rinse thoroughly under cold water, removing any small 
stones or bits of soil that may have eluded the packer.

 2 Transfer peas to a large pot, cover with water and soak for 8 hours or overnight.*

 3 Do not drain peas, but begin cooking them in the water they soaked in over medium-
high heat.

 4 Add the onion, green pepper, garlic and dry spices and bring the mixture to a boil. 

 5 Reduce heat and continue cooking for 1 to 1 B⁄c hours or until peas are tender. Add 
more liquid if needed.

 6 Add the carrots and potatoes and continue cooking for another hour or until 
vegetables are tender.

 7 Add the yogurt, adjust spices and continue cooking for an additional 10 minutes.

*In a hurry? Sometimes our lives are so busy we simply can’t plan a meal a day ahead of time. If you 
want to make this dish the same day, use this quick soak method. Bring the split peas to a boil and 
cook them for two minutes. Turn off the heat and let them sit for one hour. Then resume with step 3. 
This method gives very good results and will work with any of my bean recipes. 

It’s hard to beat this hearty and delicious soup on a cold winter 
day. This version is vegetarian, but you can add a little leftover 
ham, pork or chicken if you wish for additional flavor.
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poTaje De jUDIas 
White Bean Soup
Serves: 8

2 cups dried navy beans

10 cups water

2 bay leaves

2 tablespoons olive oil

4 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 large onion (peeled & finely chopped)

1 15-ounce can diced tomatoes

2 medium potatoes (quartered)

4 medium carrots (cut into rings)

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Place beans in a colander and rinse thoroughly under cold water, removing any small 
stones or bits of soil that may have eluded the packer.

 2 Soak the beans in cold water for 8 hours or overnight.

 3 Drain the beans, place them in a large stockpot with the water and bay leaves and 
bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce the heat to low, cover and let simmer 
for about 1 B⁄c hours or until beans are tender.

 4 While beans are cooking, heat the olive oil in a skillet over low heat until fragrant. 
Add the garlic and onions and cook until the onion is translucent and soft. Add the 
tomatoes and continue cooking for about 10 minutes.

 5 When the beans are tender, add the tomato mixture and the remaining ingredients. 
Continue cooking for another 30 minutes, adding more liquid if necessary to give the 
soup the consistency of gravy.

sopa De pURé De fRIjoles neGRo 
Puréed Black Bean Soup
Serves: 10

1 recipe Frijoles Negro (page 22)

shredded cheddar cheese and minced 
onion for garnish

 1 If making from scratch, increase the water in the Frijoles Negro (page 22) recipe 
from 7 to 10 cups. If using leftover beans, add a little dry white wine to the beans.

 2 In the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade, purée the beans in batches 
until all are smooth and creamy.

 3 Transfer the soup to a large dutch oven or casserole and bring to a boil over low heat, 
stirring occasionally to ensure the beans don’t scorch.

 4 Ladle the soup into bowls, garnish with cheese and onion, and serve.

Another wonderful comfort food, your guests will enjoy this delicious treat any time 
of year. This soup is vegetarian, but add a ham bone or other leftover meat for 
additional flavor.

With its velvety texture and rich taste, Sopa de Puré de Frijoles Negro was our most popular 
soup at Mucho Gusto Café. What began as a way to reincarnate a batch of leftover black 
beans for a daily special, became a fixture on our lunch and dinner menus.
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Frijoles – beans
GOOD FOR US AND GOOD FOR THE 
ENViRONMENT
Pulses and legumes are the edible seeds of certain plants, 
including beans, peas, lentils and chickpeas. With more than 
1,000 species, these plants provide a valuable source of 
protein for us. And because they fix the atmospheric nitrogen 
in the soil as they grow, they reduce the need for chemical 
fertilizers, making them important for the environment. 

Dried beans, peas and lentils are eaten either whole with 
the skin still intact or split in half with or without their skins. 
They can be successfully dried and stored for over a year.

ONE OF THE LONGEST-CULTiVATED 
PLANTS
Beans are thought to have originated from the wild lentils 
that still grow in India and the Middle East. Man has been 
cultivating beans for centuries and they are an important part 
of every known cuisine. They first appeared in Southeast Asia 

at least 10,000 years ago. Broad beans were grown in ancient 
Egypt and green beans for 6,000 years in the Americas. 
Archeologists have found beans and lentils in 5,000-year-old 
settlements in the Eastern Mediterranean and Mesopotamia, 
in Egyptian pyramids, in Hungarian caves, and in ancient sites 
in Britain and Switzerland.

NUTRiTiON — THE WONDER FOOD
Beans are very low in fat and high in fiber, and are frequently 
referred to as a wonder food. They are the main source of protein 
for people in many cultures all over the world. Beans contain 
all the nutrients now recognized as important in preventing 
heart disease, cancer and obesity and are recommended by 
the American Diabetes Association because they help stabilize 
blood glucose. They are rich in complex carbohydrates, protein 
and fiber, and are extremely low in fat. In addition, they are 
a good source of iron, zinc, phosphorus, potassium, selenium, 
molybdenum, thiamine, vitamin B6 and folic acid.
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CaRne Con papas 
Beef and Potato Stew
Serves: 10

B⁄c cup olive oil

2 pounds boneless chuck roast cut into 
cubes

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

B⁄e teaspoon paprika

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 cup dry red wine

1 cup water

4 large potatoes (peeled & cut into 
cubes)

B⁄e cup capers (drained)

2 tablespoons parsley (finely chopped)

 1 Heat the oil in a large casserole or wide dutch oven over medium heat and brown the 
meat on all sides.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender.

 3 Add the tomato sauce, water and wine, reduce heat, cover and cook slowly for 1 hour. 

 4 Add the potatoes and capers, add more liquid if necessary to prevent stew from 
drying out, cover and simmer for 30 minutes more or until potatoes are cooked and 
meat is tender.

 5 When ready to serve, transfer to a deep serving dish and garnish the top with the 
parsley.

 Meat and potatoes with a bit more zest. This rustic dish calls for a rustic wine. My 
recommendation is a Spanish Garnacha — a simple and charming wine, with flavors of 
black currants, black cherries, pepper and spices, all wrapped up in an earthy shell. A 
perfect comfort wine for your Cuban comfort food.

Many cultures have a version of beef stew — one of the ultimate comfort foods. I 
think you’ll agree when you try Carne con Papas, that Cuba’s version of this classic is 
delightful. In Hemingway’s The Old Man and The Sea, Carne con Papas is what the boy 
feeds the exhausted old man to revive him.
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soPas Frías (Cold souPs)
Of course, it’s also important to have a few cold soups you can roll out when the weather turns warm. You’ll love these refreshing and 

delicious choices.

GazpaCHo 
Cold Vegetable Soup
Serves: 10

4 large tomatoes (finely diced)

1 small red onion (finely chopped)

B⁄c medium green pepper (finely 
chopped)

1 large cucumber (peeled, seeded & 
finely chopped)

B⁄e cup olive oil

1 clove garlic (diced & crushed)

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar

4 cups tomato juice or V-8 juice

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

12 dashes hot pepper sauce (or to taste)

1 avocado (cut into slices)

2 tablespoons fresh parsley (finely 
chopped)

 1 Combine all ingredients, except the avocado and parsley, in a large bowl. Cover and 
refrigerate until thoroughly chilled.

 2 When ready to serve, ladle into chilled bowls. Garnish the top of each bowl with a 
slice of avocado and sprinkle with a pinch of chopped parsley.

For a really fun appetizer, serve this gazpacho to your guests in chilled shot glasses with lightly salted 
rims. Float a tiny piece of avocado on top — yum!

 The flavors of summer in a cold bowl of soup conjure up visions of flip-flops, swimsuits 
and an ice bucket with a chilled Chilean Sauvignon Blanc. Grown in the cool zones of 
the Andes, the Sauvignon Blanc grape reaches its greatness and produces a complex 
taste of gooseberries and green peppers with a twist of white peach. It’s the perfect 
complement to that cool and zesty bowl of gazpacho. 

This is a great way to start off a meal on a hot 
summer day. Add a cold cut sandwich and you 
have a fantastic meal without having to turn 
on the stove.
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sopa De ManGo 
Mango Soup
Serves: 8

3 medium mangos (peeled & pitted)

1 cup orange juice

2 cups low-fat or nonfat plain yogurt*

B⁄e cup triple sec or other orange flavor 
liqueur

*Substituting yogurt for sour cream in 
creamy soups like this one can make a 
big difference. Much less fat; lots more 
healthy protein. 

 1 In a food processor bowl fitted with a steel blade, purée the mango.

 2 Add the remaining ingredients and process until smooth.

 3 Transfer the soup to a large bowl, cover and refrigerate for at least 2 hours.

 4 Serve in chilled bowls, garnish with a slice of fresh mango or orange.

sopa De aGUaCaTe Y pepIno 
Avocado and Cucumber Soup
Serves: 10

1 large avocado (cut in chunks)*

1 large cucumber (peeled, seeded & cut 
in chunks)

3 cups plain low-fat or nonfat yogurt

B⁄e cup lime juice

1 tablespoon cilantro leaves (finely 
chopped)

B⁄i teaspoon cayenne pepper

B⁄c teaspoon salt

1 small tomato (finely diced) for garnish

fresh herbs (finely chopped) for garnish
*One if using the large, smooth, green-skinned, 
variety grown in Florida and the Caribbean, 
two if using the smaller, pebbly, black-skinned, 
Hass avocados from California and Mexico.

 1 In a food processor bowl fitted with a steel blade, purée the avocado chunks.

 2 Add the remaining ingredients, except the tomato, and process until smooth.

 3 Refrigerate at least 2 hours.

 4 Serve in chilled bowls topped with a dollop of garnish.

 5 For the garnish, toss the diced tomato with finely chopped fresh herbs (whatever you 
have on hand — I like chives, oregano and cilantro). 

This wonderful and exotic soup is hard to beat on a hot summer 
day — delicious, nutritious and so easy to make.
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PaNeCITos (little breAds)
The quick breads below are not authentic Cuban cuisine, but have a fun Latin flair. They are so delicious with soup; I just had to include 

them here.

paneCITos De MaÍz Y ajI 
Corn and Pepper Muffins
Makes: About 2 dozen medium-sized muffins

1 cup all-purpose flour

1 cup fine cornmeal

1 tablespoon baking powder

2 tablespoons sugar

1 cup milk

1 egg (beaten)

2 tablespoons butter (softened)

1 small onion (finely chopped)

1 habanero pepper (seeded & finely 
chopped)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon cayenne pepper

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare muffin tins by treating them with non-stick 
cooking spray for baking.

 2 Combine the flour, cornmeal, baking powder and sugar in a small bowl and set aside.

 3 In a large bowl, combine all of the remaining ingredients.

 4 Slowly add the dry ingredients to the milk mixture and stir until thoroughly combined.

 5 Carefully spoon the batter into the muffin tins, filling each tin about C/d of the way up.

 6 Bake for 20 minutes or until golden brown and a toothpick inserted in the center of a 
muffin comes out clean.
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paneCITos De aCeITUnas 
Olive Muffins
Makes: About 2 dozen medium-sized muffins

2 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon olive oil 

2 cups flour

1 tablespoon baking powder

1 teaspoon salt

1 cup milk

1 egg (beaten)

2 tablespoons butter

B⁄c cup green salad olives (coarsely 
chopped)

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare muffin tins by treating them with non-stick 
cooking spray for baking.

 2 Place the crushed garlic in a small microwave-safe dish, drizzle with the olive oil, cover, 
microwave on high for 1 minute and set aside.

 3 Combine the flour, baking powder and salt in a small bowl and set aside.

 4 In a large bowl, combine the remaining ingredients, add the garlic and mix thoroughly.

 5 Slowly add the dry ingredients to the milk mixture and stir until thoroughly combined.

 6 Carefully spoon the batter into the muffin tins, filling each tin about C/d of the way up.

 7 Bake for 20 minutes or until golden brown and a toothpick inserted in the center of a 
muffin comes out clean.
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foCaCCIa a la CUbana
Cuban-style Focaccia Bread
Makes: 2 8'' round loaves

For the dough

1 envelope rapid-rise yeast

3 B⁄c cups all-purpose flour

1 cup warm water

1 B⁄e cups leftover mashed potatoes

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 teaspoon salt

For the toPPing

2 tablespoons olive oil

B⁄c cup coarsely chopped green salad 
olives

2 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

DOUGH
 1 In a large bowl, combine the yeast, B⁄c cup of the flour and B⁄c cup of the warm water. 

Mix these together until thoroughly combined, cover and set aside for about 20 
minutes.

 2 Add 1 B⁄c cups of the flour to the yeast mixture and beat thoroughly for a few minutes.

 3 Add the remaining flour and other dough ingredients and continue mixing until the 
dough comes together.

 4 Place the dough onto a lightly floured surface and knead for about 5 minutes, until 
dough is sticky.

 5 Shape the dough into a ball and transfer it to a lightly oiled bowl. Turn the dough to 
coat, and cover with plastic wrap or a damp towel. Place the bowl in a warm area and 
allow the dough to rise until doubled, about 1 hour.

 6 Prepare two baking sheets by treating them with non-stick cooking spray for baking.

 7 Wet your hands to prevent the dough from sticking to them. Divide the dough in half, 
flatten it and shape it into two 8'' rounds. Place a loaf onto each baking sheet, cover 
with oiled plastic wrap and let rise in a warm area until doubled, about 1 hour.

 8 Preheat oven to 425°.

 9 When the dough is ready, with wet hands press dimples into it. Dimples should be 
about 2" apart and deep enough to hold a small amount of topping.

TOPPING
 1 In a small bowl, thoroughly combine all ingredients.

 2 Carefully spoon small bits of the topping onto the tops of the focaccia loaves.

BAKE
 1 Place the loaves into the oven, and bake for about 20 minutes, or until the bottoms 

are golden brown and crisp.

 2 To ensure the two loaves bake evenly, switch the pans between the racks and rotate 
the backs to the front about halfway through baking time. 

This bread is delicious. It’s the best way I’ve found to use leftover 
mashed potatoes. If you don’t have leftover mashed potatoes on 
hand, begin by paring, cooking and mashing a couple of medium-
sized potatoes.
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CHAPTER 7

oTra ClaSE DE ViDa
Another Kind of Life

I liked having my husband at home and his 

friends were fun to be with. They loved my cooking and 

always complimented my food. There was always someone 

with a guitar and drums. I loved to sing the old songs and 

everybody danced.

The only problem was that those parties almost always 

ended the same way: with quin passed out in a chair. 

Life just sort of went on this way for a few years. We 

continued to work at it and we tried to make a go of it in New

Jersey. It certainly wasn’t all bad, we had some happy 

moments — we were young and I loved him. He and I would 

have these heart-to-heart talks about his drinking and 

carousing. I’d let him know how much this was hurting me and 

our daughter. He’d promise to do better. And things would 

improve for a while — a few weeks, even a few months. He 

wouldn’t drink as much, he’d spend more time at home, and 

he’d pay a little more attention to Mirta and me, but then, 

sooner or later, he’d be back to his old ways.

“Escu’e me, niños, I need to check on dinner and I just remember, I have leetle saladito in mi refrigerador I 
want you try. I be right back.”
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CHAPTER 7

oTra ClaSE DE ViDa
Another Kind of Life



154

Last week, I make something I think you like.

It is very easy. You need to make few day ahead before you company is comin’, so the olives have chance to mingle 
with spices.

aCeITUnas MaRInaDas 
Marinated Olives
Makes: About 1 quart marinated olives

1 16-ounce jar unpitted green olives 
(drained)

1 16-ounce jar unpitted black olives 
(drained)

B⁄c cup olive oil

B⁄e cup red wine vinegar

2 bay leaves (crushed)

2 cloves garlic (peeled & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon cumin seeds

B⁄c teaspoon crushed dried red chili 
peppers

1 lime peel (white pith removed)

 1 Mix all the ingredients together in 
a non-reactive bowl. Transfer to a 
covered container and refrigerate for 
at least a couple of days.

 2 Remove from the refrigerator an hour or so before serving, as the olive oil will have 
congealed in the refrigerator.

These olives are a quick, simple and delicious 
appetizer. They are a great thing for the busy 
hostess to have on hand. You can make them 
days in advance, they keep for a long time in 
the refrigerator and they require no additional 
preparation other than pouring them into a 
serving dish. Serve them accompanied by a 
little bread, crackers or our Tostaditas de Aji y 
Queso (page 261).
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¿Le gusta, Señor? 

Como esta su familia, Chica? Did you call your mommy today?

You good girl!

¡Es muy importante, Señor! You need to say hello to you family every day. You never know. Life es fonny; 
one day you no have them anymore. Like when I lose mi hermano.

When did I finally leave my husband?

I actually left him twice, honey. I left, then we comin’ back together — it is long story. You sure you wannah 
hear about this?

Okay. Well, lessee. Things no change for me, until my sister comin’ for visita to New Jersey. We have nice 
time. We laugh and talk for hours, but she see mi situacion and she no happy for me.

She say I need to move back home with mi familia en Cuba.

I no sure I ready to give up on quin and return to Cuba, but I miss mi familia so much. And, I decide Mirta 
and I go home for una visita. We would fly to Cuba and spend few weeks with my parents. Then, on the 
way back to New Jersey, we stop for few day in Miami and see two old girlfriends from Fomento.

Well, I have una experiencia there that nearly change everything. I get glimpse of another kind of life.

“¡Bienvenidos, Aida! We’re so glad you’re 

here!” The friendly welcome and warm hugs from my 

girlfriends, Magda and Rita, made me feel good about my 

decision to stop in Miami before returning home. I could no 

longer bear the sadness that had overwhelmed my family in 

Cuba after my brother’s unexpected death, but I was also 

in no hurry to return to my husband and our “happy home” 

in New Jersey.

“Hola, chica, you must be Mirtica! Aida, your daughter 

is beautiful. She looks just like you. Rita will show you the 

place and where you’ll be sleeping. I’ll make us a bite to eat. 

We’ll give you ladies a chance to get settled and then we 

can catch up.”

Our room was beautiful with a peaceful atmosphere — so 

different than what my baby had grown accustomed to. Rita 

gave us her bedroom and moved in with Magda. They made 

us feel right at home. As I sat down on the bed, I thought 

back on my visit home. The homecoming in Cuba had been 

really sweet. It was wonderful to see everyone again and to 

hold each of them close. 

The evening we arrived in Fomento, my mother had 

greeted us with a big plate of bistec de palomilla and 

steaming white rice. 
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bIsTeC De paloMIlla 
Cuban Fried Steak 
Serves: 4

2 pounds top sirloin

4 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄e cup naranja agria (bitter orange juice), 
or substitute a mixture of equal parts 
orange juice and lime juice

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon pepper

1 medium onion (thinly sliced into rings)

4 tablespoons olive oil

2 tablespoons fresh parsley (finely 
chopped)

 1 Using a tenderizing mallet, pound the steak on both sides until B⁄e" thick, then cut the 
steak into serving pieces.

 2 Combine the garlic, dry spices and naranja agria in a container.

 3 Place the steaks into the marinade, cover and refrigerate for at least one hour, turning 
steaks to ensure all are marinated.

 4 Remove the steaks from the marinade and pat dry. Reserve the marinade.

 5 In a large skillet, heat the oil over medium heat until very hot. Fry each of the steaks 
for a couple of minutes on each side.

 6 Transfer the steaks to a serving platter and keep warm.

 7 Pour the marinade into the pan, bring to a boil, add the onion and cook until the onion 
is translucent, about 3 minutes.

 8 Garnish the steaks with the onion and sauce from the pan, sprinkle the parsley over 
the top and serve immediately.

helPFul hint: There are three important secrets for a delicious bistec de palomilla — buy a good 
cut of beef (I like top sirloin because it has more flavor than more expensive cuts), slice it thin, and 
tenderize it thoroughly. 

The traditional old-fashioned way to tenderize the beef was to use a smooth stone. This method gives 
great results, but with our busy lives today few of us have the time. If you’re a busy person, go to the 
meat counter in your local market, pick out the steak you want and ask the butcher to tenderize it 
for you. Or, if you had a bad day at work, take the steak home, pretend it’s a problem you’re dealing 
with and give it a thorough beating with a tenderizing mallet — a great, safe way to get rid of all that 
frustration.

 I recommend you pair this dish with an aggressive red wine from the Toro region 
of Spain. This up-and-coming wine region is producing full-throttled reds — provincial, 
dramatic and explosively fruity.

Bistec de Palomilla is a quick and delicious meal for the busy cook. 
You make it in a hurry, but it tastes so great that your guests will 
think it took you hours to prepare. 
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After stuffing ourselves, we sat down for a 

long chat, staying up half the night catching up. My family 

couldn’t believe how much Mirta had grown or what a 

sophisticated city lady I’d become. 

The next morning, my father took me to the finca to 

check on my investments. By carefully managing the food 

and rent money that quin gave me each week, I’d managed 

to set a little aside which I sent to my father the year before. 

With it, he had purchased four cows in my name. Now there 

were eight, and with any luck there would be more on the 

way soon. It was great reconnecting with my father and 

revisiting the spots for which I had such fond childhood 

memories.

A few days later, my brother Chi Chi, who was also 

living in the United States with his family, came home to 

Fomento for a visit. It was wonderful to see him and to be 

together once more in Cuba! We’d always shared a special 

relationship. He loved to tease me and always knew how to 

make me laugh. We’d played together a lot as children, and 

his mischievous antics always got us both in lots of trouble. 

We had such a good time reminiscing about the past, and 

I’m so grateful that providence interceded on our behalf, 

giving us the chance to spend his last days together with 

our family in Fomento. I loved him so much and know I’ll miss 

him always. 

We knew that Chi Chi had been having some health 

problems, but his death still came as a horrible shock to us 

all. He was ill when he arrived, but I don’t believe any of us 

realized how serious his heart condition was. 

My family begged me to stay when I told them, a few 

weeks after his death, that I needed to return to the U.S. My 

father was furious with me. “¿Tú estas loca? Why do you want 

to go back to that man, Aida? You and your daughter have a 

home here; you do not need to do this! Mira, mi hija, I already 

have one of my children in the cementario. If you go back 

with Joaquin, I will put you in there beside Chi Chi — both of 

you dead to me.”

It doesn’t take me long to unpack, we have so few things that 

both Mirta’s clothes and mine fit comfortably in one large 

suitcase. quin doesn’t believe in “wasting money on clothes.”

I think about my father’s words as I put our things away 

in the chest of drawers, and I wonder: “Would it be possible 

to have another kind of life?”

I’d like to leave my husband, but I don’t know how. He’ll 

never let us go without a fight.

“Oh well, why torture myself about it?” I thought. “We 

don’t have another kind of life, we have only this one and 

Mirta and I must return to it in just a few days, but for now I 

want to enjoy my friends.”

Magda made a delicious meal for us, Ajiaco Criollo with 

crusty Cuban Bread.
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ajIaCo CRIollo 
Tropical Vegetable Stew
Serves: 10

3 tablespoons olive oil

3 pounds lean pork (cut into 2" cubes)

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dry leaf oregano 

1 15-ounce tomato sauce

2 cups beef stock

1 cup dry red wine

2 cups water

1 medium-size yuca (peeled & coarsely 
chopped)

1 pound malanga (peeled & cut into 2" 
dice)

2 ears of corn (husked, trimmed & 
quartered)

2 green plantains, peeled & quartered

1 boniato (peeled & cut into 2" dice)

 1 In a large soup pot, heat 
the olive oil over medium 
heat until fragrant.

 2 Add the pork and brown for about 5 minutes, stirring regularly.

 3 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender. 

 4 Add the tomato sauce, beef stock, wine and water and bring it to a boil, then reduce 
the heat to low.

 5 Add all of the remaining ingredients.

 6 Cover and cook slowly for about 45 minutes until the vegetables are tender.

This hearty, flavorful peasant stew, which features tropical root 
vegetables, is an early example of fusion cuisine, a combination 
of Caribbean, African and Spanish influences. Every Cuban 
cook has her own version of this traditional dish. Some recipes 
call for beef and chicken in addition to, or instead of, the pork 
used in this recipe. The selection of vegetables to include is 
equally varied, so ajiaco is a wonderful way to use bits of meat 
and vegetable leftovers. 
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Welcome To The Vegetable Underground
ViANDAS — TROPiCAL ROOT 
VEGETABLES
Starchy root vegetables are an important staple food in 
tropical regions throughout the world. While North American 
favorites — white potatoes and carrots — are both popular 
ingredients in Latin cuisine, the cuisine is better known for its 
use of other subterranean veggies. Look for these tasty and 
nutritious roots the next time you go to the store. Try your hand 
at my recipes and add some interesting tastes, variety and 
nutrients to your table. 

Malanga — Root Vegetable Similar 
to Taro
A MAlAngA by Any other nAMe would tAste 
As yuMMy — Malanga goes by many names including yautia, 
tannia, tannier, cocoyam, lila, macabo, taioba, quequisque, sato-
imo, kolocasi, ocumo and Japanese potato. It is similar in taste 
and appearance to its close relative, taro or dasheen. Above 
ground, the malanga resembles the elephant ear plant. Edible 
tubers (cormels) form in the soil at its base. A large central corm 
(compressed underground stem) forms as the plant grows, with 
a cluster or cormels (grayish brown lateral tubers) around it. 
Because the cormels are stems, not roots, they store valuable 
nutrients for the plant. This makes malanga extremely valuable 
nutritionally, since it contains concentrated nutrition. 

Malanga tubers vary in size and shape, from a few inches 
long and weighing a quarter of a pound to eight or more inches 
long and two pounds or more, depending on variety. Its wrinkly 
and hairy skin is gray to brown causing it to look more like an 
overgrown gladiola bulb than a potato. The interior has an 

extremely crisp texture and can vary in color from cream to 
yellow to pink. 

Malanga is high in calories, at 135 calories per half-cup 
cooked serving, and is more flavorful than other starchy 
roots. It is a fairly good source of thiamine and riboflavin and 
contributes modest amounts of vitamin C and iron. Malanga 
supports digestion and is believed to help with congestion.

one oF the Most hyPoAllegeniC Foods in the 
world — Like potatoes, malangas are a versatile vegetable 
that can be baked, boiled, fried and mashed or added to stews 
and soups for heartiness and flavor. Malanga is also dried and 
milled into flour. Malanga flour is used as a substitute for wheat 
flour to make cookies, breads, pancakes, muffins and more. 
Even persons with serious allergies to all types of grains do 
very well with this flour. The starch grains are the smallest and 
most easily digested of all complex carbohydrates. For these 
reasons, puréed malanga is the first food that mothers in Cuba 
give their babies. 

seleCtion And PrePArAtion — Malangas are avail-
able year-round in Hispanic markets, Asian markets and some 
supermarkets. Select malangas that are dry and firm to the 
touch. Larger malangas are generally easier to pare than small 
ones. Avoid any that have soft spots or that appear desiccated. 
Malangas will keep for a week or so at room temperature, 
refrigerate them for longer life. Prepare malangas by first 
peeling them with a vegetable peeler and proceed according 
to recipe directions.
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pURé De MalanGa 
Mashed Malanga
Serves: 8

6 large malangas 

chicken or vegetable broth

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Peel and quarter the malanga. While the skin is tough, a vegetable peeler works well.

 2 Place the malanga into a deep pan and cover with the broth.

 3 Bring to a boil over medium-high heat.

 4 Reduce heat and continue cooking for about 30 minutes or until the malanga is 
tender.

 5 Remove from heat and drain.

 6 Mash malanga with a potato masher or purée with a hand mixer.

 7 Add salt and pepper to taste.

VAriAtion: Dress up mashed malanga as you would mashed potatoes with optional additional 
ingredients like butter, sour cream, cheese, roasted garlic, etc. 

Next time, instead of accompanying 
a favorite main course with mashed 
potatoes, try my mashed malanga. 
Malanga has a delicious nutty flavor 
your guests will enjoy.
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MaRIQUITas De MalanGa 
Malanga Chips
Serves: 10

6 large malangas 

canola oil for frying

salt to taste

 1 Peel the malanga, and cut into thin slices using a mandolin or box grater.

 2 Preheat the oven to 250°.

 3 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350°- 375°.

 4 Fry the malanga chips in small batches turning them frequently with a slotted spoon 
until they are golden brown. The chips will cook quickly in just a couple of minutes.

 5 Drain the chips on paper towels, pat dry and sprinkle with salt.

 6 Keep the fried chips hot by placing them in the oven on a cookie sheet.

 7 Transfer to a serving bowl and serve hot, accompanied by Mojo Criollo (page 20).

n Baked Malanga Chips — Peel and pare malanga as directed above. Toss malanga slices in one 
tablespoon of olive oil. Place them in a single layer on a baking sheet treated with nonstick cooking 
spray. Season the malanga with salt or garlic salt. Bake at 350° for about 15 minutes or until brown 
and crisp.

Literally translated Mariquitas de Malanga is “Malanga Fairies.” 
Yuca, boniato and other tropical root vegetables can also be 
prepared this way. 
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yuca – Cassava
Root of Many Faces
Popular dessert, deadly poison, nourishing food staple. Cassava 
is a tall tropical perennial shrub that may grow to fifteen feet. 
The edible parts are the leaves and the tuberous root. The root 
is brown in color and may grow up to two feet long. Cassava is 
best known in the U.S. and Europe as the source of tapioca, but 
did you also know that it is a vital staple food for nearly a half 
billion people worldwide — or that some varieties contain toxic 
levels of cyanide? The Mayan and Taino peoples figured out 
ways to extract the poison for the tips of their darts and arrows, 
and then make the rest into dinner. Fortunately, the varieties 
produced for consumption today contain only small levels 
of cyanide that are rendered completely harmless through 
cooking. Cassava is also dried and milled into flour for baking 
breads. Industrial uses include animal feed, paper-making, 
textiles, adhesives, laundry starch and alcohol.

Famine Fighter and Energy 
Superstar
Drought resistant, heat tolerant (it requires a minimum 
temperature of 80°), and high yielding, cassava can survive 
extreme conditions. It does better in poor soils than any other 
major food plant and its roots produce more food energy per 

acre of land than any other staple crop. In some parts of the 
world the roots may be left in the ground for several years 
before harvesting, which means it plays an important role in 
preventing famine when other crops fail. 

And, Tasty, Too
Cassava is nutritionally comparable to potatoes, except that 
it has twice the fiber and a higher level of potassium. Like 
potatoes, cassava is a versatile vegetable that can be cooked 
in a variety of ways — baked, boiled or fried; it can be grated to 
make pancakes or fritters, or sliced and made into snack chips. 

Selection and Preparation
Cassava roots are widely available. You can find them 
in Hispanic markets and in the produce section of many 
supermarkets. The roots are waxed to preserve them, as they 
do not have a long shelf life. Select cassava roots that are hard 
with no soft spots. Peel the cassava with a knife or vegetable 
peeler, removing the thick brown outer skin and the pink under 
skin. Then proceed as directed in the recipe.

Frozen cassava that is ready to cook is also widely 
available. It is inexpensive and is a good option for the busy 
cook, as it saves lots of prep time.
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YUCa fRITa
Fried Cassava Root
Serves: 6

1 16-ounce package frozen cassava

canola oil for frying

salt to taste

 1 Cover the cassava with salted water and bring it to a boil over medium heat. Reduce 
heat, cover and continue cooking about 30 minutes or until the cassava is very tender.

 2 Drain the cassava and allow it to cool.

 3 When the cassava is cool enough to be handled, cut it into sticks like thick French 
fries, discarding the tough fibrous core.

 4 In a deep fryer or in a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375°.

 5 Fry the cassava in small batches, turning with a slotted spoon, until crisp on all sides, 
about 5 minutes.

 6 Drain on a paper-towel-lined platter, sprinkle with salt and keep warm in a 200° oven.

 7 Transfer to a serving platter and serve accompanied by a dish of Mojo Criollo (page 
20) on the side for dipping.

n Oven-roasted cassava — prepare as above through step 3, then preheat oven to 350° and 
prepare a cookie sheet by treating it with nonstick cooking spray. Toss the cassava in 1 tablespoon 
olive oil, sprinkle lightly with salt, spread on cookie sheet and bake for about 15 minutes, turning about 
halfway through cooking time to ensure even browning.
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boniato – Tropical Sweet Potato
Half Potato — Half Sweet Potato
The boniato, which is also called white sweet potato, batata, 
Cuban sweet potato or camote, is a variety of sweet potato 
with white flesh rather than the yellow or orange flesh of its 
cousins. Boniatos vary in size and are irregular in shape; the skin 
is burgundy colored and its flesh is white to cream. Like other 
forms of the sweet potato, it originated in Central America. A 
member of the morning glory family, it was cultivated as early 
as 1000 B.C. in Colombia and Peru. Think of the boniato as a 
cross between a baking potato and a sweet potato in flavor 
and color. It is much fluffier, drier, and less sweet than the yellow 
or orange varieties. 

GOOD FOR YOU
Like their orange-fleshed cousins, boniatos are rich in nutrition. 
A complex carbohydrate, they are rich in vitamin C, low in 
calories and fat free.

Selection and Preparation
Boniatos are available in Hispanic markets and in the tropical 
produce section of many supermarkets. A good-quality boniato 
will be very hard and heavy. Avoid any that are soft, wrinkled 

or feel light for their size. Because freshly harvested boniatos 
are available all year long, the crop is not cured for long-term 
storage as the common sweet potato is. For this reason, it 
bruises easily and spoils quickly. Boniatos will not keep well 
once you get them home, so plan to use them within a day or 
two of purchase. Store them at room temperature in a well-
ventilated area, and don’t refrigerate them.

Boniatos are prepared and can be used in the same manner 
as the orange- or yellow-fleshed sweet potato, although the 
final product will not be as sweet. Bake, boil, roast, fry, steam, 
sauté, mash, purée, cream, or combine them in custards and 
flans, puddings, pies, and muffins. Peeled boniatos should be 
dropped into cold water immediately to prevent discoloration. 
And, if you are making a recipe that calls for boiling, be sure to 
keep the boniato completely covered with water, or gray and 
blue stains will appear on the boniato’s surface.



165OTRA CLASE DE VIDA

bonIaTos fRITos 
Fried Sweet Potato Rounds
Serves: 6

3 medium boniatos

canola oil for frying

salt or sugar (optional)

 1 Peel the boniatos and cut them into B⁄c''-thick rounds.

 2 In a deep fryer or a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375°. 

 3 Fry the boniato in small batches, turning with a slotted spoon, until golden brown, 
about 5 minutes.

 4 Drain on a paper-towel-lined platter, sprinkle with salt or sugar and keep warm in a 
200° oven.

n Oven-roasted boniatos — prepare as above through step 1, then preheat oven to 350° and 
prepare a cookie sheet by treating it with nonstick cooking spray. Toss the boniato in 1 tablespoon 
olive oil, spread on a cookie sheet, cover with aluminum foil and bake for 8 minutes. Remove cover 
and bake for an additional 7 minutes, turn occasionally to ensure even browning. Sprinkle with salt or 
sugar and serve.

After dinner,I put my daughter to bed and then sat down 

to chat with my friends.

They wasted no time in getting right to the point. “Miami 

would be better for you, Aida,” Magda said as I returned to the 

kitchen where she was sitting with Rita. “You need to get out of your 

marriage, honey. I’m sorry, Aida, I know it’s none of my business, but 

Cari told us about what she saw when she visited you and quin in 

New Jersey. I haven’t stopped thinking about it since I heard. I love 

you and I want to help.”

“You’re right, Magda,” I replied, “it is not your business, but you 

are also right, my life is a disaster. But leave quin? I don’t know.”

“I know it is hard, but you will be lucky to be rid of him,” 

said Rita.

We chatted for hours about this and everything else that was 

going on in my life and theirs. It was wonderful to be with them 

and I felt happy again. It had been a very long time since I felt so 

relaxed and at home. 

Before turning in for the night, Rita pulled me aside. “Magda and I 

have discussed this. We want you and Mirta to stay right here with 

us. We’ll split everything — food, rent, everything — three ways. You’ll 

be helping us out with the bills and we’ll be helping you out with a 

place to stay. Please promise me you’ll think about it… at least give 

it a try for a little while?”
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I slept good, but woke up early. I wiped the sleep from my 

eyes and made my way down the darkened hallway. Magda 

was already up and back in the kitchen making coffee. 

“¿Café? ¡Toma!”

“!Sí, gracias, mi amor!”

“I spoke with my friend Emilio first thing this morning. I 

told him you were here. He owns a little bar and grill down 

the street. And, guess what, he just lost his waitress. You 

have an interview in 45 minutes!”

“¡Aye Dios Mio! Thank you, but I look so awful. I’ve got 

to go get ready!”

“You look beautiful. I know Emilio is going to like you.”

Well, Emilio did like me. I got the job and I went to work that 

same day.

I was pretty clumsy at it at first. There was a lot to do. 

Take orders, fry a steak, grill a sandwich, make coffee, get 

a beer, and all in my best dress and high heels. Eventually, I 

got the hang of it and soon I was pretty good at it. And the 

customers liked me. I was young, pretty and full of fun.

I also got to practice my cooking skills and learn new 

things… mostly Cuban-style fast food, but delicious. And 

when Emilio learned that I could cook, he also had me make 

a special every day.
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sanDWICH CUbano 
Cuban Sandwich
Makes: 1 sandwich

1 6'' piece Pan Cubano (page 39) 
sliced lengthwise*

1 or 2 thin slices Pierna de Puerco Asada 
(page 264)

1 or 2 thin slices deli-style ham

1 or 2 thin slices Swiss cheese

dill pickle

prepared yellow mustard

butter
*Unless you make your own, or happen to live 
in a community with a Cuban bakery, finding 
Pan Cubano will be tough. French or Italian 
bread will make a good substitute.

 1 If you have a sandwich press or waffle iron with a griddle plate, preheat it. If not, heat 
a large, heavy skillet over medium heat.

 2 Spread the cut sides of the bread lightly with mustard.

 3 Layer the pork, ham, cheese and pickle onto the bottom portion of the bread and 
close the sandwich.

 4 Spread the outside of the bread lightly with butter.

 5 Sandwich Press — close the press around the sandwich, pressing the top down, and let 
it toast until it is heated through and is lightly crispy on the outside.

 6 Skillet — place the sandwich in the skillet, and press it down with a flat heavy object 
(a bacon press or another skillet works well). When lightly toasted on one side, turn it 
over and repeat.

These sandwiches are so good that we never make just one. If you are making Cubanos for a group, 
preheat the oven to 350°. Place up to 5 sandwiches side-by-side on a cooking sheet, top them with 
another cookie sheet, squeeze them together, place two bricks on top and put them into the oven for 
10 minutes. Remove the cookie sheets from the oven, turn the sandwiches over and reassemble the 
cookie sheet press and return to the oven for an additional 5 minutes. 

 Whether you’re enjoying your Cuban sandwich as an appetizer, for lunch or as a main 
course at dinner, this sandwich will pair wonderfully with a light- to medium-bodied red. 
My suggestion is a Spanish Bierzo. Made with the Mecia grape, it’s one of Spain’s most 
fruity, aromatic and refreshing reds.

Another great pairing is a Txakolina from Santander — Basque country in Northern 
Spain. A bit lighter, these delicious white wines deliver a piercing punch to accompany 
your snack.

Cuban sandwiches are now very popular in America. Restaurants of all 
kinds feature them on their menu, and the variations you see are endless. 
This is the classic Cubano. The key to a good Cuban sandwich is the 
quality of the roast pork.



168

MeDIa noCHe 
Midnight Sandwich
Makes: 1 sandwich

1 egg bread bun

1 or 2 thin slices Pierna de Puerco Asada 
(page 264)

1 or 2 thin slices deli-style ham

1 or 2 thin slices Swiss cheese

dill pickle

prepared yellow mustard

mayonnaise (optional)

butter

 1 Spread the bottom side of the bun with mayonnaise, the top with mustard.

 2 Proceed as with preparation of Sandwich Cubano (page 167), beginning at  
step three.

pan Con bIsTeC
Steak Sandwich
Makes: 1 sandwich

1 6'' piece Pan Cubano (page 39) 
sliced lengthwise & toasted

1 4-ounce piece Bistec de Palomilla 
(page 156)

B⁄c small onion (thinly sliced) 

lettuce, tomato (optional)

 1 Spread the cut sides of the bread with mayonnaise, mustard or ketchup as desired.

 2 Place the lettuce on one half, cover with the tomatoes.

 3 Prepare the steak and onions as per recipe for Bistec de Palomilla (page 156). 

 4 Place the steak over one bread slice, cover with the sautéed onions and top with the 
other bread slice to complete the sandwich.



169

CHoRIpan 
Spicy Sausage Sandwich
Makes: 1 sandwich

1 6''-piece Pan Cubano (page 39) 
sliced lengthwise & toasted

B⁄c large chorizo, thinly sliced

B⁄c small onion (peeled & thinly sliced)

mustard or mayonnaise (optional)

 1 In a heavy skillet over medium heat, cook the chorizo, stirring occasionally for about  
5 minutes.

 2 Add the onion and sauté together with the chorizo until the onion is translucent and 
tender.

 3 Spread the cut sides of the bread with mustard or mayonnaise if desired.

 4 Place the cooked chorizo over one bread slice, top with the sautéed onions, and cover 
with the other bread slice to complete the sandwich.

fRITas 
Cuban-style Hamburgers
Makes: 12 small hamburgers

4 medium potatoes

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 cup stale bread (cubed)

B⁄c cup milk

1 small onion (finely chopped)

1 B⁄c pounds lean ground beef

1 egg

2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon paprika

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

pinch cayenne pepper

1 dozen small hamburger buns

ketchup (optional)

 1 Peel potatoes and shred them with a box grater or food processor.

 2 Heat the oil in a heavy skillet and sauté the potatoes until done and crispy, then place 
them in a 200° oven to keep warm.

 3 Meanwhile, in a large bowl, soak the bread in the milk.

 4 Add the remaining ingredients, except the buns, and mix thoroughly.

 5 Shape the meat into 12 balls and flatten them into patties.

 6 Place as many patties as will comfortably fit into a large, heavy skillet and fry them 
over medium-high heat until they are nicely browned on both sides. Repeat for the 
remaining patties. 

 7 Dress the buns with ketchup as desired, transfer the burgers to the bottom halves of 
the buns, place a small portion of the fried potatoes on top of each, and close with the 
top halves to complete the sandwiches.

These small hamburgers are a tasty treat. They’re 
the vintage Cuban version of the sliders that are so 
popular on many restaurant menus today. 
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MasITas De pollo 
Cuban-style Chicken Tenders
Serves: 6

2 pounds boneless, skinless chicken 
breasts

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano

B⁄e teaspoon paprika

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

1 cup flour

canola oil for frying

 1 Butterfly the chicken breasts, pound each piece with a tenderizer mallet to about B⁄c''-
thick, and cut into small pieces.

 2 Place the chicken pieces in a large nonreactive container, season with the dry spices 
and toss to coat. Add the Mojo Criollo, stir, and refrigerate for a minimum of 2 hours.

 3 Remove the chicken from the marinade and pat dry. Discard the marinade.

 4 Place the flour in a large bowl, add the chicken pieces a few at a time and toss to 
coat.

 5 In a deep fryer or a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 
350° – 375°.

 6 Fry the chicken in small batches, turning with a slotted spoon to ensure even browning, 
for about 3 minutes or until golden.

My job was good and my friends were great. I met 

lots of new people and started to have a pretty good time for a 

change — a social life of my own.

I even met a wonderful guy. We went out quite a few times. He 

was crazy about me, and I really liked him. Best of all, we laughed 

a lot and had fun together. And, he was so good to Mirta.

One night he asked me to leave quin and marry him.

“Aida, you’re not divorced from your husband, are you?”

“No, Charlie, solamente separado.” 
“I love you and I want to be with you, but we can’t until…. Aida, 

you must get a divorce from him.”

I knew he was right and that this was what I wanted. I sat down 

the next day and wrote quin a letter telling him that I wanted a 

divorce. It felt good writing those words, as if a huge burden had 

been lifted from my shoulders. I also knew Charlie would be good 

for the baby and for me. 

About a week or so later, I was on my way home from the bar after 

work when one of my neighbors stopped me on the street outside 

of the apartment building.

“Hi, Edith,” I said, “what brings you out so late at night?”

She pressed her finger to her lips and softly said, “Aida, I just 

wanted to let you know that your husband is in there with your 

daughter. He got in a few hours ago and has been waiting for you.”
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My heart sank. I said a little prayer, took a deep breath, 

walked up the steps and into the front hall. As soon as I 

opened the door to the apartment, Mirta rushed up to me.

“Hi, Mami! Look who’s here — Daddy! My daddy’s here!” 

Mirta was thrilled to see her father and danced around his 

legs.

“Hello, quin,” I said.

“Hi, baby!” he replied. “I’m sorry, baby. I missed you 

so much. I want you to come back home… I don’t want a 

divorce.”

“I don’t know, quin… I”

Then he was on his knees, and he begged me to forgive 

him. “I know I did some horrible things, honey, but I’m a 

different man now. You’ll see. Please don’t do this. Let’s be 

a family again.”

Soon all was forgiven and forgotten. And then we were 

in the car and on our way back to New Jersey. 

As I look back on it now, I’m not sure why I decided to 

return with quin. Maybe I was still in love with him, maybe 

I was afraid of him, maybe I believed him when he said he’d 

changed, maybe all of those things. I’d pretty much given up 

on my fairy tale “happily ever after” ending. quin was never 

going to be a loving husband to me, but I wanted a normal 

family with two parents for our daughter.

One thing I’ll say for quin, he sure was a very fertile guy. Just 

a few months after we got back together, I was pregnant 

again. 

I was also sick as a dog. I’d had morning sickness 

before, but it was really bad this time. I was really nervous. 

I’d already had two miscarriages since Mirta was born, and 

I didn’t want to lose this baby. It seemed like I was sick all of 

the time, and not getting better. Finally, quin told me I should 

go to the doctor and get things checked out. In those days, 

especially when you were poor, you didn’t go to a doctor 

unless you were really ill and didn’t know what else to do.

The doctor examined me and asked about my 

symptoms. After the exam, he told me he had some medicine 

that he believed would help me.

“Try these,” he said as he handed me a small package 

of pills. “They’re samples of a new drug and should help your 

symptoms. Next time you are feeling nauseous, take one. It’ll 

settle your stomach and calm your nerves.”

The pills worked, and except for some unusual cravings — I 

couldn’t get enough fruit — the rest of my pregnancy was 

pretty uneventful. My daughter still teases me about how 

funny I looked that summer — very pregnant and chasing 

the watermelon truck down the street in front of our place.

It was a very hot summer and that was when I invented 

my special watermelon drink. My son Ozzie loves this drink. 

Perhaps it’s because he got so much of it that summer 

through me. He still asks me to make it for him every summer 

when watermelons come into season. 
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Melon fRIzaDo 
Watermelon Freeze
Makes: 4 large drinks

fresh watermelon 

sugar

ice

 1 Remove the rind and seeds and cut the watermelon into chunks.

 2 Fill a blender pitcher with equal amounts watermelon and ice.

 3 Blend until smooth.

 4 Add sugar to taste.

BaTIDos (MilkshAkes)
Cold or frozen fruit-based drinks are a popular part of Cuban cuisine. These were a big hit at Mucho Gusto. Our customers would always 

ask us to create innumerable combinations from the many tropical fruit juices and purées that are now available. 

baTIDo De fRUTa boMba  
Papaya Milk Shake
Makes: 1 large milkshake

1 cup papaya pulp (fresh or frozen)

2 scoops vanilla ice cream

B⁄c cup milk

sugar to taste

 1 Combine all ingredients in a 
blender pitcher.

 2 Blend on high until smooth.

 3 Serve in a tall glass, garnished with a piece of fresh fruit.

n For a lighter Batido, substitute non-fat frozen yogurt and skim milk.

Tropical fruit milkshakes are delicious. Make them from 
your favorite fresh fruit when available, or with any of the 
many varieties of frozen tropical fruit pulps in the frozen 
foods section of your local supermarket. Experiment with 
your favorites, substituting an equal amount of another 
fruit for the papaya in this recipe.
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TRopICal fRUIT sMooTHIes 
Makes: 1 large fruit smoothie

1 fresh mango (peeled & pitted) or 1 cup 
frozen mango pulp

1 ripe banana

1 cup orange juice

6 strawberries (washed & hulled) or B⁄c 
cup frozen berries

ice

 1 Combine the fruit and juice in a blender pitcher.

 2 Fill the pitcher with ice.

 3 Blend on high until smooth.

 4 Serve in a tall glass, garnished with a piece of fresh fruit.

Smoothies are delicious, nutritious and fat free. Substitute your favorite fruits and juices for those 
suggested here. 

VAriAtion: Add a scoop of protein powder and B⁄c cup of nonfat plain yogurt to the mix for a 
nutritious muscle-building POWER smoothie. Treat yourself to one for breakfast or after exercise —  
a great way to start your day!

My pregnancy proceeded and the time passed without 

any further complications. Summer turned to fall and fall into winter. 

As if to make up for the extremely hot summer, God gave us the 

coldest and snowiest winter I’d ever experienced. And, Ozzie picked 

the day with the worst weather to be born. We were in the middle 

of a blizzard — bitterly cold, heavy snow and windy — when Ozzie 

decided he was ready. Fortunately, the hospital was close by and 

somehow we made it through in quin’s old station wagon.

The labor wasn’t too hard and the delivery seemed to go 

pretty well. Back then, they sedated you. Anyway, before long I 

was sitting up in my bed in the maternity ward, and I was getting 

a little antsy. I’d just given birth, but I hadn’t seen the baby yet and 

I was concerned. “Where’s my baby?” I wondered. “All of the other 

mothers are holding theirs.”

“Excuse me, doctor,” I said to a young resident attending 

another woman, “can I see my baby?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Mondejar,” he said as he was leaving, “he’s a fine 

baby boy. He will be out soon; it’ll be just a few minutes.” 

I was delighted it was a boy. “Mirta so wanted a baby brother 

and a boy will please quin,” I thought, “but where is he?” Another 

hour went by… then, two hours, and still I hadn’t seen him.

Then, all at once, there were three doctors at my bedside. I 

was alarmed! “Mrs. Mondejar,” the oldest of the three said as he 

stepped forward, “your baby is going to be fine. He was born with 

a birth defect and had to undergo an emergency surgery, but he is 

healthy and strong.”

“Before you see him, I want you to know that he has a little 

problem. He was born without a right hand. There is also a problem 
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with his left hand, the fingers are not fully developed and are 

webbed together. But, he is fine in every other way. We have 

checked everything. His brain is normal… his heart, lungs, all 

his internal organs and his legs, all are normal.” (Years later, 

we’d learn that Ozzie’s impairments were probably caused by 

the sample pills the doctor gave me for my morning sickness. 

Thalidomide was commonly prescribed for morning sickness 

symptoms in Europe and other countries and was later linked 

to deformities in over ten thousand children. While it was 

never approved for use in America by the FDA, thousands 

of sample doses were given to physicians in the U.S. during 

its clinical testing program.)

“I know this is a shock, Mrs. Mondejar, but I want you to 

listen to me. Your son will be okay! Now, in just a few minutes, 

I’m going to bring him out to you.”

As I waited for the doctor to return, I turned to my 

oldest, dearest friend and prayed: “God, I need help. What 

am I supposed to do for this special child? Please tell me 

what I should do for my son.”

And, He did! As I prayed, I felt an incredible calm and a 

power come over me. God assured me that I could do this 

and told me not to worry. He told me that I should raise my 

son as if he had no problems, and that he'd be fine. I did as 

God said, and my son was fine.

As soon as I saw my baby and looked into those two 

beautiful, wise, old eyes, I knew he’d be able to do whatever 

he chose. Ozzie would have to undergo several more 

surgeries as he grew up to get the maximum use from his 

hand, but he survived and thrived.

Ozzie was a wonderful addition to our little family. He 

was a busy, happy baby with a sweet disposition. He certainly 

brightened my day and Mirta dearly loved her little brother. 

I’d hoped that the new baby might also cause quin to take a 

greater interest in the family, but that didn’t happen.

All of the apologies and promises made to get me to 

come back to New Jersey with him were soon forgotten 

once we were back under his roof and under his control. 

His drinking grew worse and worse and he spent less and 

less time at home. But he wasn’t violent anymore — no more 

threats or abuse. I think I just stopped mattering to him, one 

way or the other. He stopped showing any interest in me and 

he also stopped taking care of himself. 

Nearly every night, it seemed, the same scene would be 

repeated. He’d come home late from the bar, drink more at 

home and then fall asleep at the kitchen table or in a chair. 

quin, who’d been so fastidious about his neat appearance, 

now usually slept in his clothes. 

This was no good for my children. My husband cared 

nothing for himself and nothing for his family. I had to do 

something. But what could I do? 

“God, it’s Aida again,” I said as I knelt before the old Sacred 

Heart picture that hung in our bedroom. “I’m sorry to 

bring you another problem. I’m sure you’re busy with many 

important things, and I know this troubled Cuban woman 

bothers you a lot. But, I need your help. Tell me what I need 

to do, God. How do I leave this son-of-bee man? Please 

excuse my bad language, but this life is no good for me and 

it’s no good for my children. What am I supposed to do?”

Well, God knew what needed to be done. He’s a very smart 

guy. He told me what to say and what I needed to do. After 

practicing a few times in the mirror, going over the lines and 

trying to make sure that my expression didn’t betray my 

words, I was ready for my performance.

“quin, honey,” I  began. “I  want Ozzie to meet his 

grandparents. He is already two. They haven’t seen him yet 

and are very excited to meet him. Last time we spoke on the 

phone, my father said that maybe they would come to visit 
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us here in New Jersey. I don’t think that is such a good idea. 

What do you think? It will cost a little money, but I think it 

would be better if Mirta, Osvaldito and I go to Cuba instead. 

I will miss you a lot, honey, but it’s just for a visit. A few weeks, 

then we’ll be back home.” 

That God sure knows what to do! I don’t know if it was 

my carefully practiced delivery of the speech He’d help me 

compose or my husband’s fear of seeing my father again, but 

quin quickly agreed. “I’ll go see my brother tomorrow about 

the money for the tickets,” he said.

I was very excited as the day approached, but I kept up 

the charade. “Oh, quin, I’m so sad to leave you alone while 

we go to Cuba, but we’ll be back soon.”

I packed very lightly. I hated to leave behind all of the 

things I’d gotten for the apartment, but I didn’t want to 

arouse any suspicions, so I only packed a few outfits for 

each of us.

quin drove us to the airport. I was very nervous that 

something would go wrong — one of the kids would do 

something to upset him, he’d change his mind, or I’d say 

something that would betray my true intentions. But then 

we were on the plane and on our way. I thanked God for 

our deliverance.

Soon after we arrived in Cuba, I wrote quin a letter telling 

him that I was not coming back, and he would not see us 

again. This time I meant it.
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CHAPTER 8

ProblEMa En El ParaiSo
Trouble in Paradise
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¡Comé¡ ¡Comé! Dinner is ready. 
¿Tienes hambre? I hope you hungry. I make beautiful dinner for you. Please, enjoy! Fill you plate. I have plenty. This 
salad was muy popular at Mucho Gusto Café, wonderful flavors and it's so easy to make.

ensalaDa De beRenjenas a la paRIlla 
Grilled Eggplant Salad
Serves: 4

1 large eggplant

1 red bell pepper (quartered)

B⁄e teaspoon salt

B⁄e teaspoon granulated garlic powder

B⁄e teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano

B⁄e cup olive oil

1 bunch fresh basil

1 small tomato (finely chopped)

1 small onion (finely chopped)

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

1 5-ounce package baby lettuce leaves

 1 Preheat the gas grill or light the charcoal.

 2 Rinse the eggplant and cut diagonally into B⁄c'' slices.

 3 In a large bowl, combine the eggplant, the red pepper, the dry spices and 2 
tablespoons of the olive oil. Toss together to coat.

 4 Reduce the grill flame to medium or, if using charcoal, it’s ready when the coals have 
ashed over. 

 5 Grill the eggplant and pepper for about 3 minutes on each side or until soft and 
marked. Remove from the heat and let cool.

 6 Cut the eggplant into B⁄c'' strips and the pepper into thin slices and place in a large 
salad bowl.

 7 Rinse the basil, remove the leaves and discard the stems. 

 8 Add the basil, tomato and onion to the eggplant mixture and stir to combine.

 9 Whisk together the remaining oil and vinegar, toss with the eggplant mixture and 
refrigerate until chilled.

 10 When ready to serve, place a bed of lettuce leaves on a large serving platter, then 
spoon the eggplant salad on top.
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Tell me about sus familias. 

¿Hay muchacho, tiene tres niños? ¡Dios mio! You wife like you very much; you must be very sexy guy. Two 
daughters and baby boy; that is beautiful! They make lotta gray hair for you when they teenagers. 

You no marry, Señorita? You smart woman. It's good idea to wait. You find nice guy. You have plenty time.

You want to know what happened next? You like Mami Aida’s stories, no? 

Okay! Well… we get to Cuba and I have beautiful time con mi familia y mis amistades de largo tiempo 
(with my family and my old friends).

Like a feather on my bare legs, the warm gentle 

breeze tickled my skin. What a difference! There was still a 

little snow on the ground when we left New Jersey. Spring 

was just beginning there. In Cuba, summer was in full bloom. 

It was great to be home again. My mother and father 

welcomed us emotionally. They were delighted by their 

newest grandson and relieved that I’d left Joaquin. 

We were settling in, and I was already busy with plans 

for our future. Thankful to finally have this phase of my 

life behind me, I looked forward to starting over again in 

Cuba with my children, surrounded by family and friends. I’d 

started looking for work right away. I was now a confident, 

experienced cook, so working in a restaurant was a 

possibility. I also planned to call up my old clients and start 

rebuilding my beauty business at my parents’ home. 

As I sat rocking in my favorite chair on the front porch, I 

let my thoughts wander through all that had happened. I was 

so grateful to be home. Grateful for the sights and sounds 

of Fomento — the informal commerce and bartering that 

occupied the streets and the laughter of the children playing 

chucho escondido or chasing imaginary villains. Grateful, too, 

that I could once again take a late-night stroll without any 

concerns through familiar streets under a blanket of stars. 

Stillness and serenity ruled, interrupted only by the joyful 

greetings from neighbors as they passed and the occasional 

chirps and calls of the tree frogs overhead.

“Good evening, Aida. I need to speak with you,” my Uncle 

Pedro Antonio’s deep voice roused me from my reverie, as he 

sat down in the chair opposite mine. "Oh, Tio, it's so nice to 

see you. I'm glad you came out to join me on the porch; now 

we can enjoy this beautiful evening together." 

“Aida, we need to talk. What I’m going to tell you is very 

hard for me, but it’s very important, and I want you to listen 

carefully. You cannot stay in Cuba, mi amor; it’s not safe for 

you here any longer.”

His words hit me like a punch to my stomach. “What 

are you talking about, Tio?” I stammered, too stunned and 

disappointed by his statement to say anything else.

“Look, Aida, I don’t know about Cuba's future,” he 

continued, “but I know that Cuba has changed. You can no 

longer express opinions about the government.”

A year after my son was born, Fidel Castro had come to 

power in Cuba. On January 1, 1959, the Batista government 

fell and Los Barbudos (“The Bearded Ones” — the nickname 

given to Castro’s rebels) took over the Presidential Palace. 

I’d had no idea as I enjoyed my Doce Uvas (page 180) 

that midnight — hundreds of miles away back in New Jersey 

at the New Year’s Eve party quin and I had hosted — that 

Cuba and the world my family and I knew would soon be 

turned upside down. 
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DoCe UVas 
Twelve Grapes
Serves: About 20

1 large bunch red seedless grapes

1 large bunch white seedless grapes

1 large bunch black seedless grapes

20 small cocktail glasses

 1 Rinse the grapes carefully under cold running 
water and remove the grapes from the vines.

 2 Count out the grapes, placing 12 (I like to put in 
some of each color) in each cocktail glass.

 3 At midnight on New Year’s Eve, give each of your 
guests a cup to enjoy.

Doce Uvas is a special tradition 
that Cubans enjoy at midnight on 
New Year’s Eve. Along with a glass 
of champagne, each guest is given 
a cup with twelve grapes. The 
grapes signify the twelve months 
of the coming year. As you enjoy 
each grape, you make a wish for 
each month of the New Year. It’s a 
wonderful tradition that many of 
our friends from all nationalities 
now enjoy. I hope you’ll try it next 
New Year’s Eve.

My wishes for 1959 early that New Year’s morning as I 

savored my grapes had been simple — peace, health, happiness 

and a better future for me and my children. Maybe a way out of 

my marriage, a way back home and a chance to start over. It now 

seemed that God had something else entirely planned for me. I’d 

made my decision to give up my husband, but now I was being 

asked to give up my country as well.

“But, Uncle Pedro Antonio,” I protested, “I’m tired of moving 

around, tired of living in a strange country. I want to stay here and 

raise my family. Besides, I’m not the only one who is concerned 

about this man, Castro. Lots of people think that he won’t be good 

for Cuba.”

Many of the people I knew were suspicious of Castro’s motives. 

He was welcomed as a savior by the people when he first took over, 

freeing the nation from Batista’s brutal and corrupt regime. But now, 

more than a year after he’d taken power, it wasn’t as clear what he 

had planned. We all knew there were many problems in Cuba 

and Castro seemed interested in improving the lives of the poor. 

Once his government was established and he began implementing 

some reforms, however, he became increasingly intolerant of any 

opposing views — closing newspapers that expressed different 

opinions and jailing people who spoke out. And he dealt with people 

he termed “enemies of the revolution” ruthlessly. I wasn’t a political 

person, but I hadn’t been shy about expressing my concerns about 

him. Complaining about the government was like a national pastime 

in Cuba. Everybody did it.

“Por favor, listen to me, Aida, this is not easy for me,” my uncle 

said sternly. “The revolutionaries have ears everywhere. Houses 
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are divided. Neighbors report on neighbors. Castro will not 

tolerate any dissension. It’s gotten back to me through the 

streets that you’ve spoken against him. This will only mean 

trouble for you.”

“But, Uncle, I’ve heard you criticize Castro and the 

tactics of his Barbudos.”

“It’s too late for me, mi niña. I’m an old man, who worked 

with the old government. I am already on their list. I have 

no place to go. But, for you, it’s different. The United States 

has admitted you. Go there. You can work there, and maybe 

make a future there for your family.”

I was crushed by my uncle’s advice, but I respected his 

judgment. The last thing I wanted to do was make another 

move, but I knew he loved me. He wouldn’t tell me to leave if 

he didn’t believe that there was trouble ahead.

A few days later, I went to see him to make arrangements 

for my passage back to the U.S. 

I’ll always be grateful that Uncle Pedro Antonio insisted 

I return to the U.S. immediately. If he hadn’t, I might very well 

still be in Cuba today. I arrived back in the U.S. just three 

days before my green card would have expired.

For the first time in my life, I was truly on my own — no 

parents, no quin and no babies. As I wasn’t sure what I would 

do or where I’d live once I arrived in Miami, I left Mirta and 

Osvaldito with my parents in Cuba. “This will only be for a 

little while,” I reasoned, “just until I get on my feet. Miami is 

just a few hours away, so I’ll be able to get home to Fomento 

regularly. And once I get a decent job and find a safe place 

to live, I’ll bring them.”

I settled in a boarding house in a neighborhood where 

quite a few Cubans lived. The living arrangements weren’t 

great, but living there made the transition easier for me. My 

loneliness was a little less profound, as most people spoke at 

least some Spanish and I could easily get by with my limited 

English language skills.

I communicated with my family regularly through 

letters and an occasional phone call. I loved the phone calls 

because I got to hear Mirtica and Osvaldito’s voices, but calls 

were difficult. There weren’t that many phones in Fomento 

to begin with and now all were controlled and monitored. 

We had to make arrangements days in advance of the call 

and because we were afraid that there was always someone 

listening in, we were careful about what we said.

My sister wrote me regularly with updates about the 

family and especially about my children. 

 “…Mirtica received good marks in school on her math 

homework today,” 

and, 

“…Osvaldito loves to play with the animals in the 

yard; he has adopted a little piglet for a pet which he calls 

‘Gordito.’” 

She told me how much the money I sent each month meant 

to the family — rationing had begun, and many essentials 

were difficult to get unless you knew someone or had cash 

to purchase things on the black market. 

Thanks to my neighbors, I was able to keep up with the 

latest developments in Cuba. There was a lot of talk about 

Castro’s abuses. The government had begun taking over 

businesses and was appropriating private property. Many 

Cubans were leaving the country and coming to Florida, 

and they wanted Castro out. Hector, an older man who lived 

in the house where I stayed, assured me, “An overthrow of 

Fidel’s illegitimate government is inevitable, Aida, and in 

my opinion it will happen soon.”I prayed that he was right. 

I longed to return home and to some kind of normalcy in 

my life.

Finding work was a problem. There was no industry 

in the area and very few jobs of any kind. And, on the 
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rare occasion when a good job did open up, there were 

many applicants scrambling for it. I looked for work every 

day. Because I was young, strong and willing to take most 

anything I was able get a few odd jobs here and there, but 

couldn’t land anything steady.

Then I got a break. My friend, Joe, told me about a 

possible position. His boss, a wealthy gentleman who lived on 

the other side of town, was looking for a live-in housekeeper 

and nanny. “It will mean moving to an area where there are 

very few Spanish people,” he said, “but if you’re interested, 

I’ll get you an interview.”

I was grateful for any opportunity. Joe helped me figure 

out the bus connections I’d need to make to reach the place, 

and I asked God to help me make a good impression. I found 

the house without any difficulty. It was a big, beautiful home 

in one of Miami’s toniest neighborhoods.

The lady of the house, Janette, was wonderful. She 

greeted me and welcomed me inside. Janette seemed to 

take an instant liking to me, or maybe it was that she just 

felt sorry for me, but I got the job! Despite the language 

barrier, we got along great. She spoke a little Spanish and 

I spoke a little English. Working together and augmenting 

our conversation with sign language and demonstrations 

as necessary, she explained and I learned my duties. She 

took me on a tour of the house, showed me where she kept 

cleaning tools and supplies, taught me how to operate the 

appliances, introduced me to their children and showed me 

where I would sleep.

I would clean the house, mind the children, do the 

laundry and ironing and cook one meal a day for the family. 

In exchange, I’d get room and board, a small monthly salary, 

and every Sunday off. I moved into my quarters the very next 

day and went to work. I liked this job very much. The work 

was hard, but I was good at it, and my bosses were pleased 

with me. 

Receiving praise and compliments for my work made 

me feel great. Jim, Janette’s husband, loved my food and 

often gave me a tip on top of my wages. Working with their 

children also helped me to miss mine a little less during the 

long weeks between my visits back to Cuba.

One morning, before heading off to work, Jim pulled me 

aside. “Aida, I need a special favor,” he said. “Our firm is 

hosting a group of out-of-town businessmen and their wives 

for a two-day meeting next week, and I’d like to invite them 

over here for a cocktail party after work on Wednesday 

evening. You know how much I enjoy your cooking, and, well, 

I was hoping you could make us some special appetizers.”

Jim gave me some money to purchase the ingredients I’d 

need, thanked me and hurried out the door. I was delighted 

at his confidence in me, but also very intimidated by the 

prospect of making a party for a group of sophisticated 

businessmen. If these couples were like Jim and Janette, they 

had probably been to some of the finest restaurants in the 

country. What would they think of my simple food?

No time to worry about that, I immediately set to 

planning what I would make.
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pURé De fRIjoles neGRo 
Black Bean Hummus
Makes: About 2 quarts 

1 recipe Frijoles Negro (page 22)

B⁄e cup tahini paste (optional)

B⁄c cup grated parmesan cheese 
(optional)

B⁄c small red onion (finely chopped)

 1 Once the beans are finished cooking, remove them from the heat and set them aside 
to cool.

 2 Set a colander into a large bowl or pot. When the beans can be safely handled, ladle 
or pour them into the colander to drain. Reserve the bean liquid for future use, e.g. 
Salsa de la Haba Negra (page 129), Sopa de Puré de Frijoles Negro (page 144). 
It also freezes well.

 3 In small batches, ladle the drained beans into the bowl of a food processor fitted with 
a steel blade and purée them until smooth. Repeat until all beans are puréed, and, if 
desired, add the tahini paste and parmesan cheese a little bit at a time as you process 
the beans.

 4 Transfer the hummus to a large bowl, cover and refrigerate until chilled.

 5 When ready to serve, spoon the hummus into a serving bowl, garnish with chopped 
red onion, and serve on a decorated tray surrounded by crudité vegetables. 
Accompany with a favorite cracker and/or Tostaditas de Ajo y Queso (page 261).
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albonDIGas De CaRne 
Meatballs
Makes: About 2 dozen small meatballs

1 B⁄c pounds lean ground beef
1 small onion (peeled & finely chopped)
2 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)
2 eggs
B⁄e cup skim milk
1 cup breadcrumbs
1 teaspoon prepared mustard
salt and pepper to taste
1 tablespoon olive oil

 1 In a large bowl, combine all ingredients and mix thoroughly with your hands.

 2 Using a small ice-cream scoop, form uniform-sized balls.

 3 In a large, heavy skillet, heat the oil over medium heat until fragrant, then add as 
many meatballs as will comfortably fit into the skillet, reduce the heat, cover and 
sauté them, turning occasionally with a slotted spoon, until they are browned all over. 
Repeat with remaining meatballs.

 4 Serve immediately, or refrigerate and then reheat and serve accompanied by 
marinara sauce.

MaRInaRa 
Marinara Sauce
Makes: About 1 B⁄c quarts

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

1 medium green pepper (finely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

B⁄e teaspoon dried basil

B⁄e teaspoon crushed red pepper

1 28-ounce can tomato sauce

B⁄c cup dry red wine

 1 Heat the oil in a saucepan over medium heat, add the onion and green pepper and 
cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and 
sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion is translucent and tender. 

 2 Add tomato sauce and wine, stir and bring mixture to a boil.

 3 Reduce heat and simmer for about 15 minutes.

This quick and easy marinara gives wonderful results. I use it as an accompaniment to appetizers, for pizza or 
over pasta. It also freezes well, so make a double batch and keep some on hand. It tastes great and is better 
for you and a better value than canned processed pasta sauces.
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eMpanaDITas De CaMaRones 
Little Shrimp Turnovers
Makes: About 3 dozen small turnovers

1 recipe Camarones Enchilados (page 
194)

2 packages frozen empanada pastry 
discs  1 Prepare the shrimp as in Camarones Enchilados (page 194), but remove the tails 

prior to cooking the shrimp in the sauce. 

 2 When complete, remove from heat and set aside to cool.

 3 When the shrimp can be safely handled, coarsely chop the shrimp, return the pieces to 
the sauce and refrigerate until chilled or overnight.

 4 Pre-heat the oven to 350°.

 5 Thaw the empanada pastry discs and cut each into 2 half-moon shapes.

 6 Working with a few at a time, and using a small ice-cream scoop or other measure to 
ensure uniformity, place a small amount of the shrimp mixture in the middle of each 
pastry half-moon, fold over the dough, seal the edges together and join the sides by 
mashing with the tines of a fork or by crimping the edges together with your fingers. 
Be mindful of the sauce-to-meat ratio as you assemble the empanaditas — too much 
sauce and they’re a mess to deal with, too little and they may dry out during baking.

 7 Bake the empanaditas on a cookie sheet lined with parchment for 20 minutes or until 
the pastry is lightly browned.

Little appetizer-size empanaditas are great for parties. Substitute other fillings for the 
Camarones Enchilados used in this recipe. See empanada fillings (page 83-page 
87). These are a great way to use small amounts of leftover meat, fish or vegetables, 
and they freeze beautifully. Preparing a big batch of small empanaditas can take hours. 
To reduce preparation time, I recommend using purchased pastry rounds.
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bRoQUeTas De HIGo Y QUeso 
Fig and Cheese Skewers
Makes: About 4 dozen skewers

1 package dried figs

B⁄c pound havarti cheese

Mostaza con Guayaba (page 48)

 1 Remove stems from the figs and cut each, depending on size, into 4 to 6 pieces.

 2 Cut the cheese into B⁄c'' cubes.

 3 Skewer onto toothpicks — placing 2 pieces of cheese and 2 pieces of fig on each.

 4 Arrange skewers on decorated platter and drizzle with spicy guava mustard.

VAriAtions: Broquetas de Chorizo y Higo (Chorizo and Fig Skewers) — try substituting little bites of 
chorizo for the cheese in this recipe. Broquetas Cubano (Cuban Skewers) — cubes of pork, ham, swiss 
cheese and dill pickle on a skewer.

MasITas De CHoRIzo 
Chorizo Bites with Guava Glaze
Makes : About 2 dozen

2 large chorizos

6 ounces guava paste (cut into chunks)

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄e teaspoon granulated garlic powder

pinch cayenne pepper

2 tablespoons prepared yellow mustard

B⁄e cup brown sugar

 1 Cut the chorizos in half lengthwise.

 2 Place the chorizos, cut side down, in a heavy skillet over medium heat. Sauté the 
chorizos for 2 minutes on each side, cover, reduce heat and cook for 2 minutes more. 

 3 Meanwhile, place all of the remaining ingredients in a food processor bowl, process 
until mixture is smooth, and transfer to a large bowl.

 4 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a cookie sheet by spraying it with non-stick 
cooking spray.

 5 When the chorizo can be safely handled, cut it into bite-size pieces.

 6 Add the chorizo to the guava mixture and stir until pieces are thoroughly coated.

 7 Spread the chorizo pieces in a single layer onto the cookie sheet.

 8 Bake for 5 – 8 minutes or until the chorizo pieces are glazed with the guava mixture, 
remove from the oven and set aside to cool. 

 9 When ready to serve, skewer each piece of chorizo onto a toothpick, arrange on a 
decorated platter and serve accompanied by Mostaza con Guayaba (page 48).

So simple to make, but the flavor and 
texture combination is outstanding.

Great combination of flavors — spicy sausage 
with sweet and tangy guava glaze.
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“Okay,” I thought, “I know what I’m going to serve, I’ve done 

my shopping and I’ve got as much of the food preparation 

done as I can in advance.” Now I’ve got to figure out the 

other details for the party. 

Janette worked right along with me that morning, 

as we prepared their home for the party. We sat down 

to discuss any remaining details over coffee. She told me 

about what time our guests would arrive, and together we 

outlined a rough timeframe for service. Next we selected the 

tablecloths, serving dishes, china and glassware we would 

use. I’d never put together a fancy party like this before, I had 

no idea there were so many choices to make and details to 

keep track of. So much to remember!

Time flew as we got the house set up and ready to go. 

Finally, there were just a few finishing touches left on the set 

up, then a quick check in the kitchen for last minute details 

and final food preparations before our guests arrived. The 

only thing left to do was to decorate the serving dishes and 

trays to make sure the food I’d prepared would look as good 

as it tasted. 

Party Planner
Over the years, Mucho Gusto has created hundreds of parties 
for our clients. Because there are so many issues to manage 
and details to remember when putting a party together, I 
created a party planner to help ensure that we’d be ready. This 
version will help you, the home chef entertainer, make your next 
party special and hassle-free. 

Outlined below is a list of questions you may want to 
consider as you begin to plan your next party. Thinking through 
these issues in advance will help you visualize the kind of party 
you want to produce, keep you organized and ensure you 
remember the many different tasks required. It’s also a good 
way for you to judge whether this is a party that you will be 
able to handle on your own and still enjoy your guests, or if you 
should consider getting some professional assistance — caterer, 
personal chef, servers, bartenders, etc.

EVENT DATE
Try to let guests know a minimum of three weeks in advance 
and request RSVPs.

Also let guests know what to expect (e.g. casual/formal, 
theme, is it a celebration?).

LOCATiON
Will the party be held indoors? Outdoors? Combination?

Are there cooking facilities on site — Refrigeration? 
Cooktop? Oven? Microwave? Sink with running water? Work 
tables for final food preparation and presentation?

TiME
When will guests arrive and about how long do you expect the 
party to run?

You need a plan for the flow of the event — how long will 
you wait for stragglers to arrive? Will there be cocktails and 
appetizers before dinner? What time is dinner? Dessert? Is 
there a program/speeches? How will you let guests know when 
it’s time for them to go home?

TYPE OF EVENT
Reception?

Cocktail Party?

Dinner?

Other?
Continues on next page
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NUMBER OF GUESTS
About how many guests are you expecting? How many adults? 
How many children?

TYPE OF SERViCE
Servers with trays to pass appetizers during the cocktail party, 
followed by a full-service dinner?

Home-style Meal Service?

Self-service Buffet?

Bartenders?

Host-attended Bar?

Other?

FORMAL/iNFORMAL
Linen, China and Glass?

Paper and Plastic?

THE MENU
Will the party have a theme that you would like to reflect in 
the menu?

Will you need a special cake to commemorate a birthday or 
anniversary?

Do any guests have special dietary restrictions or preferences 
that you wish to accommodate — vegetarian, food allergies/
sensitivities, spicy/mild, etc.?

What about beverage service? — Full Bar? Beer and Wine? 
Non-alcoholic Beverages?

OTHER SERViCES
Decorations — do you want to decorate the party space with a 
theme to complement the food and drink?

Music — recorded music, a disc jockey, live entertainment?

Furniture & Equipment Rental — do you have enough 
tableware, glassware, furniture, etc. for the event and the 
number of guests? Can you borrow what you’ll need from 
friends or neighbors or will you need to rent some items (e.g. 
tents, tables and chairs, linen, glassware, china, lighting and 
sound systems, etc.). 

BUDGET
Make a budget and stick to it. Budget your time as well as your 
money. Once you’ve determined what you’ll need, make a list. If 
an item can be prepared or otherwise taken care of in advance, 
do it. To the extent possible, have everything ready to go before 
guests arrive, so that you can enjoy the party, too. And don’t be 
afraid to ask for help.
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Creating a beautiful Table  
and Decorating Party Trays

Presentation is an important part of cooking. We eat with our 
eyes, first, so our food needs to look as delicious as it tastes. A 
festive table delights all the senses of our guests and lets them 
know what a special occasion we consider their visit to be.

Color, texture, height and functionality are the things I try 
to keep in mind as I create beautiful trays of food, and in turn, 
a beautiful table.

I like to begin with a simple white, ivory or one-color 
tablecloth. Like a blank canvas or an empty wall, an unadorned 
cloth highlights and showcases whatever is placed on it. 
A highly patterned or intricately woven multi-colored cloth 
competes with your food for the attention of the diner.

Decorations — less is more
Create a decorative piece for the table that whispers rather 
than shouts the theme or inspiration for the party — a few 
flowers and fresh greenery, perhaps some whole fresh fruits 
and vegetables, and a couple of candles are all that’s required. 

For buFFets — the decorations should serve to add height 
and dimension to the table. Have fun with it! Think of how the 
table will be arranged, the food laid out, and how guests will 
approach it (e.g. four-sided with guests working their way all 
around the table, one-sided with guests all approaching from 
the same direction, etc.). Then experiment with the layout and 
placement of decorations (e.g. centered, all gathered in one 
corner, divided, etc.).

For sit-down MeAls — keep decorations minimal and 
low so as not to impede conversation across the table. Ensure 
that they are modular and portable so that portions of the 
centerpiece can be removed to make room for your dinner 
when you’re ready to serve. Also, consider having the first 
course plated and sitting on each plate to greet your guests 
when you invite them to sit down. This not only gives you the 
opportunity to clear the dishes and utensils after the first 

course, making a bit more room at the table, but also helps 
ensure that the entrée is in perfect condition for your guests to 
enjoy when you bring it to the table.

Serving Dishes
Select service items that complement each other in terms of 
style and help communicate the look and feel you wish to emote 
to your guests — elegant, casual, festive and fun. To create 
interest and visual impact, consider serving dishes of different 
shapes, heights and textures — e.g. an oval ceramic platter, a 
round, footed crystal compote, a rectangular reed basket, a 
low square metal bowl. Then lay out the serving items you plan 
to use on the table, keeping in mind both look and functionality.

Monitor and Refresh
To keep your food looking its best all evening long and to 
encourage your guests to relax, eat and enjoy, be vigilant about 
maintaining the table.

For buFFets — monitor the general condition of the buffet 
table and the specific condition of each item on a regular 
basis throughout the event. Remove any empty plates, glasses, 
napkins or utensils that may have been left behind. And refresh 
any item that is depleted or looks a little forlorn. 

Don’t do any repair work at the buffet table. If you have 
more of the item, make up a new, smaller tray and replace the 
one on the table with it. If there isn’t more of the item, prepare 
and decorate a smaller tray, then take the old tray into the 
kitchen, transfer the food to that small tray and return the item 
to the buffet in its new and refreshed condition.

For sit-down MeAls — remove used china and tableware 
as guests finish each course. And remove service items for 
entrées and sides before bringing dessert, coffee and digestifs 
to the table. This helps ensure that your guests will find the 
dining table a comfortable place to linger and relax. 
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The party was a big success. The guests all seemed 

to have a good time. They enjoyed my food, and Jim and 

Janette were thrilled with how everything went. I was tired, 

but proud. It seems I really did have a special gift for making 

food and for entertaining others. 

As I was cleaning up after the guests had departed, my 

thoughts turned to my children. “Gee, I wonder what they’re 

doing tonight. They sure would have enjoyed this party… so 

many of their favorites.”

As long as I was busy with the hustle-bustle of my 

workday, I was fine. But as soon as things slowed down, all 

my worries and regrets returned to haunt me. “Are Mirta 

and Osvaldito safe? Do they have what they need? Should I 

have stayed in Cuba with them and taken my chances with 

the government?”

I stowed away the last of the leftovers in the refrigerator, 

wiped down the counter and checked the living and dining 

rooms one last time to make sure everything was picked up 

and put away, then I turned out the lights and went to my 

room. And, as always, before falling asleep, I asked God, 

“Please watch over my children, protect them and guide 

them… and please help me to deal with everything….”

I looked forward to the mail coming every morning. 

Would there be another letter for me? Things had gotten 

progressively harder for my family in Cuba; each letter 

brought more sad news — More restrictions, more shortages. 

Now, at least, thanks to my steady work, I was able to send 

$11 a month home to them. ($10 for the household and $1 for 

any special needs the children had). I loved the letters. Cari 

made sure each one contained a little note at the bottom
 

with hugs and kisses from Mirta, who was just learning 

cursive penmanship, and a few scribbles from the baby.

That particular morning was no different. I greeted the 

postman and was thrilled to see the distinctive little airmail 

envelope among all the other letters and parcels. 

I put the letter in my apron pocket for later. I cherished 

the letters and liked to wait until all my work was done and 
I was alone in my room at night to savor them. I read each 

line over and over again. 

So as soon as I finished the dinner dishes that evening 

and put the children to bed for the night, I hurried to my 

room to enjoy the letter. But this one wasn’t like the others. 

As soon as I opened it, I knew something was different. I sat 

down on my bed and I cried like a baby.

Estimada Aida:

I am afraid that I have some very bad news. Late 

last night, we’re not sure when, but it must have been 

sometime after midnight, Uncle Pedro Antonio was 

taken away by some men from the government.

Papaito is very worried about him. We don’t know 

what will happen. All his property has been seized 

and we were told that he has been taken to a prison 

on Isla de Pinos. 

I can’t believe it. He had dinner with us earlier 

at our house, and he was his usual jovial self. But 

Papaito said he knew it was going to happen. Please 

pray for him. 

We love you,

Cari

Uncle Pedro Antonio never returned from prison. He was 

killed by the Castro regime.
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Why thank you, mi amor! I so happy you enjoy mi comida. Where you grow up, Chica?

Oh, Baltimore! Sí, conosco Baltimore. Es muy bello y amistoso. I like it very much. My son live and work 
there many years ago. The people wonderful — very friendly and nice. I meet Yonny there. Yonny living in 
Baltimore and him and Ozzie become good friends there. I no learn until many years later after Yonny 
moving to Boston and him and Ozzie living together that they more than just good friends. 

It was shock for me, when I learned that my son es homosexual. Not because I no like gays or think them 
bad people. I workin’ with many gay people in beauty business; very nice people. But Ozzie and Yonny, 
they very manly men — it surprise me and I leetle embarrassed that everyone know about this, but no me. 
Every mother want her children have happy life and grow a family, and I worry because I don’t know if 
this happy life. So many people prejudice against homosexuals and I think maybe him have hard time. But, 
now Yonny is like second son to me, and I want nobody else for Ozzie. I love him like my own cheeldren. I 
no carry him in my stomach like Mirta and Ozzie, but I carry him here in my heart. I hope Yonny and Ozzie 
together always.

¡Ay, Chico! That’s fonny story. I like yokes very much. Mi favoritos are Pepito yokes. Do you know Pepito? 
Him is very naughty boy. I tell you one. 

One day, when Pepito in first grade. The profesora show the cheeldren pictures of animales and ask them 
to name. “What is this?” she ask as she holding up the first one.

A little girl answer, “Es un caballo (it’s a horse).” 

“That’s right, and this one?”

“A piggy,” said a little boy. 

“Good! And now this one?” the teacher ask as she holding up picture of a deer with big antlers.

But, no one of the cheeldren know the answer, es todo silencio.

“Okay,” she say, “I give you leetle hint. What does you Mommy call you Daddy when he hugging and  
kiss her?”

“I know! I know!” say Pepito. “That’s a horny S. O. B.”

¡Ay, Pepito! Him always make me laugh. Okay, back to mi historia. Anyway, I continue working in United 
State, and I planning that soon I bring my cheeldren here with me. It was hard time for me — I so lonely….
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“Besame mucho…” The music coming from 

my new zenith radio was beautiful.

Hearing that old song and Beny More’s melodious voice 

transported me back. It sure was a much simpler time then. 

My life was new and my troubles were few.

I’d bought the radio at the second-hand store. It was 

old, but in great condition. I thought it was pretty, and the 

price was definitely right — half as much as the new transistor 

models. The big brown Bakelite cabinet didn’t have a 

scratch, the brass arrow gleamed like new when I turned the 

tuning knob, and the sound was rich and round. 

The radio kept me company as I starched and ironed 

my boss’s white shirts and planned the rest of my day. “Soon, 

I need to start dinner,” I thought to myself, “we’re having 

company and Jim wants one of his favorite dishes — Rabo 

Encendido.”
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Rabo enCenDIDo 
Spicy Oxtail Stew
Serves: 6

3 pounds oxtails (trimmed, disjointed & 
cut into 2" pieces)

salt and pepper to taste

2 tablespoons naranja agria (bitter 
orange juice) —   or, substitute a mixture of 
equal parts orange juice and lime juice

B⁄e cup olive oil

1 large onion (finely chopped)

1 large green pepper (finely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄e teaspoon oregano

B⁄e teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 bay leaf

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

Tabasco sauce to taste

1 B⁄c cups dry red wine

1 can beef broth

2 large chorizos (sliced into 1" thick 
rounds)

4 medium potatoes (peeled & 
quartered)

 1 Season the oxtail pieces with salt, pepper and naranja agria.

 2 In a large skillet over medium heat, heat 2 tablespoons of the oil until fragrant, then 
brown the oxtails on all sides. Remove them from the heat, set aside and discard oil.

 3 In a large casserole or dutch oven, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil over 
medium heat until fragrant, then add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 
3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 
2 more minutes or until the onion is translucent and tender. 

 4 Put the oxtails in the pan and add all of the remaining ingredients except the 
potatoes. Stir well and bring to a boil over medium heat. Reduce the heat, cover and 
simmer 2 hours, adding additional liquid if needed.

 5 Add the potatoes and cook for an additional 30 minutes or until the potatoes are 
done. 

 6 Transfer to a serving platter and garnish with chopped parsley.

 This hardy and explosively spicy dish requires an equally robust and explosively fruity 
wine to match. My choice is a red wine from the Toro region of Spain. This region in 
Northern Spain makes its wine from the Tinto de Toro grape, which is closely related to 
the Tempranillo that made Rioja famous. These deep crimson wines are aged for at least 
12 months in oak barrels, and possess an extremely dramatic character.

Literally translated Rabo Encendido is “Tail on Fire.” Rabo Encendido is one of the few 
picante Cuban dishes. While Cuban cuisine is highly seasoned, it is seldom “hot.” In 
Cuban homes, the appetites of Cubans who like things spicy hot are typically satisfied 
by placing a bottle of hot sauce on the table. If you can get past the idea of the part of 
the cow this cut comes from, oxtail is a delicious treat. The meat is so tender it melts in 
your mouth. Give it a try. I know you’ll like it.
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Another spicy dish that we love is Camarones Enchilados. It is purported to have its origins in Haiti. Many Haitians fled 
to Cuba during the Slave Rebellion and subsequent Haitian Revolution during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century and they brought this and other favorite dishes with them. It’s our version of Shrimp Creole.

CaMaRones enCHIlaDos 
Shrimp Creole
Serves: 8

B⁄c cup olive oil

1 large red onion (chopped)

1 large green pepper (chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

B⁄c cup dry white wine

1-2 teaspoons Tabasco sauce

2 pounds large shrimp

 1 In a large, deep skillet, heat the oil over medium high heat until fragrant, then add the 
onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir 
in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion is 
tender. 

 2 Add all of the remaining ingredients except the shrimp, mix thoroughly and bring to a 
boil.

 3 Reduce the heat to low, add about a dozen shrimp at a time and cook for a few 
minutes until the shrimp turns pink and is no longer translucent. Remove the cooked 
shrimp and set aside. Repeat with remaining shrimp until all are cooked.

 4 Return cooked shrimp to sauce, heat and serve over a bed of Arroz Blanco (page 
21), beautiful and scrumptious.

 Spicy shellfish dishes pair well with the cool, fruity palate of a white wine with acidity 
and aroma to match. I immediately turn to Galezia, Spain. This Northwestern region, 
known as Rias Baixas, produces the fashionable Alboriño grape. Light in character 
and with great acidity, these wines have the flavor of peaches and apricots. Another 
suggestion for this spicy dish is an equally refreshing Torrontés from Argentina. A 
bit more floral with a subtle spicy taste, these wines will pair well with Camarones 
Enchilados.
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“Dos gardenias para ti….” I danced 

around the kitchen with an imaginary partner and sang 

along with the radio. I was thrilled when I found the Spanish 

language station that played the old classics I remembered. 

I enjoyed American popular music, especially Elvis Presley 

and Frank Sinatra, but it was great to listen to the songs I 

grew up with.

“We interrupt this program to bring you a special news 

bulletin,…” the reporter began. 

“What now?” I thought, disappointed by the interruption, 

“I love this song.”

“Few details are available at this time, but we have 

learned that freedom fighters from the United States 

invaded Cuba today at Playa Giron….” 

“¡Ay Dios mío, mis hijos!” I screamed. I couldn’t believe 

my ears. “My children, God, please protect my children,” 

I prayed. I was frantic. “This is awful! The worst! I’m in 

America. My children are in Cuba. And our countries are at 

war with each other. I’ve got to get them out now!”

It was many frenzied and sleepless days later before 

I found out that my children were safe and unharmed. 

Immediately after the invasion began, there was a blackout 

on the island and no communication was possible. Those 

were the worst days of my life. I was in agony, helpless to do 

anything but wonder and worry about my family.

In a few days, the radio reported that the invasion had 

failed, but I still had no communication with my family. Then 

I received a telegram with the news. Mirta and Osvaldito 

were fine, but my father — along with several other prominent 

men in Fomento — had been rounded up and put in jail by 

the police. I’d later learn that what my family went through 

during this time was a process the revolution used again and 

again to deal with any potential dissidents — jail the head of 

the household, confiscate property and anything of value, 

then send a trusted member of the Party in to take control 

of the family’s business matters.

I was relieved that my children were okay, but I was also 

terrified. Terrified for my father and for what might happen 

to him and terrified for what might happen to the rest of us 

without him. This was terrible news, but it strengthened my 

resolve. I knew that I had to get Mirta and Osvaldito out of 

Cuba as soon as possible and I had no one to depend on 

but myself to get it done. I immediately went to work on it.

Travel between the U.S. and Cuba had been easy in 

those days. As Havana was a major tourist destination 

for Americans, many airlines offered a regular schedule 

of flights every day and a ferry made several trips daily 

between Florida and the island. I’d been accustomed to 

moving freely between the U.S. and Cuba, so I wasn’t too 

concerned and assumed that this time would be no different. 

I’d simply go to Cuba, pack up my children and then return 

to America with them. I was wrong. The Bay of Pigs had 

changed everything.

I went to the local U.S. Immigration Office to seek their help 

and to find out what I needed to do to bring my children 

to America. Immigration would help me with the process, 

they explained, but because the U.S. and Cuba had severed 

relations, it might take a very long time. They told me to go 

home and wait for a letter with the necessary permissions 

and instructions.

For nearly six months, I waited and I prayed. Every 

morning, I would greet the postman as he made his rounds to 

see if he had the letter for me, and every night I would ask El 

Spiritu Sancto to protect my family and to give me strength.

“Dear God,” I said as I sat and looked at my reflection in the 

mirror over the dresser in my room, “I had a busy day today. 
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How was your day? I’m sure you had thousands of things to 

take care of for many different people.

“I know that I bother you a lot, God, but I really don’t 

have anyone else to talk with about this. You know my 

problem, God. I’m here in Florida and my children are in 

Cuba. I need you to help me find a way to get them safely 

out of Cuba and into America with me.

“The letter didn’t come again today, God. I know that 

these things take a very long time, but anything you could do 

to help speed it up a little would be great, and while you’re at 

it could you do something about that hijo de..., Fidel Castro.

“I’m sorry, God, I know that I shouldn’t use such bad 

language especially when I am speaking with you, but I hate 

him for what he’s done to my family. I know… I know, God. You 

will deal with him in your own way at your own time. I trust 

you with that.

“God, please watch over my children. Make sure they 

have something good to eat and please protect them from 

the bad people. Ellos son innocentes. Let them know that I 

love them and that I think about them all the time. Please 

help the government people in both countries to move my 

paperwork along and please help me bring my children 

home.

“You have a hard job, God. You must get real tired of 

people always asking you for things? 

“I would love to do something for you, sometime.

“What could I  offer you,  God? A sacrif ice? A 

commitment? 

“I know! In your honor, God, I will let my hair grow. Once 

my children and I are safely together back here in the U.S., I 

won’t cut my hair for three years. This will remind me every 

day de su poder.

“Well, I’m tired and I have to be up early. Thank you 

for everything you did for me today. I love you, God. Good 

Night.” 

In September, my letter finally arrived. I had the permissions I 

needed from the U.S. to go to Cuba, pick up my children and 

return with them to America. I wasted no time. I immediately 

made arrangements to fly to Cuba.

I told my bosses that I’d be leaving. They were happy for 

me, but told me that they would miss me. Jim and Janette 

were very good to me, and I will always be grateful for the 

kindnesses they showed me. 

The trip back to Cuba was uneventful. The plane was 

almost empty. There were no tourists, no families on a 

holiday, no honeymooners, just a few men in business suits 

and me. 

Cuba looked the same from the window of the bus as 

I made my way home from the airport to Fomento. There 

was the same clear turquoise water, the same huge fields of 

sugarcane and tobacco, the same palm and banana trees 

dotting the landscape. Only now there were soldiers and 

police with rifles slung over their shoulders everywhere, 

and the air — which had always been filled with music and 

fresh with laughter — instead bristled with tension and was 

heavy with dread. Like the humidity, the cloying weight of 

oppression clung to your skin. 

I was thrilled to see my children and to hold each of them 

in my arms. Now that we were finally back together, I didn’t 

want to let go of them for even a moment. I just wanted to 

hold onto them forever. 

They had changed so much in the months since my last 

visit. I was afraid little Osvaldito wouldn’t even remember 

me, but he did. He came running up to me as soon as he saw 

me, shouting “Mami!”

I was so happy to see all of my family, but the house 

was sad. The aftermath of my uncle’s death and my father’s 

imprisonment had taken a huge toll on my mother and my 

siblings. I had no words of comfort for them; we’d all been 
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through so much, but it felt so good to just be together and 

to hang on to each other for a while.

The next thing I had to do was see about getting 

my children out of Cuba. The Cuban government did not 

want to release my daughter. Unlike my son, Mirta was 

Cuban-born, and the revolutionaries considered the youth 

important to the fulfillment of their vision for the future. To 

complicate matters more, Mirta’s visa from the U.S. had 

expired. It looked for a time that we simply wouldn’t be able 

to get out. There was much back and forth between the 

U.S. and Cuban governments, and ultimately — thanks to 

Osvaldito’s U.S. citizenship — we were all three claimed by 

the U.S. government. By this time, Ozzie was one of only two 

American children remaining in Cuba. 

The permissions finally came through at about nine 

o’clock in the morning on October 18, 1961. I was told we 

needed to be on a 6:00 p.m. flight to Miami later that same 

day. Our need to get packed and on the road quickly spared 

us from the long and painful goodbyes with our family. But 

the emotions were overwhelming. I knew that this might very 

well be the last time I’d see Cuba, and it broke my heart. 

Despite the short notice and the meager amount of food 

the family had on hand because of rationing, my mother put 

together an amazing farewell lunch for us. She scoured her 

pantry for whatever she could find and our neighbors came 

through with generous donations — an egg from Berta, harina 

y leche from Fina, and a few vegetables from Frances’s 

secret garden. “Es muy importante, Aida, you need some 

healthy food before this journey,” my mother said. “You don’t 

know how long it will be until you can relax with your babies 

and make a nice meal.”
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ensalaDa MIxTa De MaCCaRones 
Pasta Salad
Serves: 8

1 pound whole wheat Rigatoni 

2 broccoli crowns (cut into florets)

3 medium carrots (cut into B⁄c'' rings)

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

B⁄c medium green pepper (cut into  
thin strips)

B⁄c medium red bell pepper (cut into  
thin strips)

1 cup nonfat plain yogurt*

1 tablespoon prepared yellow mustard

1 teaspoon sugar

salt and pepper to taste

*Substituting yogurt for mayonnaise in 
creamy salad dressings like this one can 
make a big difference. Much less fat; lots 
more healthy protein. 

 1 In a large saucepan, bring 2 quarts of salted water to a boil over high heat.

 2 Add the pasta, stir to separate, cover and cook according to package directions. 
Test the pasta frequently as it cooks, remove from heat when it reaches the state of 
doneness that you enjoy.

 3 Drain the pasta immediately into a colander, then rinse with cold water and toss with 
your fingers to separate the individual noodles.

 4 Meanwhile, prepare the vegetables. Place the broccoli in a microwave-safe container, 
cover with plastic wrap and cook on high for 1 – 2 minutes. Place the carrots in a 
microwave-safe container, cover with plastic wrap and cook on high for 2 – 3 minutes. 
Remove vegetables from microwave and set aside.

 5 In a small bowl, combine the yogurt, mustard, sugar, salt and pepper.

 6 To complete the salad, place the pasta, cooked vegetables, onion and peppers 
together in a large bowl. Pour the yogurt mixture over the salad and toss together.

 7 Refrigerate until you are ready to serve. Add additional dressing and adjust spices as 
desired.

helPFul hint: Substitute your favorite pasta or whatever you have on hand for the rigatoni in this 
recipe. Substitute 2 packages of thawed frozen vegetables from your freezer for the fresh broccoli 
and carrots.

This salad is ideal for 
unexpected company, as 
it can be put together in 
a hurry. 
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GUIso De MaÍz 
Corn Chowder
Makes: About 3 quarts

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced and crushed)

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dry leaf oregano 

3 cups whole kernel corn (fresh, canned 
or frozen)

3 medium potatoes (diced)

1 28-ounce can diced tomatoes

3 cups vegetable stock

1 cup dry white wine

1 cup water

 1 In a large soup pot, heat the olive oil over medium heat until fragrant.

 2 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender.

 3 Add the remaining ingredients, bring to a boil, then reduce the heat to low.

 4 Cover and cook slowly for about 45 minutes until the vegetables are tender.

This is a hearty stew that the vegetarians in your life will adore.
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polVoRones De alMenDRas 
Almond Cookies
Makes: About 4 dozen 2'' cookies

1 cup (2 sticks) butter 

1 cup sugar

2 large eggs

1 teaspoon almond extract

1 teaspoon vanilla

4 cups sifted flour

B⁄e teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon baking powder

B⁄c cup shaved almonds (for decorating 
cookies)

1 cup confectioners’ sugar (for 
decorating cookies)

 1 Cream the butter with the sugar, eggs, almond extract and vanilla.

 2 Beat in the remaining ingredients, except the shaved almonds and confectioners’ 
sugar, making a stiff dough.

 3 Refrigerate for 2 hours or until thoroughly chilled.

 4 Preheat oven to 350°.

 5 With a small ice cream scoop or other measure to ensure uniform cookies, scoop up 
the dough and form it into balls with your hands.

 6 Place the cookie dough balls on a cookie sheet, flatten them with a spoon and 
decorate the tops with a few almond shavings.

 7 Bake them for 10 – 12 minutes, or until lightly golden.

 8 Remove them from the oven, transfer cookies to a wire rack and dust them with 
confectioners’ sugar.

almendras – almonds
ALMONDS ARE “THE PiTS”
That’s right. The almond is not a true nut, but the pit of a fruit similar 
to a cherry, plum or peach. But, unlike its cousins whose flesh we enjoy 
while discarding the pit, in the almond’s case it’s the inner seed we 
cherish, discarding its shell and leathery outer skin. 

POWERFUL NUTRiTiON
Almonds are nutrition powerhouses. An ounce (about twenty almonds) 
contains twelve percent of your daily allowance of protein and thirty-five 

percent of vitamin E, a valuable cancer-fighting antioxidant. Almonds 
are also loaded with minerals like magnesium, calcium, phosphorus 
and zinc, as well as lots of healthy fiber and folic acid. And, recent 
research indicates that eating a handful of almonds a day may lower 
LDL (bad) cholesterol. There’s even a metaphysical connection — Edgar 
Cayce, the famous sleeping prophet — prescribed three almonds a day 
as a cancer preventive.
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The food was scrumptious, but I was so 

filled with loss that I had no room for anything else. I barely 

touched what would be our last meal all together at our 

family’s casa in Cuba. I had to swallow my emotions and save 

them for another day, as our challenge now was to get to the 

airport in Havana and get out of the country. Even though we 

had all the necessary paperwork, I was afraid that we’d be 

stopped along the way and prevented from leaving. 

Travel within the country was highly controlled, and 

there were many zealots — men and women who were 

fanatical about the revolution and suspicious of everyone. 

One of these junior party officials could decide to detain us, 

considering our desire to leave the country an unforgivable 

act and insult, despite the approvals from the official 

government. For this reason, I knew that we couldn’t let 

anyone outside of family and a few trusted friends know we 

were planning to leave. And to help ensure we’d be permitted 

to pass through the check-points on our journey by bus 

from Fomento to Havana, I dressed in military fatigues and 

pretended that I was a soldier on her way to a new duty 

station with her family.

I had our bus tickets, the plane tickets and one hundred 

American dollars in my pocketbook. That wasn’t very much 

money for three people to live on even in 1961, but it would 

have to see us through until I found work and started earning 

money again in Florida.

It was a nerve-racking, gut-wrenching day and I’ve 

never been more frightened in my life. The bus was old and 

in poor repair, thick black smoke belched from its exhaust, 

and it groaned and creaked as it chugged up each new hill. 

Every time it stopped, I was certain that it wouldn’t start 

again and we’d miss our deadline. Every time one of our 

fellow travelers greeted and chatted with me or asked one 

of the kids a question, I was sure one of us was going to say 

or do the wrong thing. We’d be taken off the bus and while 

we were being questioned the bus would leave without us. 

And every time a new official climbed aboard to undertake 

an inspection as we passed through his jurisdiction, I was 

convinced that he was here to pull us off the bus and deny 

us the opportunity to leave. At one of the stations, all of the 

luggage was pulled out from under the bus for inspection. 

There was this big commotion outside as a wooden 

crate as big as a mattress was pulled out of the luggage 

compartment. I held my breath and told myself to just calm 

down, but my heart sank as other passengers speculated 

that it was a box of rifles someone was smuggling, and 

we’d probably all be detained and questioned while they 

determined who was responsible. But, then a young man a 

few rows back shouted, “Oh, don’t worry about that, it’s mine. 

Those are my drums. I’m a musician, and I’m playing my first 

gig in a Havana nightclub. 

The coffee and cigarettes didn’t help, either. I don’t 

know what I was thinking, but because I wanted to save the 

little money I had, I didn’t eat anything. I fed the children, 

but I just lit up another cigarette or refilled my coffee cup; 

not what I needed for my already jangled nerves. At every 

stage of our journey, I prayed silently to God, asking Him 

to protect us and reaffirming my promise to Him that if He 

would deliver us safely to America, I would not cut my hair… 

for five years,… then seven years. At each stop along the 

way, I upped the ante in my bargain with God. By the time 

we arrived at Jose Marti Airport in Havana, I owed Him ten 

years of hair. 

At the airport, there was a seemingly endless line of 

checkpoints and reviews to go through. I felt like I was 

running a gauntlet and that any bureaucrat along the route 

might find some deficiency in our papers permitting her to 

club us with a fine or delay. Every government agency in the 

“New Cuba,” it seemed needed answers to “a few questions” 

and a “simple form” completed. At last, we made it through 

the final checkpoints and were cleared to board the plane.
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CHAPTER 9

la MUjEr TrabajaDora
Hard-working Woman

The stern soldier at the gate greeted us coolly and 

examined our documents one last time. Satisfied that 

everything was in order, he passed them back to me. We 

boarded the plane for the U.S. My heart was heavy, but I 

knew that this was the right decision for my children and 

our future together. 

When we arrived in Miami, there were more document 

checks and interviews, but after what we’d just gone through 

to exit Cuba, they seemed easy and routine. That is, until we 

got to the very last agent. After examining everything, he 

stood up from his chair, passed me my paperwork and said, 

“Welcome to America, Mrs. Mondejar.” As we were getting 

up to go, he smiled and turned to Ozzie, who I was carrying 

in my arms, and said, “I see from your paperwork you’re a 

little American, como se llama, niño?” (“… what’s your name, 

son?”) Ozzie smiled devilishly and replied in his biggest voice: 

“Osvaldo Dorticós Torrado.” 

The agent looked quizzical. I was dumbfounded. The 

airport, which had been a cacophony of noise, conversations 

and announcements, suddenly went silent and the air left 

the room. Osvaldo Dorticós Torrado was a Cuban politician 

who’d been active in Castro’s revolution. And, was the man 

who Fidel Castro appointed as the first President of the 

new Cuba.

To this day, I don’t know what possessed Ozzie to say 

this or where he’d even heard the name before — perhaps it 

was from a radio broadcast or overheard in a quiet family 

conversation. I was stunned. The last thing I wanted was to 

attract any special attention to my family, and I certainly 

didn’t want the Americans to think we were sympathetic to 

the Communists in Cuba. “Oh, please don’t send us back,” 

I thought. 

My heart was in my throat. Laughing nervously, I pulled 

Ozzie a little closer hoping he’d put his head on my shoulder 

and go to sleep. But instead, he did it again. The same 

devilish grin, followed by the same big voice: “Mi nombre 

es Osvaldo Dorticós Torrado.” This time, the agent laughed 

and waved us through, shouting to his coworkers, “Hey, I’ve 

got the old man here, wonder who’s running the store back 

in Havana?” 

“Thank God Americans have a great sense of humor,” 

I thought.

As soon as I stepped outside the front door of Miami 

International Airport, I knelt down, kissed the ground and 

said a prayer of thanksgiving.
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la MUjEr TrabajaDora
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Sí Señor, I keep my promise, I grow my hair for ten year. It so long, I could sit on it. And, believe me, it was lotta 
trouble. It take very long time to dry after champoo, and more than an hour to brush or braid.

Please, have more food.

Gracias, niña. I glad you like my rice. Si, arroz amarillo es muy bonito. The vegetales sparkle like leetle jewels in a 
mountain of yellow rice.

aRRoz aMaRIllo Con VeGeTales 
Yellow Rice with Vegetables
Serves: 6

2 cups long-grain parboiled white rice

2 tablespoons Aceite Achiote (page 
23)*

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

2 bay leaves

6 cloves garlic 

4 cups water

2 broccoli crowns (cut into florets)

1 large red onion (chopped)

1 large red bell pepper (cut into 2" strips)

1 small calabaza or butternut squash (cut 
into 2" cubes)
*You can substitute B⁄c teaspoon bijol 
(powdered annatto) or saffron (B⁄e teaspoon 
powdered saffron, or 3 to 4 saffron threads 
soaked in hot water) and 2 tablespoons olive 
oil for the Aceite Achiote in this recipe.

 1 Combine the rice, oil, dry spices, garlic and water in a large saucepan.

 2 Bring to boil over high heat.

 3 Cook, uncovered, until almost all of the water has been absorbed by the rice, and top 
of rice has little holes all over (about 12 – 15 minutes).

 4 Add the vegetables, give the rice a good stir with a fork, cover and reduce heat to low, 
and cook for an additional 10 minutes.

 5 Remove from heat and let it stand for at least 10 minutes. Fluff rice with a fork and 
transfer to serving platter.
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Do you like you work, Chico?

¡Sí, es verdad! This is very true, honey. I know. It very hard to work and take care of su familia at same time. 
But, you have to do. You wannah enjoy life in America, you need to work allatime. 

I thank God for him giving me energia. He make me hard-working woman. Mucho trabajo para mi every 
day, but I no mind. I like workin’ hard, because then I sleep good. I know I do all I can every day. Life is no 
easy, Señor. You need to fight for life!

After I left mi esposo in New Jersey and after I left mi familia en Cuba, I take care of my cheeldren by 
myself. There is only me, both mommy and daddy. I workin’ lotta different jobs, do many different things to 
make a life here for my cheeldren. 

I was very relieved and happy to be back in 

the United States with my children. I knew our life here would 

be difficult, but I was grateful to have escaped Castro’s 

oppression and what was sure to be an uncertain future in 

Cuba. I worried about those I’d left behind and hoped that 

one day soon we’d all be reunited.

There was no time for rejoicing over our deliverance 

from the Communists or for worrying about what might 

happen to others. I needed to find a place to live and I 

needed to find a job. And, I needed to find both fast. The 

little money I had left wouldn’t take us very far. 

I don’t believe I’ve ever felt more forsaken and lost than 

I did during those first few days back in Miami with my kids. 

My family in Cuba was now completely beyond my reach. I 

couldn’t go back there and they couldn’t help me here. And, 

while glad that my husband was out of our lives for good 

and wouldn’t be a harmful influence on my children, I also 

knew that he wouldn’t be making any financial contribution 

for their benefit, either. I was on my own in this strange land 

and I had two children that I needed to provide for.

As soon as I arrived in Miami, I went to see my old friend, 

Freddy, about a place to live. I’ll never be able to repay 

Freddy’s kindness. He gave me the keys to a small studio 

apartment solely on what he called my “buen credito,” no 

deposit and no advance rent required. “I trust you, Aida,” he 

told me. “I know you’ll take good care of this apartment and 

will pay me just as soon as you can.”

It was a great gift that enabled me to focus on the many 

other things I needed to take care of — buying groceries, 

buying a few clothes for the kids, getting Mirta enrolled 

in school and finding work. A week later, I had a job in a 

neighborhood bar, and I began paying off my debts. We 

settled into our new surroundings, the kids made new 

friends, and for a little while we settled into a more or less 

predictable routine. 

Then, in October 1962, less than a year after our 

arrival in Miami, our world was rocked by another political 

earthquake — the missile crisis. Castro had made friends 

with the Russian government and now they were setting up 

nuclear warheads in our homeland, aimed at the U.S. It was a 

very frightening time for all Americans. But it was especially 

so for those of us who’d recently emigrated. Miami began to 

feel like the Cuba we’d left — under siege. The streets were 

filled with military vehicles; the news was filled with threats 

and acrimony, and the air had that same foul smell and bitter 

taste of fear. And, as always seems to happen in times of 

national emergency, some people reacted with suspicion and 
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prejudice. They were unsure about the loyalty and patriotism 

of their new Cuban neighbors. 

As each day passed and the tension between the U.S. 

and Russia mounted, I became more and more concerned. I 

was frightened for me and my children in Miami, the target 

of Khrushchev’s missiles. And, I was worried about the 

family we’d left behind in Cuba, as I knew the U.S. would do 

whatever was necessary to stop this — including destroying 

the island.

The kids were terrified by bad dreams of war and 

bombs. I remember Ozzie asking me “Is the world going 

to end, Mami?’’ As I comforted him, ensuring him that 

everything was fine and that nothing bad was going to 

happen, I felt unconvinced. But my assurances to the kids 

gave me hope that things would work out. Slowly, the days 

dragged by. There were more threats, more negotiations, a 

blockade, a counter-strategy, more confusion — would Russia 

blink? Would we? Or, would we destroy each other?

Well, of course, the world didn’t end, but the missile 

crisis did end any chance for reconciliation between the 

U.S. and Cuba and all the hope I’d held on to for a return to 

a quiet, normal life reunited with my family in Fomento. The 

missile crisis also sharpened my focus for the future. I knew 

that, in addition to Mirta and Ozzie, I was also the person 

responsible for my family in Cuba. I needed to do whatever 

I could to support them there until, hopefully, one day they’d 

be able to join me here. 

It also gave me clarity about our future in the U.S. No 

longer was I torn between the two countries. I’d been born 

and raised in Cuba and had lived most of my life there. I felt 

kinship with the Cuban people and love for the history of 

the island and the culture of the country. But, I lived in the 

United States. The U.S. had claimed me and my children, 

saving us from what the rest of my family were enduring. We 

were Americans now, this was my new country and I would 

be loyal to her.

Ozzie, Mirta and I celebrated the announcement that 

the Russians had begun dismantling the missiles and 

shipping them back to the Soviet Union with dinner on our 

TV trays in front of the television. We watched Walter 

Cronkite’s coverage that evening with relief while enjoying 

one of my favorite meals — Masitas de Puerco Fritas, Rice and 

Beans and Platanos Maduros Frito (page 112).
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MasITas De pUeRCo fRITas 
Little Fried Pork Morsels
Serves: 4

2 pounds lean boneless pork (trimmed & 
cut into 2" cubes)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

4 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c cup naranja agria (bitter orange 
juice) — or, substitute a mixture of equal 
parts orange juice and lime juice

canola oil for frying

 1 Sprinkle the pork chunks with the dry spices, toss with your hands to coat and place 
them in a container suitable for marinating.

 2 Combine the garlic, spices and juice, pour over the pork, cover and refrigerate for a 
minimum of 4 hours or overnight.

 3 Drain the pork cubes, discarding the marinade.

 4 In a large, heavy skillet over medium heat, heat 2" to 3" of oil to 350° – 375°. 

 5 Add as many of the pork cubes as will comfortably fit in the skillet and brown on all 
sides, turning regularly with a slotted spoon.

 6 Reduce the heat to low, cover and cook for 5 – 7 minutes, turning the cubes about 
halfway through the cooking time. 

 7 Remove the lid, increase the heat to crisp the cubes and cook for about 5 more 
minutes.

 8 As the cubes are finished, drain them on a paper-towel-lined platter. Keep warm in a 
200° oven until all the cubes have been fried.

n Instead of deep-frying, pan sauté the masitas. Prepare the pork as above through step 3. In a 
nonstick skillet, heat 1 tablespoon of olive oil. When the oil is hot, add a dozen or so pieces of the pork 
at a time and sauté over high heat for about 10 minutes or until thoroughly cooked and crisped. 

 This dish will pair well with a lighter red, or a full-bodied white, depending on your 
mood and your guests, and luckily, Spain’s Priorat region produces both! First the 
red — the Garnacha grape, which dominates this region, produces a light red with tastes 
of strawberries and raspberries, low tannins and a beautiful refreshing finish. For the 
white — try a Garnacha Blanca, an aromatic and mineral wine with a fresh dill scent.
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There would be many triumphs, many 

disappointments and many difficult lessons to learn in the 

years ahead for all of us, as we found our way and made 

a life in America. Mirta and Ozzie adjusted well to the 

U.S. My little Americans both learned English rapidly and 

were quickly enmeshed up to their ears in the society and 

culture, loving all the same products, toys, movies and music 

as their native born and raised friends. I was glad they 

were happy and thriving here, delighted that they loved 

our newly adopted country, but I didn’t want them to lose 

their connection to their roots. To ensure that their Cuban 

heritage remained essential in their lives, I insisted that we 

speak only Spanish at home with each other. And, I used the 

time we shared together as we prepared and ate our meals 

to talk with them about Cuba. I told them about our family’s 

history and traditions, taught them the music and dances I 

grew up with, and shared stories about the land we had left 

behind and the animals and plants that lived there.

Cooking Cuban food for my family was how I bridged 

the gulf between the past and present — how I stayed 

connected and kept Cuba alive for my children. When I 

cooked a traditional dish, it always brought back important 

and fun memories for me — memories that I would share 

with my kids about events, places and family members. If I 

made fish, I might recall how tall the mangos down by the 

rio reached, the day I went fishing with Ada and Chi Chi, 

or the time when I nearly fell out of the avocado tree. If I 

cooked beef, maybe it would trigger the memory of the day 

the cow got out of the fence and we had to chase her down 

Calle Maximo Gomez, or the way the night jasmine blossoms 

smelled. Pork — how much Tio Pedro Antonio loved his pernil, 

a funny story Papaito had told at dinner, why Cousin Jose 

wouldn’t eat the okra and how big the yuca plants grew 

down on the finca. Through food and language I remained 

connected, and so did they through me.

Finding steady work at decent wages was a constant 

challenge. There weren’t many opportunities in 1960s 

America for a divorcée with two small children, especially 

when you spoke only a little English. I took whatever I could 

find. I worked all sorts of different jobs — cooking, cleaning, 

babysitting, whatever, full-time, part-time, one-day-at-a-

time, it didn’t matter. I was young, strong and willing to do 

anything to keep our home and make a life for us. The pay 

wasn’t great, but I was careful with my money and I managed 

to somehow make ends meet, and send a little something 

back to Cuba on a regular basis.

I watched the specials at the grocery store, buying only 

what was on sale, and I learned to substitute less expensive 

ingredients for traditional ones. I became a very creative 

cook — inventing new dishes based on what I could afford 

and what I already had in my cupboard or refrigerator. 

Cuban food can be very inexpensive and still very nutritious 

for the cook who’s on a budget or has lots of hungry mouths 

to feed. Rice and beans or pasta with a little meat or fish 

makes a complete and delicious meal.

For me, it was a big adjustment. Growing up on a farm, 

the meat had always been the center of the plate, and 

everything else just an accompaniment. In my new 

circumstances, I learned how to use meat in a new way — as a 

flavoring for seasoning dishes that got their substance from 

rice, pasta, eggs, cornmeal or vegetables. 
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arroCes (riCe dishes)
Arroces are a great way to stretch expensive ingredients. These one-dish meals are nutritious and totally satisfying. 

aRRoz fRITo 
Cuban Fried Rice
Serves: 8

3 tablespoons canola oil

2 eggs

1 small onion (chopped)

1 small green pepper (chopped)

2 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

4 cups leftover Arroz Blanco (page 
21)

1 cup cooked chicken meat (chopped)*

1 cup frozen peas (thawed)

2 tablespoons soy sauce
*Substitute whatever you have on hand for 
the chicken in this recipe — leftover beef, pork, 
ham, etc.

 1 In a large, heavy skillet or wok, heat 1 tablespoon of the oil, drop the eggs into the 
pan, break the yolks and scramble in the pan with a fork, breaking up the eggs as they 
cook. Remove the eggs and set aside.

 2 In the same pan, heat the rest of the oil and make a sofrito with the onion, pepper, 
garlic and black pepper and cook for a couple of minutes.

 3 Add the rice, chicken and peas; return the cooked eggs to the pan and mix thoroughly.

 4 Raise the heat to high, add the soy sauce, and stir fry the rice until everything is 
heated throughout, about 5 minutes.

 5 Remove from heat and transfer to a serving platter.

A fusion of Asian and tropical flavors, Cuban fried rice is a popular treat in New York’s Chinese-Cuban 
restaurants. This is a delicious, fun and creative way to jazz up a batch of leftovers — rice, a bit of meat 
and some vegetables are all you need to make a big batch of Arroz Frito. The ingredients in the recipe 
below aren’t particular, use what you have on hand. 

Havana still has a busy Chinatown neighborhood near the city’s center. It’s easy to find, as it’s one of the 
few areas that have outdoor lights at night. It is a fun and lively nightlife center. Given Cuba’s economic 
struggles, perennial electricity shortages and infrastructure problems, most of the city is dark at night. 
Even streetlights are only turned on for a few hours or not at all in an effort to not overtax the fragile 
grid and cause the system to fail resulting in widespread power outages.
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aRRoz Con baCalao 
Rice with Codfish
Serves: 8

B⁄e cup Aceite Achiote (page 23)*

2 leeks (the white bulb and tender part 
of green shoot, cleaned thoroughly & 
thinly sliced)

4 cloves garlic

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 3-ounce jar pimientos (finely chopped)

1 bay leaf

B⁄e cup dry white wine

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

1 pound dried codfish (desalted, 
cooked & flaked) — see page 71 for 
desalting instructions

2 cups long-grain parboiled rice

4 cups water
*You can substitute B⁄c teaspoon bijol (a 
powdered condiment for yellow rice sold 
in Hispanic food markets) or saffron (B⁄e 
teaspoon powdered saffron, or soak 3 
to 4 saffron threads in hot water) plus 2 
tablespoons olive oil for the Aceite Achiote  
in this recipe, if you prefer.

 1 In a large, heavy saucepan, heat the oil over low heat until fragrant, then add the 
leeks and cook, stirring until tender about 5 minutes. Stir in the garlic and cook for a 
minute or two more.

 2 Add the remaining ingredients, and stir to blend.

 3 Cook, uncovered, until most of the water has been absorbed by the rice, and top of 
the rice has little holes all over (about 15 minutes).

 4 Reduce heat, stir, cover, and simmer over low heat for an additional 10 minutes or until 
the rice is tender.

 5 Remove from heat and set aside for a few minutes. Uncover, fluff the rice and transfer 
to a serving platter. 

  Cod fish, rice, garlic, pimientos and onions — you’ll find a variation of this dish 
everywhere along the coast of Spain. This hearty and satisfying dish will pair nicely with 
the lively, dry, aromatic and refreshing palate of an Albariño from the Galician coast. 

This dish, while inexpensive to make, is beautiful and 
delicious enough for company.
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arroz – rice
THE WORLD’S STAPLE 
Rice sustains two-thirds of the world’s population, and is grown 
in more than one hundred countries. Three states — Arkansas, 
California and Louisiana account for 80% of the U.S. crop. 

Archeological evidence indicates that rice has been 
cultivated for more than 5,000 years. Today, we grow more 
than 40,000 different varieties. 

HOW DO YOU LiKE YOUR GRAiNS?
long — Long-grain rice has a long, slender kernel, four to five 
times longer than its width. Cooked grains are separate, light 
and fluffy.

MediuM — Medium-grain rice has a shorter, wider kernel (two 
to three times longer than its width). Cooked grains are more 
moist and tender, and tend to cling together.

short — Short-grain rice has a short, plump, almost round 
kernel. Cooked grains are soft and cling together. 

brown — Only the hull is removed; the bran layers remain, 
giving the rice its tan color. Rice bran is rich in minerals and 
vitamins, especially the B-complex group. Brown rice also 
contains more fiber and is rich in vitamin E. Brown rice takes 
longer to cook and requires more liquid. It has a slightly chewy 
texture and nut-like flavor.

PArboiled/ConVerted — Parboiled rice is steamed 
before it’s husked. As a result, the grains absorb many of the 
nutrients from the husk. This process also gives this rice its 
distinctive beige color.  The cooked grains are more nutritious, 
firmer, and less clingy than white rice. 

white — The husk, bran and germ have been removed. It 
cooks faster, is tender and delicate, but less nutritious.

wild — It’s not rice and it’s not wild. The grain of an aquatic 
grass native to North America, most “wild” rice is cultivated and 
then mechanically harvested and processed.

NUTRiTiON
•  A complex carbohydrate, a half-cup serving contains just 103 

calories (brown rice – 108).

•  Zero cholesterol, zero sodium, only a trace of fat.

•  Rice protein, when compared to other grains, is one of the 
highest quality proteins.

•  Contains all eight of the essential amino acids, and is also 
a good source of thiamin, riboflavin, niacin, phosphorus, iron, 
and potassium. All enriched rice is additionally fortified with 
folic acid.
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aRRoz Con GaRbanzos 
Rice and Chickpeas
Serves: 8

B⁄c pound dried chickpeas

B⁄e cup olive oil

1 large chorizo (sliced into B⁄c'' rounds)

B⁄e pound smoked ham (diced)

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

4 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

B⁄c cup dry white wine

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

2 cups long-grain parboiled white rice

 1 Place the chickpeas in a large pot, cover with water and soak for 8 hours or overnight. 
Drain them. 

 2 Pour 6 cups of fresh water into a large pot and bring it to a boil. Add the chickpeas, 
cover, reduce heat and simmer for about an hour or until chickpeas are tender. Drain 
the chickpeas, reserving the water they were cooked in. 

 3 In a large, heavy casserole, heat the oil over medium heat and lightly sauté the meat.

 4 Reduce the heat, add the onion, green pepper, garlic and pepper to the pan and 
sauté until the onion is translucent and tender. Then stir in the tomato sauce and wine 
and cook for a few minutes longer.

 5 Add the rice, the chickpeas and 4 cups of the reserved cooking liquid and stir to blend.

 6 Cover and simmer for about 30 minutes, until the rice is tender and has absorbed 
most of the liquid.

 7 Let stand for 5 minutes, then fluff the rice with a fork and serve.

This is a hearty and flavorful rice dish that makes a 
wonderful one-dish meal. Add a green salad and you’re 
good to go.
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aRRoz Con jaMon Y QUIMboMbo 
Rice with Ham and Okra
Serves: 8

B⁄c pound fresh okra*

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion (chopped)

1 medium green pepper (chopped)

4 cloves garlic (diced & crushed)

B⁄c pound smoked ham (diced)

1 small chorizo (skinned & 
chopped) — optional 

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 16-ounce can chicken broth

1 cup dry white wine

1 B⁄c cups water

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

2 cups long-grain parboiled rice
*If you can’t find fresh okra, you can 
substitute 2 cups frozen chopped okra, add 
them at step 4.

 1 Rinse the okra pods in cold water and drain them. Blot them with paper towels and 
set them aside to dry thoroughly.

 2 Meanwhile, in a large casserole or wide dutch oven, heat the oil over medium heat 
until fragrant.

 3 Add the onion and green pepper 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.

 4 Slice the okra into 1" rounds and stir them into the sofrito, stir in the ham and the 
chorizo and continue cooking for about 5 minutes.

 5 Add all of the remaining ingredients and stir to combine.

 6 Bring the mixture to a boil, lower the heat, cover, and simmer for 25 – 30 minutes, until 
the rice is tender and has absorbed almost all of the liquid.

 7 Remove from heat and let stand for 5 minutes.

 8 When you are ready to serve, fluff the rice and transfer it to a large serving platter.

This is a great way to enjoy okra; the rice eliminates that slimy texture that turns 
some folks off to this delicious and healthy vegetable. Once you try it this way, 
you’ll never look at okra the same way again — yummy!
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FIDeos (PAstAs)
Most people don’t think of pasta when they think of Cuban food, but pasta and noodles have an important role in the cuisine. 

spaGUeTTIs Con bonITo 
Spaghetti and Tuna
Serves: 4

B⁄c pound whole-grain spaghetti

1 tablespoon butter

4 tablespoons flour

B⁄e teaspoon salt

B⁄e teaspoon ground black pepper

2 cups skim milk

4 ounces reduced-fat cream cheese (cut 
into chunks)

1 5-ounce can water-packed albacore 
tuna

1 package frozen mixed vegetables

B⁄c cup panko-style breadcrumbs 
(optional)

B⁄e cup grated parmesan cheese

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a 9"x13" inch baking pan by treating it with 
non-stick cooking spray. 

 2 In a large saucepan, bring 2 quarts of salted water to a boil over high heat.

 3 Break the spaghetti into thirds and place in the pot, stir to separate, cover and cook 
according to package directions. Test the pasta frequently as it cooks and remove 
from heat when it reaches the state of doneness that you enjoy.

 4 Drain the pasta immediately into a colander, then rinse with cold water and toss with 
your fingers to separate the individual noodles.

 5 Heat the butter in a heavy skillet over medium heat, add the flour, salt and pepper 
and stir with a fork to combine, reduce heat and slowly add the milk, breaking up the 
clumps as you go until the sauce is smooth.

 6 Add the cream cheese a few bits at a time to the sauce, stirring constantly until it is 
thoroughly mixed in and the sauce has a creamy texture.

 7 In a large bowl, combine the pasta, sauce, tuna and vegetables and mix thoroughly.

 8 Transfer the pasta mixture to the baking pan, sprinkle the breadcrumbs and grated 
cheese over the top, and bake for about 30 minutes or until bubbly.

 9 Remove from the oven and permit the dish to cool a few minutes before serving.

Who doesn’t love a good tuna noodle casserole 
once in a while? Try my version of this classic next 
time you need a change of pace. Economical to 
prepare, so tasty and nutritious too.
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MaCaRRones Con VeGeTales a la paRIlla 
Pasta with Grilled Vegetables
Serves: 8

1 pound whole-grain ziti

B⁄c pound asparagus (cleaned & 
trimmed)

1 large yellow summer squash (cut on the 
diagonal into B⁄c"-thick pieces) 

3 medium carrots (cut on the diagonal 
into long thin slices)

1 small red onion (cut into B⁄c''-thick 
rounds)

1 medium red pepper (cut into strips)

olive oil

salt

ground black pepper

dried leaf oregano 

garlic powder

B⁄c cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

grated parmesan cheese (optional)

 1 Preheat the gas grill or light the charcoal.

 2 In a large saucepan, bring 2 quarts of salted water to a boil over high heat.

 3 Add the pasta, stir to separate, cover and cook according to package directions. Test 
the pasta frequently as it cooks and remove from heat when it reaches the state of 
doneness that you enjoy. 

 4 Drain the pasta immediately into a colander, then rinse with cold water, toss with your 
fingers to separate the individual noodles and set aside.

 5 In a large bowl, sprinkle the asparagus with the dry seasonings, drizzle with a little 
olive oil and toss with your fingers to coat. Repeat with each of the other vegetables.

 6 Reduce the grill flame to medium or if using charcoal it’s ready when the coals have 
ashed over. Carefully place as many of the vegetables on the grill grate as will 
comfortably fit. The vegetables will cook quickly, but at different rates, so watch 
them carefully and turn frequently. When vegetables are done the way you like them, 
remove from the grill and place them in a large bowl.

 7 Add the pasta to the bowl of vegetables, pour the Mojo Criollo over the top, toss with 
your fingers to combine, top with a sprinkle of parmesan cheese and serve.

This dish is great for a party. It’s equally delicious whether 
served hot as an entree, chilled as a salad or at room 
temperature as a side dish on a buffet. It’s perfect for outdoor 
events, and is a unique dish to take as your contribution to a 
potluck supper.
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HueVos (eggs)
Eggs are incredibly edible, and these economical, delicious and nutritious dishes will prove to you that they’re “not just for breakfast 

anymore.” Accompanied by a salad and rice or another grain, they make a complete meal.

Literally translated “revoltillo” is “revolt,” an apt description of the battering eggs take when we make scrambled eggs.

ReVolTIllo Con QUeso Y VeGeTales 
Scrambled Eggs with Cheese and Vegetables
Serves: 4

2 tablespoons butter

1 small onion (finely chopped)

B⁄c medium red pepper (chopped)

1 medium zucchini squash (diced)

1 small tomato (diced)

B⁄e pound cheddar cheese (grated)

8 large eggs (well beaten)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 In a large non-stick frying pan, heat the butter over low heat and sauté the vegetables 
for about 5 minutes or until the onion is translucent and tender.

 2 Add the eggs and stir to combine. Cook slowly, move the eggs around the pan by 
stirring frequently to ensure even cooking.

 3 Sprinkle the cheese over the top of the eggs as they cook. When the eggs are firm but 
still moist, remove from heat and transfer to a serving platter.

n It’s easy to reduce the fat in this dish; cut the butter by half and substitute egg whites or 
eggbeaters and fat-free cheese.
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ReVolTIllo Con jaMon a la CReMa 
Scrambled Eggs with Ham and Cream Cheese
Serves: 4

2 tablespoons butter

1 small onion (finely chopped)

B⁄c medium green pepper (chopped)

1 cup cured ham (diced)

4 ounces reduced-fat cream cheese (cut 
into small bits)

8 large eggs (well beaten)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 In a large non-stick frying pan, heat the butter over low heat and sauté the onion, 
pepper and ham for about 5 minutes or until the onion is translucent and tender.

 2 Add the eggs and cheese and stir to combine. Cook slowly, move the eggs around the 
pan by stirring frequently to ensure even cooking.

 3 When the eggs are firm but still moist, remove from heat and transfer to a serving 
platter.
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MaíZ (Corn)
These corn dishes are a delicious, nutritious and fun way to stretch your food dollars. Better still, these tamale pies look beautiful, inspiring 

variations galore based on whatever you may have on hand. They are also a perfect choice when you need an inexpensive meal for a 

big group.

pICaDIllo en TaMal 
Beef Hash in Tamale Pie
Serves: 8

1 15-ounce can whole kernel corn 
(drained)

B⁄c small onion (quartered)

B⁄c small green pepper (quartered)

2 cloves garlic

1 cup stone-ground whole-grain 
cornmeal

2 tablespoons milk

2 tablespoons olive oil

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon cumin

1 recipe Picadillo (page 34)

B⁄c cup tomato sauce (optional)

B⁄e pound shredded cheddar cheese 
(optional)

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a 9''x13'' baking pan by treating it with non-
stick cooking spray.

 2 Place the first 10 ingredients in a blender pitcher, pulse to combine and then purée.

 3 Spread half the corn mixture into the bottom on the pan.

 4 Spread the prepared Picadillo over it. (For a juicier filling, add the tomato sauce into 
the Picadillo prior to adding it to the pie.)

 5 Top the Picadillo with the rest of the corn mixture to create the top crust of the pie.

 6 Bake for 30 minutes or until the pie is bubbly and heated throughout.

 7 If desired, sprinkle the top of the pie with the cheddar cheese about halfway through 
cooking time.
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CaMaRones Y CanGRejos en TaMal 
Shrimp and Crabmeat in Tamale Pie
Serves: 8 

1 15-ounce can whole kernel corn 
(drained)

B⁄c small onion (quartered)

B⁄c small green pepper (quartered)

2 cloves garlic

1 cup stone-ground whole grain 
cornmeal

2 tablespoons milk

2 tablespoons olive oil

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄e teaspoon cumin 

1 16-ounce can crabmeat

1 recipe Camarones Enchilados (page 
194)

hot pepper sauce (optional)

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°, and prepare a 9''x13'' baking pan by treating it with non-
stick cooking spray.

 2 Place the first 10 ingredients in a blender, pulse to combine and then purée.

 3 Spread half the corn mixture into the bottom on the pan.

 4 Drain the crabmeat and stir it into the prepared Camarones Enchilados, add some 
additional hot pepper sauce if desired, then spread the seafood mixture over the 
tamale in the pan.

 5 Top the seafood with the rest of the corn mixture to create the top crust of the pie.

 6 Bake for 30 minutes or until the pie is bubbly and heated throughout.

  When you prepare crabmeat dishes, think of Torrontés, Argentina’s national white 
wine. A natural pairing with all crustaceans, Torrontés is a floral, spicy and beautifully 
refreshing wine. An up-and-comer, it’s a reasonably priced wine that can also double as 
a great aperitif. I recommend you keep a bottle of Torrontés on hand for that perfect 
occasion. 
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Food Shopping on a budget
While pay rates have remained flat the last few years, food 
prices have gone up and up (and extreme weather conditions 
could mean still higher prices). As a result, food purchases now 
require a significantly larger portion of our income. What can 
we do? There aren’t any magic bullets. Reducing our bill at the 
market requires us to be thoughtful about our purchases and to 
use some proven strategies.

Before Heading to the Market
shoP At hoMe — Begin by checking your own pantry, 
refrigerator and freezer. Then plan some meals around what 
you already have on hand.

“AlwAys MAke A list” And “don’t shoP hungry” —  
We’ve heard these old saws for years, but they are still good 
advice that help limit impulse purchases.

At the Store
tAke your tiMe — Shop when you aren’t in a hurry, leave 
the kids at home if you can, and go early in the day to beat 
the crowds. Take time to compare and purchase the best value.

shoP the PeriMeter oF the store, First — check 
out what’s in-season in the produce aisle and what’s on sale 
in the meat, seafood and dairy departments. Then, build your 
weekly meals around those items. Don’t shop the interior aisles 
of the store except to pick up the items that are on your list. 
And keep moving, the interior aisles are where all those highly 
processed foods we’re trying to avoid lurk and where the big 
food manufacturers spend their marketing budgets to tempt 
us to buy them. 

Consider PrePAring A MeAtless MeAl At leAst 
onCe A week — Good for you, good for the environment 
and good for your budget.

soMetiMes less is best — Stock up on staples when 
they’re on sale (items with a long shelf life — grains, beans, 
canned goods), but don’t buy more perishable items than you 
can eat fresh in a week. Despite good intentions to prepare, 
freeze and store these items for future use, there’s a good 

chance that some of your hard-earned cash will end up in the 
garbage can.

Choose Frozen Fruits And VegetAbles — These 
are great buys and big time savers, but avoid products with any 
additives — sauces, pasta, seasonings, etc. Because packers are 
located next to the fields, frozen produce is harvested when it 
is ripe and it’s actually fresher than the fresh produce that was 
picked weeks ago and trucked across the country.

use CouPons thoughtFully — Coupons can save 
you money, but only when they are for items you need and had 
planned to purchase anyway.

look uP, look down, look Around — Supermarkets 
study our shopping behavior so they can sell us the products 
they want us to buy. We need to be aware of their selling 
behavior to ensure we get the biggest bang for our buck. Stores 
place the highest-priced/highest-margin items on shelves at 
eye level, and brand-name manufacturers pay a premium to 
place their products in that prime space because they know 
that’s where shoppers tend to reach. Be sure to scan higher 
shelves and lower ones. That’s where you will find the best 
values. Don’t trust those end of aisle “specials,” always verify. 
And, don’t pay for advertising; seek out generic store brands. 
Consumer Reports couldn’t tell the difference in quality or taste 
and you won’t either. Typically, you can save up to 30%.

unit PriCe lAbels — The food industry’s packaging 
doesn’t make it easy to do comparison shopping. For instance, 
is the 24-ounce bottle for $2.79 a better buy than the $3.19 one-
quart tub, or is it the one-liter can for $3.75? Don’t try to figure 
this out, your head will explode. Thankfully, the unit price labels 
located below the product on the store shelf do the calculating 
for us; telling us the price per unit. By the way, if you chose the 
one-quart tub you’re right!

shoP with A Friend — buying in bulk can save money, 
but it can also be wasteful and unaffordable. Go in on large 
purchases with a friend. Pool your resources and share the 
giant economy pack. Then go home and toast yourselves on 
what savvy shoppers you’ve become with a glass of wine.
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I bought our clothes and most of our furniture and 

household items at second-hand stores and thrift shops. Special 

items, like birthday and Christmas presents, I purchased through 

“layaway” at the department store. Those first few years in Miami 

were tough, and we had some very lean times. One Christmas, 

things were really tight. No amount of layaway or careful shopping 

was going to salvage the holiday. Not only couldn’t I afford the 

special presents my kids wanted, I couldn’t even afford a tree.

I decorated our giant-leafed philodendron houseplant with our 

Christmas ornaments. It wasn’t a tree, but it looked really festive 

with the lights, balls and tinsel. Then, I covered the pot with cotton 

batting and set up a used nativity set I picked up at a thrift store 

underneath it. I also made the meal my kids requested for our 

special Christmas dinner. It wasn’t a traditional Cuban meal they 

chose; they wanted cheeseburgers, French fries and cookies. 

HaMbURGUesa Con QUeso 
American-style Cheeseburgers
Makes: 6 large burgers

1 pound lean ground beef

1 cup old-fashioned oatmeal

2 tablespoons Salsa Barbacoa  
(page 273)

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

6 slices American cheese

6 hamburger buns (toasted)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 In a large bowl, combine the beef, oatmeal, Salsa Barbacoa and onion.

 2 Divide the ground beef mixture into 6 parts, shape into balls and flatten into patties.

 3 Heat a large heavy skillet over medium-high heat, and sprinkle the bottom of the pan 
with a little salt — this keeps the burgers from sticking.

 4 Place the burgers in the pan, season with salt and pepper, reduce the heat and cook 
for about 3 minutes, turn the burgers over and flatten with a spatula squeezing out 
any excess fat, and continue cooking for an additional 2 minutes or until they reach 
the stage of doneness you desire.

 5 When the hamburgers are ready, top each with a slice of cheese.

 6 Meanwhile, toast the buns and dress the tops with any condiments you desire.

 7 Remove the burgers from the pan and place them on the bottom halves of the bun 
and top with the remaining bun halves to complete the sandwich.

Who doesn’t love a tasty, juicy cheeseburger? This 
recipe is a great way to stretch a pound of ground beef 
with mouth-watering results.
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papas fRITas 
French-fried Potatoes
Serves: 6

3 large potatoes (rinsed & scrubbed)

canola oil for frying

salt
 1 Slice the potatoes into B⁄c'' thick slices, then cut each slice into sticks. Don’t peel 

them — most of the nutrition resides just below the peel, and the peelings add  
extra fiber.

 2 Put the potatoes into a large, deep saucepan or dutch oven.

 3 Pour in enough oil just to cover the potatoes.

 4 Turn the heat to low and slowly cook the potatoes at this temperature, stirring 
occasionally, for about 30 minutes or until they are tender.

 5 Raise heat to medium and cook for another 15 minutes or so until they are golden 
brown and crispy.

 6 Drain on paper toweling, pat dry and sprinkle with salt.

n Oven-roasted potatoes — these are delicious and contain very little fat. Preheat the oven to 400° 
and prepare a large cookie sheet by treating it with nonstick cooking spray. Toss the raw potato sticks 
with 1 tablespoon olive oil and seasonings — I like salt, pepper and garlic powder (a plastic bag works 
great for this — just put all ingredients in the bag and shake until all the potatoes are coated with the 
oil and spices). Place the potatoes on the cookie sheet and spread into a single layer. Bake for about 
25 minutes or until the potatoes are tender. Turn the potatoes about halfway through the cooking 
time to ensure even browning. 

When I first read about this method of making French fries, I was skeptical. I thought that starting the 
potatoes in cold oil would cause them to be greasy and soft, but in fact, just the opposite is true. The 
fries are crispy and they absorb very little of the oil compared to other methods. As a bonus, because 
the potatoes are cooked at low temperatures, the oil doesn’t spatter all over your stovetop and it can 
be reused. Making fries this way requires a little more patience, as they take a bit longer to cook this 
way than traditional methods, but you don’t have to watch them and the results are worth it as they 
contain about a third less fat.
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ToRTICas TRopICales 
Tropical Cookies
Makes: About 4 dozen cookies

2 B⁄c cups all-purpose flour 

B⁄c teaspoon baking powder

B⁄e teaspoon salt

1 cup brown sugar

B⁄c cup granulated sugar

1 cup (2 sticks) butter

1 egg

1 teaspoon banana liqueur

1 B⁄c very ripe bananas

1 B⁄c cups chocolate chips

1 cup toasted slivered almonds

B⁄c cup raisins

B⁄c cup flake coconut

 1 Preheat oven to 325º.

 2 In a bowl, combine the flour, baking powder and salt. Mix together and set aside.

 3 In a large bowl, cream together the sugars, butter and egg.

 4 Alternate adding the flour mixture and the mashed banana to the butter mixture, then 
add the remaining ingredients, mixing all together to form a stiff dough.

 5 Place in the refrigerator for about 2 hours or until thoroughly chilled.

 6 Scoop up about a tablespoon of the dough and shape into a 2 – 3" log by rolling the 
ball between your hands. 

 7 Roll each log in granulated sugar and place about an inch apart on a baking sheet 
covered with parchment paper. 

 8 Bake for about 12 minutes or until golden brown.

You are going to love these. Chocolate chip cookies 
that have some delightful tropical twists.
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Coco – Coconut)
“There is sweet water inside a 

tender coconut. Who poured the 

water inside the coconut? 

Was it the work of any man?  

No. Only the Divine can do such  

a thing.” 

– Sri Sathya Sai Baba

Beautiful, Strong and Hard 
Working
When we see a coconut palm swaying in the breeze, we 
tend to think of relaxation and lazy afternoons. But don’t let 
the coconut’s easy-going, laid-back attitude fool you. These 
amazing trees are some of the strongest and hardest-working 
plants on the planet. Coconuts can thrive in salty and sandy 
conditions and can even withstand hurricane-force winds. They 
can live one hundred years or more and, on average, produce 
about fifty fruits per year. And every part of the coconut is 
useful to man. 

The coconut provides a nutritious source of meat, juice, 
milk, and oil that feeds and nourishes populations around the 
world. On many islands, coconut is a staple in the diet and 
provides the majority of the food eaten. Nearly one-third of the 
world’s population depends on it.

Coconut water
This is the liquid from inside young, immature coconuts. As the 
coconut matures, this liquid solidifies to become the flesh we 
eat. This tasty juice is one of the latest hot trends in the health 
food industry. It is fat free and low in calories and sodium, is 
rich in potassium and is a good source for calcium, magnesium 
and phosphorous. Coconut water was used during World War 
II in emergency transfusions. It mixes easily with blood and has 
sugar and salts that the body can use.

Coconut meat
Coconut is a great source of dietary fiber, contains less sugar 
and more protein than most fruits, and is relatively high in 
minerals such as iron, phosphorus and zinc. Coconut milk, 
coconut cream and coconut oil are all obtained from processing 
coconut meat.

Coconut oil
About 90% of the fat found in coconut meat is saturated, a 
proportion exceeding that of foods such as lard, butter, and 
tallow. Because of this, for many years we were cautioned to 
avoid it. While there is still some debate, most experts now 
agree that coconut oil is a healthy fat and that moderate use 
won’t harm us and may be beneficial. It is important to purchase 
and use virgin coconut oil, and avoid hydrogenated coconut oil. 
Coconut oil is a natural antibiotic that has been shown to be 
effective in treating skin conditions and stomach ulcers. And 
recent studies suggest that it raises good cholesterol levels and 
improves cholesterol ratios and that it may facilitate weight 
loss. Try virgin coconut oil for frying or substitute it for the butter 
in your favorite baking recipes.

Other products
Coconut leaves are woven into baskets and mats, used for 
roofing thatch, and for making brooms and brushes. The husks 
and shells of the fruit are used for fuel and as a source for 
charcoal, for the production of musical instruments and in the 
manufacture of various handicrafts. Fiber from the husk of the 
coconut is used to make rope, mats, brushes, sacks, potting mix, 
caulking for boats and stuffing fiber for mattresses. The tree 
trunk is used for building bridges and in house and furniture 
construction, while dye, mouthwash and medicines are made 
from the coconut’s roots. 
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After dinner, it was time for Christmas presents. 

The kids were full of great expectations. I asked them to sit 

down, because I needed to explain something to them.

“Lo siento, mis bebés. I’m sorry,” I said. “Santa Claus has 

had a very difficult time this year. As you know, he has many 

little children all over the world to take care of, and well, he 

just did not have enough money to buy you everything you 

wanted.”

To my surprise, this explanation seemed to satisfy them. 

Mirta was old enough to understand the situation. And 

Osvaldito, while disappointed that he didn’t get the “Lionel 

HO-scale electric train with an engine that whistles and 

blows real smoke” that he had his heart set on, took it all in 

stride and even felt a little sorry for the jolly, but poor, old 

elf. That is, until the next day, when Ricky, a little boy who 

lived down the street, came by to show Ozzie “the remote 

control race car with automatic convertible roof and lights 

that actually turn on and off” that he’d requested and gotten 

from Santa. Ozzie was furious, I guess he thought that given 

Claus’s financial woes, all little boys and girls everywhere 

would be expected to do their part and share in the sacrifice.

Shortly after the first of the year, things improved 

significantly. I landed a good job in a shop that built 

fiberglass boats. I loved that job! The work was hard, but I 

was good at it and the pay was great. For the first time in 

my life, I got the same wages as the men I worked with. Sal, 

the owner of “Holiday Yachts,” told me a few weeks after 

I started that he’d been reluctant to hire a woman when I 

showed up in response to his ad. But, once he saw what a 

good and reliable worker I was, he was glad he’d decided to 

take a chance on me. 

What happened next really surprised and disappointed 

me.

“Good afternoon, Aida!”

I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of the voice 

right behind me. I had my head down and was bent over my 

workstation, so I hadn’t seen the young man approach. It was 

Jay, Sal’s son. I’d only met him a time or two before, as he 

generally worked in another part of the shop, but he seemed 

like a nice enough guy.

“Can I see you in the office?” he said.

I was caught a little off guard, as this was a very 

unusual request. Sal generally just shouted out orders or 

special instructions to us as a group from the shop floor. 

The office was down a long hallway, way back in a corner 

of the building behind the shop and I hadn’t been in it since 

the day I applied for the job. But, while his dad was away on 

vacation, Jay was the boss, so I said, “Sure, I’ll be in just as 

soon as I put the finish on the bottom of this boat.”

“Come with me now,” he said. “Pepe will finish that for 

you, won’t you, Pepe?”

Pepe scowled and nodded. I didn’t like leaving my work 

for someone else to pick up for me. I was very sensitive to 

the fact that I was a woman working a man’s job, and I didn’t 

want to give the guys any excuse for feeling that I ever did 

less than my full share.

“All right then,” I said as I followed Jay toward the back. 

“Muchas gracias, Pepe. I’ll be right back, and I’ll give you a 

hand with whatever you’re working on.”

As he closed the door to the office behind me, Jay said, 

“Aida, there’s something I’ve been wanting to talk with you 

about. I’ve been watching you. You do a real good job and 

are a hard worker.”

“Thank you, Jay; I try to do my best.”

“I also think you’re really pretty, and I’ve wanted to 

do this for a very long time,” he said as he pressed himself 

against me. Then, he gave me a big kiss on the lips and 

squeezed one of my breasts.

“Stop it, Jay!” I protested as I pushed him away.
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I was so shocked I didn’t know what to do or say. “We 

barely know each other,” I stammered, “and, I’ve got to get 

back to work!”

“Shh, Baby. What’s your hurry? Take it easy! I’m the boss, 

so you don’t have to worry about going back to work today. 

Let’s you and me have a little fun. We can have a good time, 

and I can make things a lot easier around here for you,” and 

again he put his arms around me.

I slapped his face, told him “Please, just leave me alone,” 

and turned to leave the office.

“Go on. Get out and don’t come back! You’re through 

here!”

This was the first time I’d experienced such disrespect 

and blatant sexual harassment on the job. Men would 

often make unwelcome advances toward me when I was 

waitressing in the bars, and I was accustomed to hearing 

their lewd remarks as I passed by a table full of young men. 

But, I knew how to handle that and didn’t let it bother me. 

But this was different, it frightened me, made me feel dirty 

and made me so mad! I was furious about the way he’d 

treated me and so disappointed that I’d lost such a great job.

It wasn’t that unfair treatment like this didn’t happen in 

Cuba. It certainly did. But, discrimination American-style was 

a new thing to me. I had another experience a few months 

later which shook me to my core.

I climbed aboard the number eighty-seven bus, my third 

transfer and the final leg of the journey from our small 

apartment near the Orange Bowl to my new job in Miami 

Beach. “This is going to be a long, tiresome commute 

every morning and evening,” I thought to myself as I began 

searching for a seat. “I left home almost an hour ago, and 

my workday won’t even begin for another forty-five minutes. 

I hated to wake Mirta up so early, but was afraid to let her 

sleep. I’m depending on her to get herself ready for school, 

to give Ozzie his breakfast, dress him and drop him off 

with the babysitter. Maybe, I’ll be able to leave a little later 

tomorrow, so she can sleep in, but I sure don’t want to be late 

for my first day on this new job.”

The bus was crowded with people — businessmen, 

construction workers, secretaries and service workers like 

me. As I made my way into the center of the bus, I noticed 

a familiar face sitting several rows back. “Good morning, 

Josephine!” I said to my new friend from work as I settled 

into the seat next to her.

I was excited and felt very blessed to have gotten a 

job at the Hotel Fontainebleau. The Fontainebleau was a 

beautiful place, a very famous hotel, and I was going to be 

working there as a housekeeper. The pay wasn’t great, and 

I knew the work would be hard, but it was clean and indoors. 

And, Josephine had told me that in addition to our salary, 

guests sometimes left us some change for a tip. “Every little 

bit helps,” she’d said. “On a good day I can make two or three 

dollars in tips, enough to buy dinner for my family.”

I needed this job, but didn’t know how I’d ever make the 

fourteen rooms per shift quota. In just over a half hour we 

were expected to change the linens on two beds, clean the 

bathroom, polish the mirrors, vacuum the carpet, pick up 

any messes, dust the furniture, put out fresh towels and keep 

track of anything missing from the room or left behind in it. 

It was a lot, but if these other women could do it, so could I. 

I’d met Josephine in the personnel office at the hotel the 

week before as we sat in the waiting room before our 

interviews. She was very sweet and chatting with her calmed 

my nerves considerably. As she’d been a housekeeper in 

a small motel nearby for some time, she knew about the 

work and what was expected, and was generous with 

advice about what to say during the interview. She was also 

interested in me, listening patiently to my broken English as 



227LA MUJER TRABAJADORA

I told her about the move I’d recently made with my children 

from Cuba to Miami.

“Hello, Aida!” she exclaimed. “Don’t you look just as 

pretty as a picture in that new uniform?” She introduced 

me to several of her friends sitting nearby. Like us, they too 

wore uniforms — hotel housekeepers and kitchen workers 

and domestics working in the fine homes near the water. 

They looked at me a little curiously, but were very nice and 

friendly.

I was so excited about making new friends and getting 

acquainted, that I didn’t notice that the bus had stopped 

moving and that everyone else had stopped talking.

“‘Scuse me, missy!”

Startled, I turned around. There, standing right beside 

me, was the big burly bus driver. He leaned over to me, 

patted me on the shoulder and, putting his red, jowly face 

right next to mine, said in a low voice: “Lady, you are sittin’ 

in the colored part of this bus. Now, I can’t have that. You 

are a white woman, and white folks sit up front. Now, if you 

want to ride on my bus, you need to move your pretty little 

butt up front, and you need to do it right now.”

I was so shaken up that I got off at the next stop and 

walked the rest of the way to work. I couldn’t understand 

what had just happened. These were my friends. We worked 

in the same places, did the same jobs, and shared the 

same economic circumstances. Each of us was just trying 

to raise our kids and get by. Why in the world couldn’t we 

sit together on a bus? There was a lot I had to learn about 

living in America.

Everybody of my generation remembers where they were 

and what they were doing when they learned that President 

John F. Kennedy was killed. It was one of those big, national 

events when time seems to stand still for a bit, and from 

that moment forward it’s a milestone that becomes part of 

your own personal history. A reference point everyone can 

relate to around which you recall and recount the events 

in your life. After an event like this, stories are begun with 

"This happened right before...," "it was shortly after...," or it 

occurred at about the same time as the day, week, year the 

president was killed." 

I was working my second job, waitressing at a 

neighborhood bar. It was just another weekday afternoon. 

The lunch rush was behind us and I was cleaning up and 

setting tables for dinner. A few regulars sat at the bar 

chatting and enjoying an afternoon beer.

I listened intently as the program on the television 

over the lunch counter was interrupted for a special news 

bulletin. I was stunned and saddened by Walter Cronkite’s 

announcement, but it was the reaction of one of the 

customers that will always haunt me.

“About time someone killed that son-of-a-bitch,” he said.

It was no secret that many in the exile community 

blamed Kennedy for the failure of the “Bay of Pigs” invasion, 

but I was devastated by the callous insensitivity of the 

remark. Our country’s leader had been killed and a family 

had lost its husband and father.

As for me, I loved everything about the Kennedys — the 

romance of Camelot, the idyllic family life. They represented 

the hope and power of America to me. I felt like I knew them 

personally, that they had reached out to me and my children, 

plucked us out of a maelstrom in Cuba and given us a safe 

future in America.

I didn’t know what to say or do. I finished my side 

work as quickly as I could and left for the day. “The 

world’s gone mad,” I thought. “What will happen next?” I 

went in search of my children, as the schools were letting 

out early in anticipation of a long weekend of national 

mourning. Kennedy’s death at the hands of an assassin was 

a momentous occasion for everyone in America. For me, 

the news came as a hammer, smashing the last little bit of 

innocence and idealism about the world I’d managed to hang 

onto into a million pieces.
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Musica Da Vida – Music Gives life
¡Todo Sabe Mejor Con Un Poco 
de Musica! — Everything Tastes 
Better With A Pinch of Music!
The only thing as indispensable to Latino culture as sharing 
food with family and friends is enjoying music together. Cuba 
has been a vital force in the evolution of music worldwide for 
over a century, and popular music may well be the island’s 
most important export. The unique fusion of classical African 
and European influences that gave birth to the Cuban sound 
(Danzon, Son, Rumba, Cha Cha Cha and more) has influenced 
composers and musicians from genres as diverse as jazz, rock, 
classical and country-western. That influence continues today. 
Cuba remains a central contributor to the world music scene, 
and is a full player in the newest genres. Havana was the heart 
of the rap scene in Cuba when it began and Cuban 
reggaetón is red hot.

But it was the importance of music in the average 
Cuban home as an accompaniment to Cuban 
cuisine that was the big takeaway for me, so I asked 
my husband, Oz Mondejar to tell us about the role it 
played in his family. Ozzie, take it away.

As I write about our family’s entanglement with 
Cuban music for To Cook Is to Love, I feel both 
melancholy and privilege. Mami Aida’s Cubanism 
comes from her core. She keeps her memories alive 
through her unwavering attention to family, cooking, 
and the joy of music. Music was ever present in our 
home; there was always a melody in the air. There 

were the vintage Cuban records from her days of stepping 
out as a teenager in Fomento, as well as the new artists she 
discovered during her early years in the U.S. We’d sing along 
with the heartbreaking ballads of Olga Guillot — “Besame 
Mucho” was a personal favorite, Cha Cha Cha to Orquesta 
Aragon, and listen quietly to the Décimas – captivating poems 
set to music. For Aida, it was all about the land she loved and 
lost, and the people she left behind; any one of those songs 
could spark a tear.

We also had a few basic instruments with which we 
accompanied the greats. Sometimes you just have to shake the 
maracas or give the castanets a shot. By no means did our 

family have musical talent, but that didn't stop us — making 
music is just part of our constitution. We couldn't sing, but 
now and then we’d hit a good note. And, we couldn't play 

instruments, but Aida would play the spoons and swore she 
played the guitar. But boy, could we dance! It’s hard to sit 
still when Cuban rhythms play, and you can swing your hips.

For my family, music is not an afterthought, it has a role 
of its own, reminding us of our past, our sorrows and our 

joys. I've selected a few favorites from our 
family’s collection that often played at 
Mucho Gusto Café. These notes, lyrics 
and rhythms always enhanced Aida's 

cooking — saucy, sweet, tempting and 
rich with sabor.

Sí, yo tambien, Señorita. I love this song, too.

You like a leetle musica with dinner? I think it make the meal more festive. Cuban music tiene mucho 
sentimiento. It is like life itself — sometime life is happy and full of spirit, sometimes es muy triste and 
tragic, but it is always beautiful. We Cubans need to have musica. Like air to breathe or food to eat, it is 
essential for our life and culture.
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our Food and Music Pairings – Try These 
Musical “ Go Withs”

TRABAJO (WORK) – LiVEN UP 
FOOD PREPARATiONS WiTH THESE 
ACCOMPANiMENTS TO Cooking AND BAKiNG 
AND FOR COMPANiONSHiP DURiNG CLEAN-UP:
Almendra 
Almond  
Armando Orefiche &  
His Havana Cuban Boys
San Lazaro (Babalú Ayé) 
saint lazarus 
Desi Arnaz 
Guantanamera  
woman from guantanamo 
Perez Prado
El Manisero 
the Peanut Vendor 
Don Azpiazu &  
His Havana Casino Orchestra
Poco Pelo 
little hair 
Ruben Gonzalez

Qué Manera de Quererte 
what a way to love you 
Albita
El Quarto de Tula 
tula’s room 
Ibrahim Ferrer &  
The Buena Vista Social Club
El Bodeguero 
the storekeeper 
Orquesta Aragon
Con Los Años Que Me Quedan 
with my remaining years 
Gloria Estefan
Mi Tierra 
My land 
Gloria Estefan

MUEVELE (SHAKE iT) – FOR COCKTAiL HOUR, 
PARTiES AND DANCiNG: 
Oye Como Va 
how’s it going? 
Tito Puente
Santa Isabel De Las Lajas 
beny’s hometown in Cuba 
Beny More
Perfidia 
treacherous 
Xavier Cugat
Compositor  
Composer 
Ibrahim Ferrer

De La Rumba Al Cha Cha Cha 
From rumba to Cha Cha Cha 
Beny More
Azúcar 
sugar 
Celia Cruz
Tres Lindas Cubanas 
three Pretty Cuban women 
Orquesta Aragon
La Vida Es Un Carnaval 
life is a Carnival 
Celia Cruz

Descarga de Hoy 
discarding today 
Jesus Alemany & Cubanismo

Un Puñado De Oro 
A Fistful of gold 
Orlando Contreras

AMOR (LOVE) – FOR ROMANTiC iNTERLUDES:
Se Me Olvido Tu Nombre 
i Forgot your name 
Roberto Ledesma
Besos de Fuegos 
kisses of Fire 
Blanca Rosa Gil
Sombras 
shades 
Blanca Rosa Gil 
Besame Mucho 
kiss Me A lot 
Cesaria Evora
Es Mi Hombre 
he’s My Man 
Sara Montiel

Piel De Canela 
Cinnamon skin 
Eydie Gorme &  
Trio Los Panchos
Nosotros 
we 
Daniel Santos
Egoisimo 
selfishness 
Orlando Contreras
En Las Tineiblas 
in the darkness 
Jose Tejedor

CAFÉ Y MAS (COFFEE AND MORE) – TO ENRiCH 
CONVERSATiON AND TOP OFF DESSERT:
Siboney 
siboney 
Omara Portuondo
Que Murmuren 
let them gossip 
Orlando Vallejo
De Cigarro en Cigarro 
Chain smoking 
Domingo Lugo
Humo y Espuma 
smoke and Foam 
Fernando Alvarez
Guajiro Natural 
Country Man 
Polo Montañez

Fiebre De Ti 
your Fever 
Jose Lugo “El Nene”
Dos Gardenias 
two gardenias 
Ibrahim Ferrer &  
The Buena Vista Social Club
Dolor Caravali 
Caravali Pain 
Beny More & Perez Prado
Vida Consentida 
Conceited life 
Lino Borges
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It is true what they say, you know. Whatever don’t keel you, make you stronger. I am grateful for all the experiencias in 
my life, good and bad. They are what make us who we are. 

You like to dance, Señor?

Oh, no worry about that. Later, I teach you how. We do mambo together. Soon you be expert bailador. But first, have 
some more vegetales. ¿Es muy rico, no?

pURé De Calabaza 
Mashed Cuban Pumpkin
Serves: 6

1 small calabaza or butternut squash

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion (chopped)

4 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Using a large, sturdy knife, cut the squash into chunks, remove seeds but not skin.

 2 Place the squash into a large saucepan, cover with water and bring to a boil over 
medium-high heat. Cover and continue cooking for about 15 minutes or until tender.

 3 Remove the squash from heat, drain and set aside to cool.

 4 Heat the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Sauté the onion for about 3 minutes, 
add the garlic, salt and pepper and cook for a few minutes longer until the onion is 
translucent and tender.

 5 When the squash is cool enough to handle, peel it. Then stir the squash into the onion 
mixture and mash it in the skillet with a potato masher. Heat it over low heat and 
simmer until thick.
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I love this dish! The first time I make this calabaza was at the leetle restaurant I have with my boyfriend in 
Miami. I think it was maybe 1964. It was a very exciting time for me. Things were going so well, and then I 
learn the truth about this man. It breakin’ my heart. 

By this time, I think I know all about human nature. But no, there was still more for me to learn. It was one 
of the hardest things I have ever had to do.

I stopped,checked the address again. Yes, this was 

the place. “Just do it, Aida,” I said to myself as I tried to gain 

control of my breath. “Get it over with. You owe the woman 

this much.” My pulse was racing. I took a deep breath, 

shrugged my shoulders and then reluctantly started up the 

stairs. My heart was in my throat and I was shaking.

I was so embarrassed, humiliated and angry. I was angry 

at him for deceiving me, and angry at myself for being such 

a fool. “How could I be so stupid?” I wondered. “How did he 

manage two entirely separate lives? And, how could I be so 

completely taken in by it all? We had a business together 

for heaven’s sake, and I’d invited him into my children’s lives. 

We’d known each other for nearly two years, saw each other 

every day and were planning a future together.

I’d met Gomez at a party and we became instant friends. He 

was kind and full of fun; we hit it off right from the start. We 

had similar interests and both enjoyed movies and dancing, 

so we went out a few times. Before long, our friendship 

evolved into a relationship. 

I hadn’t really dated anyone seriously since I’d left 

my husband. And, I wasn’t looking. Between work and the 

kids, I just didn’t have the time or energy for it. But Gomez 

pursued the relationship, taking a real interest in me and in 

my children. The kids loved him and he was good to them. 

He played games, took them to the zoo and movies and just 

hung out and talked with them. 

One day, he showed me an ad in the newspaper for a 

little restaurant nearby that was up for lease. “We should do 

this, Aida,” he said. “We both love food and people; you’re 

a great cook and I’m a good businessman.” We pooled our 

money, got the rent and deposit required, and soon “El 

Paraiso” was open for business.

Our specials — Pollo Asado and Chuletas de Puerco were 

big hits with the workers at the nearby factories.
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pollo asaDo 
Roast Chicken
Serves: 4

1 4–5 pound roasting chicken (split in 
half lengthwise)

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon granulated garlic powder

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

 1 Pierce the skin of the chicken all over with the tines of a meat fork.

 2 Rub the chicken inside and out with the Mojo Criollo. Loosen the chicken’s skin with 
your fingers and put the mojo in between the flesh and the skin. 

 3 Place the chicken in a container suitable for marinating. Pour any remaining Mojo 
Criollo over the chicken and refrigerate for a minimum of 2 hours or overnight.

 4 Preheat the oven to 250° and prepare a large shallow baking pan by treating it with 
non-stick cooking spray.

 5 Remove the chicken from the marinade and pat it dry. Do not discard the marinade.

 6 Season the chicken with the dry spices, rubbing them into the skin, place the chicken in 
the baking pan along with the reserved marinade and put it into the oven.

 7 Bake the chicken for 2 hours, basting it regularly with the pan juices. The chicken is 
done when the legs move freely when pushed from side to side.

  The Mojo Criollo marinade completes this dish giving it an exotic island flavor that 
begs for crisp and refreshing and notably acidic white wine. My choice is a Sauvignon 
Blanc from Chile or Argentina. This food-friendly wine with bright tropical fruit flavors 
and zesty acidity is a perfect partner. 

This simple chicken dish is delicious. The breast meat stays 
moist and the mojo gives it such a rich flavor. 
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CHUleTas De pUeRCo 
Pork Chops
Serves: 6

6 1''-thick center cut pork chops

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon granulated garlic powder

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

B⁄c teaspoon powdered cumin

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

B⁄c cup canola oil

 1 Pierce the pork chops all over with the tines of a meat fork, season them with the dry 
spices and rub the spices into the meat.

 2 Place the chops in a container suitable for marinating. Pour the Mojo Criollo over the 
chops and refrigerate for a minimum of 4 hours or overnight.

 3 Preheat the oven to 400° and prepare a large, shallow baking pan by treating it with 
non-stick cooking spray.

 4 Remove the pork from the marinade and pat dry. Discard the marinade.

 5 Heat the oil in a large, heavy skillet over medium-high heat until it is very hot, but 
not smoking. Add the chops and fry them for 2 minutes on each side, sealing and 
browning them.

 6 Remove the chops from the skillet, place them in the baking pan in a single layer and 
put them into the oven. Bake the chops for 10 minutes, turning halfway through the 
time. The chops are done when the juices run clear when a fork is inserted into the 
meat.

 Cuban-style pork chops are so satisfying! As with most pork dishes you can go red or 
white with your wine selection. 

On the red side, I recommend you select one from Somontano, an up-and-coming 
wine-producing region in Spain. Its wines are a great value and very reliable. They are 
attractively plump, crisp and lighter than most reds, making them an ideal match for a 
zesty pork dish.

For a white, try a white Rioja from Spain. Aged in oak barrels for a decade or two, 
these wines are just as good as the best whites from Bordeaux France. Easy drinking, 
rich and refined, this will be a refreshing partner.

This was one of our most popular entrees at Mucho Gusto Café. Flash 
frying the pork chops for just a couple of minutes in the hot oil seals in the 
juices, and finishing them in the oven makes them deliciously tender.
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The restaurant  was doing well. We weren’t 

making a lot of money, but we were paying our bills and we 

were optimistic and excited about the future. There were 

improvements we wanted to make to the business, things we 

wanted to buy for the house — and we’d talked about maybe 

taking a short vacation to the beach with the kids. Every day 

Gomez told me how much he cared for me and the children 

and how much he enjoyed our life together.

Then, I learned it was all a lie. ¡Una mentira! And, a week 

later, I was knocking on this lady’s door. “Excuse me,” I said to
 

the handsome woman who answered the door, “I’m looking 

for Lorena Gomez.”

“I’m Lorena,” she said with a sweet smile, “how can I 

help you?”

“Hello, my name is Aida Mondejar. This is very difficult, 

but I’m just not sure how else to say this. Your husband and 

I had an affair. I want you to know that it’s over. I stopped 

seeing him the moment I learned that he was married. I 

would never have gotten involved with him if I’d known. I’m 

just so sorry… so sorry.”

Por favor, señor, pass me the arroz y frijoles. I like just a little bit more.

How did I get to Boston, Massachusetts?

That’s a good question. I ask myself this, many times — “¿Por que estoy en Boston, Aida?” Boston is like the 
North Pole compared to Cuba. It is very cold place in the wintertime, and when we first coming here they 
very few Spanish people. 

I tell you how it happened. You see, a friend was living here in Boston. And, when him visita his family in 
Miami, I hear about. And, I think maybe is good place for me.

I twisted the little slip of paper nervously 

between my thumbs and index fingers as I sat at the kitchen 

table. I’d been sitting there looking at the note and thinking 

about making the call for what seemed like hours.

It was still very early in the morning. I’d finally given up 

on sleep at 4:00 a.m. and gotten up. I knew that with so 

many thoughts swirling around in my head — and each one 

competing with the others for my attention — I wouldn’t get 

any more rest. 

“I don’t know what to do, God,” I thought. “I’m too tired and 

too confused to even put a coherent prayer together for 

you.”

The tape of Hugo’s voice played in my head: “You should 

consider moving to Boston, Aida. There is opportunity there, 

and your children can get a good education. ¡Boston es el 

numero uno por educacion!” 

It had been nearly a year since I’d talked with Hugo 

about how much he enjoyed living in Massachusetts. We’d 

met at a party, his sister had thrown in his honor, while he 

was on vacation in Miami. His sister, Solange, lived in my 

building, we were friends and I’d done some interpreting 

for her when she was sick and needed to see a doctor. My 

English was still not good, but it was better. And, because 

I’d been in the U.S. off and on for almost ten years and had 
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worked for several American employers, I knew a lot more than 

most of my neighbors and was often asked to help out.

Solange was a great cook, we’d often gone food shopping 

together and shared recipes about what we were planning with 

our purchases. I'll never forget the incredible meal she made for 

Hugo's party.

bIsTeC en CazUela 
Steak in Casserole
Serves: 6

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion (chopped)

1 large green pepper (chopped)

6 cloves garlic (mashed)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

3 pounds boneless chuck steak (cut into 
6 pieces)

1 cup dry red wine

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 14-ounce can beef broth

B⁄c cup green salad olives

B⁄c cup raisins

 1 Heat the oil in a large casserole or wide dutch oven over medium heat, add the 
onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir 
in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion is 
translucent and tender.

 2 Add all of the remaining ingredients, except the olives and raisins, increase the heat to 
medium and bring the liquids to a boil, then reduce the heat to low, cover and simmer 
for 1 B⁄c hours or until meat is tender.

 3 Add the olives and raisins and simmer for 30 minutes more.

 4 Transfer the steaks to a serving platter and spoon the rich gravy over the top.

 Like a traditional New England Pot Roast, this slow cooked savory beef is tender 
enough to cut with your fork. I like to pair this dish with a deep, violet/red wine from the 
Toro region of Spain. Wines have been produced in this region for millennia. The Romans 
were making wine here as early as the first century. Columbus took Toro wines with him 
on his journey to the Americas. It was a wine that could stand up to the challenges of a 
15th century transatlantic voyage. Today’s Toros tend to be silky and elegant, a perfect 
match for this tender beef dish. 

Your guests will love this fabulous dish. Fork-tender beef in 
delicious gravy with wonderful flavors make this classic dish 
a special treat. And, because it is slow-cooked for hours, 
there is no need to purchase an expensive cut.
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ensalaDa De aRRoz Con pollo 
Chicken and Rice Salad
Serves: 12

2 cups long-grain parboiled white rice

2 tablespoons Aceite Achiote (page 
23)*

4 cups water

2 teaspoons salt

3 cloves garlic (mashed)

B⁄e cup olive oil

B⁄c cup white vinegar

2 cups cooked skinless, boneless chicken 
(chopped into bite-size pieces)

B⁄c medium green pepper (thinly sliced)

B⁄c medium red pepper (thinly sliced)

2 large tomatoes (chopped)

1 cup green salad olives (chopped)

3 scallions (cleaned & finely chopped)

B⁄e cup parsley (finely chopped)

2 tablespoons capers

black pepper to taste

1 package baby lettuces
*You can substitute B⁄c teaspoon bijol (a 
powdered condiment for yellow rice sold 
in Hispanic food markets) or saffron (B⁄e 
teaspoon powdered saffron, or soak 3 
to 4 saffron threads in hot water) plus 2 
tablespoons olive oil for the Aceite Achiote  
in this recipe, if you prefer.

 1 Combine the rice, Aceite Achiote, salt, garlic and water in a large saucepan.

 2 Bring to boil over high heat.

 3 Cook, uncovered, until most of the water has been absorbed by the rice, and top 
of rice has little holes all over (about 15 minutes). Reduce the heat to low, cover and 
simmer for an additional 10 minutes. Remove from heat and allow to stand, covered, 
for an additional 5 minutes.

 4 Fluff the rice and transfer it to a large bowl, add the olive oil and vinegar, mix well and 
set aside to cool.

 5 When the rice is cool, add all the remaining ingredients except the baby lettuces and 
refrigerate.

 6 When ready to serve, prepare a bed of baby lettuce leaves on a serving platter, then 
spoon the salad over the top.

This is a great party salad. It is as 
beautiful as it is tasty, and it makes 
a big batch that will feed a lot of 
hungry people.
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Hugo was very appreciative of the help 

I’d given his sister and wanted to do something for me in 

return. During the party, we had a nice conversation about 

his life in New England. Hugo encouraged me to relocate to 

Boston and assured me that he’d assist us in getting settled if 

I decided to make the change. I’d been interested in moving 

out of Miami, and back up North, for a long time, but was 

this the right move? 

“I just can’t seem to get ahead here, God,” I continued. “I’m 

worried about Mirta and Ozzie. I know they don’t want to 

move again, but I want to do the right thing for them. I want 

them to have a better future, a different kind of life than 

I’ve had. Miami is just another Cuba; they need to learn the 

American way.”

It was difficult to get steady, dependable employment in 

Miami. Most jobs were seasonal — dependent on the tourists. 

Jobs were abundant and the money was good during the 

late fall, winter and early spring months when visitors from 

the North flocked there to escape the cold and snow. When 

the hot, long dog days of summer came, however, it was a 

different story. If you weren’t laid-off outright, your hours 

were cut way back and the tips — they dried up like the 

vegetation. Inevitably, I’d end up having to spend the little 

savings I’d managed to accumulate during the winter and 

would spend many frantic days, looking for another part-

time job just to get the money together for rent and food.

I’m embarrassed to admit this now, but I was also 

concerned about my daughter. Marti (she decided that 

she wanted to be called “Marti” instead of “Mirta”) was 

fourteen years old. She was a beautiful young woman, and 

had already caught the eye of many of the boys and young 

men in our neighborhood. I wasn’t ready for the grown-up 

attention she was attracting; I wanted her to still be a little 

girl for a while. I guess I hoped that by moving up North, I 

could somehow put her development and her exposure to 

the world on hold. I realize now that this was foolish. Boys 

in Miami are not that much different than boys in Boston.

Boston also appealed to me as the right move for 

Ozzie’s future. I knew that growing up with a disability had 

to be hard, and thought that a good education would better 

prepare him for the world. He’d just turned eight and would 

be starting third grade in the fall. The transition would be 

easier for him now than if I waited until he was older.

“God, please help me decide what to do. I don’t want to 

make another mistake, but I want a more stable life for my 

children, and I want to move to a place where a woman gets 

paid like a man for her work.”

I’d tried moving up North the year before, but it had been a 

disaster. I ended up back in Miami after just a few months, 

broke and having to start all over again. I shuddered as 

that memory came into focus. Not long after we’d arrived in 

Florida from Cuba, I started taking the children to services 

at a small Methodist Church near our apartment in Miami. 

I’d been raised Catholic and had enormous devotion and 

respect for the church. When I really needed the church’s 

comfort and acceptance, however, I only received its scorn 

and rejection. Because of my divorce, the Catholic Church 

was no longer there for me; the Methodists were. It was a 

wonderful community. We were welcomed with open arms, 

the congregation was kind and generous to us and I got to 

know the local minister very well.

We often talked after services. A very gentle and caring 

man, he understood my situation and my desire to obtain 

a better life for my children, and offered to assist me. One 

day, he told me that the church had a network of sponsors 

all over the country, and that he’d put me on a wait list for 
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opportunities that might occur. He told me that it would likely 

be many months before a suitable situation would arise for 

me, but he’d start the process rolling.

Barely two weeks after our conversation, I received a 

phone call. “Mrs. Mondejar, if you’re interested in moving to 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the pastor of a church there will 

sponsor you and your family.”

If I wanted this opportunity, they would help me get 

there, but I needed to make a decision right away. This 

situation had originally been set up for another Cuban 

family who’d just arrived in the U.S. When they declined, it 

was offered to me.

I didn’t know a soul in Pittsburgh, and I didn’t know a 

thing about the city, but I accepted the offer and soon we 

were on our way there. As I tell you this story now, I realize 

that it wasn’t a thoughtful decision. I was just so frustrated 

with things in Miami, so desperate for change I grasped at 

the first opportunity that came along to escape it. I was 

trying to do the right thing and make a better life for my 

kids, but it was also a selfish decision — a way to escape the 

ugly memories of the last few years and a way to start over. 

Oh, how I wish I hadn’t been so impulsive and, instead, had 

thought things through a bit more carefully.

We moved into the home of the minister and his family. 

They were very good to us and very generous. The minister 
provided us a place to stay, and the congregation pitched in 

to help us furnish and equip our place. Together they made 

a very nice home for us. In exchange for their kindness, I 

helped the minister’s wife maintain the home and take care 

of their children.

Finding work in Pittsburgh, however, proved impossible 

for me. In those days, the predominant industry was steel 

and there were very few jobs for a woman, unless you had 

office skills. To make matters worse, Marti was inconsolable. 

She’d made lots of friends in Miami and was devastated 

that she had to move away from them. The minister soon 

recognized that Pittsburgh was not a good fit for us and tried 

to help me find another arrangement.

“Do you have family here in the United States, Aida, who 

might be able to help you?” he asked.

“I have some relatives in New Jersey,” I said. “I’ll give 

them a try.”

I spoke with my family there about the possibilities, 

but they told me they were just getting by themselves and 

would not be able to assist us. I understood their situation, 

everybody was struggling. But, I was disappointed that 

things hadn’t worked out and hurt by my family’s rejection. 

There was nothing left to do, but to return to Florida. 

I returned to Miami with nothing. Before leaving 

Pittsburgh, I had a moving sale to raise a little cash. With 

the help of my sponsors, I’d put together a beautiful place 

with nice furniture, lamps, dishes and kitchen utensils, but 

there was no way of taking it with us, so we had to leave it 

all behind. 

We arrived back in Miami in much the same condition 

we’d landed there three years earlier, with just our suitcases 

of clothes and a few dollars in my pocketbook. Luckily there 

was a vacant apartment in the same building we’d lived in 

before, so I was able to get reestablished fairly quickly.

Vicky, a good friend and neighbor, gave us some pillows, 

sheets and blankets for a bed. These would get us through 

the first few weeks until I could afford to buy a little furniture 

for the place. And, eventually, we once again got back on 

our feet.

“So, let’s think about this, God,” I said. “In many ways it’s 

good to be back in Miami, and it would sure be easier to 

stay than to move again. The tropical climate reminds me of 

home and I know this place pretty well by now. I’ve learned 

the bus system and can get around the city. I have lots of 

friends here, including a few people that I’ve known since I 

was a little girl in Fomento. My English, while limited, is very 
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sufficient here as Spanish is spoken by many business owners. And, 

the kids are delighted to be back here and reconnected with their 

old friends.

“The problem is, God, if we stay here my life is never going to 

be much different than it is today. We’ll always be living from one 

paycheck to the next. And, if my children grow up here, will their 

lives be much different than mine?

“It’s settled, then. I don’t know what Boston will be like for us, 

but I know that if we don’t go, I’ll always wonder what would’ve 

happened.

“God, thank you so much for helping me work through this 

problem and figure out what to do. Please watch over us in Boston.” 

Later that morning, I called Hugo. He was delighted we were 

coming and said that he’d start making the arrangements. Now, I 

had to break the news to the kids. “I’ll talk to them about it over 

breakfast on Sunday,” I decided.

Sundays were our special day together. It was my only day off 

from work, and sitting down for breakfast together had become 

our tradition. We always tried to make it a festive occasion. I’d put 

the colorful tablecloth I’d embroidered on the table, make us a 

special meal, and maybe even buy a few flowers, purple gladiolas 

are my favorite. It was also our family meeting time — successes and 

disappointments of the week were reviewed, significant issues of the 

day were discussed, and important decisions were made.

I knew this wasn’t going to be an easy discussion, but I figured 

some Torrejas (Cuban-style French toast) with homemade syrup 

couldn’t hurt.

ToRRejas 
Cuban-style French Toast
Serves: 8

4 cups skim milk

3 eggs

B⁄c cup sugar

B⁄e cup dry white cooking wine

1 tablespoon vanilla

1 large loaf Pan Cubano (page 39) 
(cut on the diagonal into 1 B⁄c" slices)*

1 teaspoon cinnamon

2 tablespoons butter

1 recipe Almibar (page 126)
*You can substitute a loaf of French or Italian 
Bread

 1 In a large bowl, using an electric mixer, beat the milk, eggs, sugar, wine, and vanilla 
well.

 2 Submerge each slice of bread into the milk mixture and soak the bread thoroughly. 
Remove the bread, sprinkle each slice with cinnamon, and set aside.

 3 Heat a large, heavy skillet or griddle over medium-high heat and melt just enough of 
the butter to lightly coat the pan. Fry the bread slices, a few at a time, until golden 
brown, 2 – 3 minutes on each side. Drain on paper towels. Repeat with the rest of the 
bread, adding more butter as necessary to keep the toast from sticking.

 4 Place the French toast slices on a platter, pour the Almibar syrup over them and serve.

This French toast is a great choice for a special family breakfast or for 
entertaining friends at brunch.
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My children weren’t happy with my decision. They 

didn’t want to pick up and start all over again. They were just 

kids and were already weary of the travel and readjustment 

process. For Marti, it meant giving up everything that’s 

important to a teenage girl — good friends to hang-out with, 

familiar places to go and a brand new boyfriend she was 

crazy about. For Ozzie, it was the anxiety associated with 

going to a new school and dealing with a new bunch of kids. 

Being the new kid is bad enough, but when you’re the new 

kid with a disability it’s scarier still.

I understood their feelings; their lives had been anything 

but normal. I’d been a rolling stone since they were born. 

We hadn’t been able to settle in anywhere, and they’d never 

known security or stability. Each time we had relocated in the 

past, I’d told them that it would be the last time I'd ask them 

to move. And, each time, I’d broken my promise. I hoped that 

Boston would be different. I prayed that this time I’d keep my 

promise and make a solid home for them.

“… serv ic ing Balt imore,  Aberdeen,  Wi lmington… 

Philadelphia… Penn Station-New York City… New Haven… 

Providence… and Boston South Station now boarding at 

track number twelve… All aboard!” 

Finally, through the static of the loud speaker at Union 

Station in Washington, D.C., came the announcement for 

the train that would take us on the last leg of our journey 

to Boston. It had been a long trip. I was glad we’d taken the 

train instead of flying, but we were all getting tired and were 

ready for it to be over. The train ride from Miami had been 

beautiful, and since this was the kids’ first time on a train, 

they really seemed to enjoy it.

Before we left, I made a basketful of sandwiches and 

goodies for us to enjoy on our journey.
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CaRne fRIa 
Cold Meatloaf
Makes: Appetizers for 25 or 10 sandwiches

1 pound ground beef

1 pound ground pork

B⁄c pound ground ham

1 medium onion (finely chopped)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon granulated garlic powder

B⁄e teaspoon ground nutmeg

1 tablespoon prepared yellow mustard

2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

1 tablespoon ketchup

4 eggs (beaten)

1 B⁄c cups fine breadcrumbs

 1 Preheat oven to 350°.

 2 In a large bowl, combine all the ingredients, reserving B⁄c cup of the breadcrumbs, and 
mix by thoroughly kneading and mixing with your hands.

 3 Divide the mixture into 4 parts and shape into loaves, roll the loaves in the reserved 
breadcrumbs to coat.

 4 Wrap each loaf separately in aluminum foil and place them in a large roasting pan. 
Pour B⁄c inch of water around the loaves and bake for 1 hour.

 5 Remove the loaves from the oven, cool to room temperature and refrigerate.

 6 To serve, unwrap the cold loaves and slice thinly. Arrange slices on a platter 
accompanied by condiments, crackers and breads.

  I like to think of this dish as a Cuban paté. For a delicious appetizer, pair it with a 
Spanish Cava. Spain’s answer to champagne, Cavas are one of the most food-friendly 
wines available. Although a bit pricier, I prefer a dry Cava. Dry Cavas are fresher, with 
hints of apple and fresh baked brioche — the perfect match. 

Carne Fria is Cuba’s version of meatloaf. Served 
cold, it is a delicious and easy appetizer. Carne Fria 
is also terrific for sandwiches — ideal for a picnic 
lunch or trip to the beach.
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ensalaDa De papas 
Potato Salad
Serves: 8

8 medium potatoes

1 cup frozen green peas

1 cup nonfat plain yogurt

1 tablespoon prepared yellow mustard

1 teaspoon sugar

salt and pepper to taste

3 scallions (finely chopped)

2 stalks celery (finely chopped)

1 cup green salad olives (finely chopped)

4 eggs (hard boiled & finely chopped)

 1 Rinse and scrub the potatoes, place them in a large pot and cover them with salted 
water. Over medium heat, bring the water to a boil, reduce heat, cover and cook for 
about 25 minutes or until potatoes are tender.

 2 Drain the potatoes and allow them to cool. Peel the potatoes if desired, or leave the 
skins on and cut them into B⁄c" cubes.

 3 Place the peas in a microwave-safe dish, cover and microwave them on high for 2 
minutes, remove and set aside to cool.

 4 In a small bowl combine the yogurt, mustard and sugar and mix thoroughly.

 5 Place the potatoes, peas and all remaining ingredients in a large bowl, pour the 
yogurt dressing over the top and toss to coat.

ponCHe De fRUTas TRopICales
Tropical Fruit Punch
Makes: 12 8-ounce glasses

1 12-ounce can guava nectar

1 12-ounce can mango nectar

1 12-ounce can papaya nectar

1 12-ounce can pineapple juice

2 cups orange juice

1 1-liter bottle 7-UP

ice

 1 In a large bowl, combine all ingredients.

 2 Serve over ice in tall glasses.

 3 Garnish with fresh orange slice or pineapple wedge.

This punch is also great for large parties. Double the batch and serve it in a crystal punch bowl with 
ice. Float orange, lemon and lime slices on top. Beautiful and delicious.

Adult VAriAtion: Add a 1 B⁄c-ounce shot of golden rum to each cocktail glass or 2 cups of golden 
rum to the full recipe. To finish the cocktails, float a little dark rum on top of each drink.

A Latin twist on the classic; you’ll enjoy this light 
and lively version of potato salad.

This punch is so simple, but it’s so 
festive and delicious. Your guests 
will love this fruit punch.
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CaRaMelITas Y RosITas 
Filled Dessert Bars
Makes: 2 dozen bars

2 cups all-purpose flour 

1 teaspoon baking soda

B⁄c teaspoon salt

1 B⁄c cups brown sugar

B⁄c cup granulated sugar

1 cup (2 sticks) butter

1 egg

2 cups old-fashioned oats

1 cup flake coconut

1 cup caramel ice cream topping

1 cup raspberry preserves

2 cups chocolate chips

 1 Preheat oven to 350º, and prepare two 9'' square pans by treating them with non-
stick cooking spray.

 2 In a bowl, combine the flour, soda and salt. Mix together and set aside.

 3 In a large bowl, cream together the sugar, butter and egg.

 4 Alternate adding the flour, oats and coconut to the butter mixture and mix all together 
to form a stiff dough.

 5 Divide the dough into 4 equal parts.

 6 Spread 1 part of the dough into the bottom of each baking pan, and set the remainder 
aside.

 7 Bake for about 10 minutes.

 8 Remove from the oven and spread the caramel sauce over the warm crust in one pan, 
the preserves over the other.

 9 Sprinkle 1 cup of the chocolate chips over each.

 10 Crumble the reserved dough over the top of each. 

 11 Place pans in the oven and bake for 20 minutes more or until golden brown.

 12 Allow to cool completely, then refrigerate for 1 hour or until filling is set.

 13 Cut into bars and enjoy.

You’ll be loved, honored and adored by your guests when 
you serve these delicious, chewy dessert bars.
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CHAPTER 10

FaMilia ES ToDo
Family Is Everything

The long ride  had given me a chance to talk with 

Marti and sort out some of her frustration at being uprooted 

again. Ozzie busied himself with drawing and coloring and 

kept track of the train’s progress as it made its way up the 

coast. Each time we passed through another station, he’d 

pull out his map and mark it off.

Then came the announcement we’d been waiting for: 

“Boston’s South Station is next.”

Hugo and his brother met us at the station. They scooped up 

our bags and drove us to our new place — a small, but neat 

little apartment above a drugstore in downtown Allston, a 

nice old neighborhood in Boston. It was an ideal location 

for us, convenient to everything. Right in the center of the 

neighborhood, there were shops nearby, the kids could 

walk to their schools and transportation was practically at 

my doorstep. I could catch a bus across the street, or the 

streetcar just a few blocks away. 

I felt good about our move and, for the first time in a 

long time, optimistic about our future.
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CHAPTER 10

FaMilia ES ToDo
Family Is Everything
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I have una buena idea, niños! Let’s have our dessert en mi living room and relax. 

Are you ready for a leetle dessert? I always like something sweet after dinner, and, tonight, I have many good things 
for you. I have Arroz con Leche, Cake de Chocolate and Apple Pie.

No Señor, apple pie is not Cuban food. But, I love so much, I adopt it. ¡Es muy rico! Apples no grow in Cuba, because 
it is too hot, but they very popular there. When I leetle girl, at Chreesmastime my father, him buy fresh apple from 
United State — muy, muy especial and oh so delicioso. So, when I coming to America and I find apple pie, I crazy ’bout. 

Here, I wannah you try leettle bit of everything.

aRRoz Con leCHe 
Rice Pudding
Serves: 6

1 B⁄c cups water

B⁄c cup Valencia rice

4 cups skim milk

1 cup sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla

1 pinch salt

1 cinnamon stick

1 anise star

peel of 1 lime

B⁄c cup raisins (optional)

ground cinnamon for garnish

 1 In a heavy saucepan over medium heat, cook the rice with water until the rice is 
softened, about 20 minutes. 

 2 Reduce the heat to low, add all of the remaining ingredients except the raisins, and 
cook, stirring frequently, until the pudding has thickened, about 1 hour.

 3 Add the raisins, remove the lime rind, cinnamon stick and anise star, and ladle the 
pudding into a serving bowl or into individual dishes, dust tops with ground cinnamon, 
cover and refrigerate until ready to serve.

Who to marry is the subject of the Spanish nursery rhyme “Arroz con Leche.” This 
dessert — a marriage of rice, sugar, spice and everything nice is made in heaven.

There are as many different versions of this Latin favorite as there are Latin cooks. This 
simple recipe gives very good results. Give it a try adding additional ingredients — nuts, 
fruits, spices that you enjoy.
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CaKe De CHoColaTe 
Chocolate Mocha Fudge Cake
Serves: 12

1 dark chocolate cake mix

1 package instant chocolate pudding mix

1 cup nonfat yogurt

4 eggs

B⁄e cup water

2 tablespoons orange zest

2 tablespoons espresso coffee powder

1 B⁄c cups semi-sweet chocolate chips

confectioners’ sugar

 1 Preheat oven to 350°.

 2 Prepare a bundt cake pan by treating it with nonstick cooking spray.

 3 In a large bowl, using an electric mixer, combine all ingredients except the chocolate 
chips and mix until smooth.

 4 Add the chocolate chips, stir to combine and distribute chips.

 5 Pour the batter into the treated bundt pan.

 6 Bake for 45 minutes or until a toothpick inserted into the center of the cake comes out 
clean.

 7 When cool, invert cake onto serving plate.

 8 Pour a little confectioners’ sugar in a sifter and sprinkle over the top.

This simple cake begins with a cake mix. It always turns 
out great and never fails to elicit rave reviews. 



248

pasTel De Manzana 
Apple Pie
Serves: 8

For the PAstry 

2 cups flour

B⁄c cup canola oil

5 tablespoons water

B⁄c teaspoon salt

For the Filling

8 medium apples (peeled, cored & cut 
into slices)

1 cup sugar

2 tablespoons flour

B⁄c teaspoon cinnamon

B⁄e teaspoon nutmeg

B⁄c teaspoon lemon juice

1 tablespoon butter (chopped into bits)

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°.

 2 Prepare a standard pie plate by treating it with non-stick cooking spray.

PASTRY
 1 Combine all ingredients in a bowl, stir vigorously with a fork until it forms a soft dough; 

continue stirring until the dough follows the fork around the bowl.

 2 Divide the dough and shape it into two balls with your hands and set aside.

FILLING
 1 In a large bowl, combine all ingredients, except butter, stir to mix and set aside.

TO ASSEMBLE PIE
 1 Cut two squares of wax paper approximately 12''x12''. Wipe your work surface down 

with a damp sponge or cloth, and put one sheet of the wax paper down (the damp 
surface will hold it in place).

 2 Place one ball of dough in the middle, flatten it with your hand, cover the flattened 
dough with the other sheet of wax paper and roll the dough out to the edges of the 
paper or to about B⁄i" thickness.

 3 Remove the top sheet of wax paper, pick up the dough by the bottom sheet and invert 
it into the pie pan. With your fingers, push the dough into the pan, carefully remove the 
wax paper and prick the pastry all over with the tines of a fork.

 4 Fill the bottom shell with the apple mixture; sprinkle the bits of butter over the top of 
the fruit.

 5 Roll out the other ball of pastry as above for the top shell of the pie. Remove the top 
sheet of wax paper and make a few small slashes in the pastry to serve as vents that 
will let steam escape as the fruit bakes.

 6 Invert the pastry onto the top of the pie. Remove the wax paper. Seal the edges of the 
pastry by pinching the edges of the top and bottom shells and crimping it together 
with your fingers. Trim any excess pastry from the sides of the pan, and repair any 
gaps in the pastry shell.

 7 Bake the pie for 45 minutes or until the crust is golden brown and the fruit is tender.
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Ahh… I no sure the answer. I need to think for minute… un momento, por favor. 

Wow! We living in Massachusetts for more than 45 year. I no believe it but it is true. We moving here in 
1966. Es mi home, now. Boston is good place. They many wonderful people here who very good to me and 
mi familia. Gracias Dios, because I need help from these good people almost as soon as we arrive.

“Aida,it’s me,Gretchen. Are you okay in there?” 

my boss asked as she knocked on the door of the stall in the 

ladies room.

“Yes, I think so. I’m sorry Gretchen. I’ll get back to work 

right away.”

I’d only been working at this job for a few weeks, and 

I couldn’t afford to lose it. It didn’t matter how sick I felt; I 

needed to get back to work. Less than a week after arriving 

in Boston, I found a job at Security Mills, a garment factory 

in Watertown, a close-in suburb of Boston. It was a decent-

paying job and was easy to get to by bus. I felt very lucky 

to have it.

Not long after I’d started working, I started getting very 

sick. I was nauseous all the time, couldn’t keep any food 

down, and my stomach was bloated and swollen. I certainly 

couldn’t afford not to work every day, so I kept at it. This 

week had been the worst. I’d gotten sick on the job three 

days in a row, and I’d had to rush to the bathroom twice 

already and it was only 10:00 a.m. I prayed that I wouldn’t 

lose my job over it.

I must have looked very scared when I came out of the 

stall, because Gretchen immediately reassured me. “Don’t 

worry, honey, you’re not in any trouble. I’m just concerned 

about you. Are you pregnant?”

“No, I’ve just been sick a lot lately.”

I’d been having stomach problems for a few years. It 

seemed to come and go. I’d have a bad spell with lots of pain 

and nausea, then things would clear up and for a while, I’d 

be fine. This bout seemed more severe than the others, but 

I wasn’t sure what I could do about it.

“How long have you been feeling like this?”

“It’s been nearly a month now. At first, I thought it was 

just the flu bug, and I kept expecting to feel better. But now, 

the last few days, it seems to be getting worse.”

“Aida, do you have a doctor here in Boston?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Any family that can help you out?”

“Ahh… no, there’s just me and my two kids.”
“Okay, listen to me. First, I want you to take the rest 

of the day off. Go home and go to bed. Tomorrow morning 

come to work as usual, and I will take you to see my doctor.”

Gretchen was wonderful to me. I’ll never forget her 

kindness. She saved my life. I don’t know what I’d have done 

or what would’ve happened without her help. Not only did 

she take me to the doctor, but when we found out that I 

needed surgery right away, she also took me to the welfare 

office to get help to pay for the operation and benefits to 

pay the rent and buy food until I was able to get back to 

work. 

The doctor who examined me at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital 

said that both my gallbladder and appendix were diseased 

and should be removed as soon as possible. He scheduled 

me for the operation in three days.

I was nervous about the operation. Who’d take care of 

the children while I was in the hospital? What if something 

went wrong during the surgery? I had no other family in 

Boston, and wondered what would happen to my children if 

I didn’t survive. There wasn’t anyone else to ask for help with 

this problem, so once again I went to my best friend.
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“Hello, God. Yes, I need your help again. I wouldn’t blame 

you if you were angry with me. I know I only take the time to 

pray when I need something. 

“If I live through this one, God, I promise that I’ll do 

better in the future. I’ll call you up sometimes just to say hello 

and thank you and won’t ask for anything.”

God came through for me again. Goyo, Hugo’s father, 

watched over the children while I was in the hospital. The 

operation went well and I recovered pretty quickly. Just a few 

days after I got back home, I was able to cook our meals and 

in just six weeks I was able to start working again. I started 

out by babysitting three other children in my home. Then, 

when I got stronger, I went to work at a nearby nursing home. 

I workin’ as Nurse’s Aide in Nursing Home for few year. It is very hard, heavy work — you do lotta bending 
and lotta lifting. You also can’t get too escited, necesitas mucho patiencia y compasión. But, I like this job 
very much. I enjoy helping with old and sick people, and my co-workers were the best, muy simpaticos. 

The work is very steady and have good pay. Soon, I able to save a leetle bit and can send some money to 
mi familia in Cuba again. They no have nada. But getting the money to them is no easy.

I sliced the bar  of Dial into the thinnest slivers I 

could with my sharpest kitchen knife. Then I packed the soap 

slices carefully into my letter along with a twenty-dollar bill 

and six new Gillette blue blades. Now, the only thing left to 

do before placing everything in the envelope was to wrap 

the letter in many sheets of toilet paper.

I sealed the envelope and inspected my handiwork. “It 

looks pretty good,” I thought, “I don’t think they’ll stop this 

one.” 

The letter was a little bulky, but the toilet paper 

concealed the contraband completely. With any luck, the 

Cuban postal inspectors will just see and feel a long, news-

filled letter from family.

So far, only one of my letters had been “lost” since the 

new restrictions had gone into place. I prayed silently as I 

put the stamps on this one.

“God, please protect this letter from the ojos malos (evil 

eyes), and deliver it safely to my family. And, please help me 

get them out of there soon.”

I couldn’t believe it had come to this — having to smuggle 

these simple items for my family into Cuba. “What had 

happened to the Cuban people?” I wondered. “What kind 

of person would deny another something so basic as these?”

 Rationing had been extended to even the most common 

items since the embargo was put in place by the U.S. during 

the missile crisis, and now the Cuban government’s paranoia 

and the resulting oppression of the people had become 

palpable. I worried constantly about the family I’d left 

behind. I had faith that God would help me find ways to help 

them, but I wanted Him to hurry.

¡Si Señor, es verdad! I know it sound ridiculo, but Castro, him wannah control everything — who come see 
you, what you say on telephone, even letters. The government has un representante on every block in 
every neighborhood whose job is to watch and listen. Es increible y muy triste (It's unbelievable and very 
sad). 
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“Hello!” I said as I picked up the phone early one 

morning in 1967.

“Hola, Señora Mondejar, este es El Centro para 

Refugiados de Cuba en Miami,” replied the pleasant female 

voice on the other end of the line. “Your parents, Luis and 

Antonia Gonzalez are here with us....” This was the call 

announcing the arrival of my father and mother in the United 

States. 

“¡Muchas gracias, Dios!” Thank you for answering my 

most important prayer. I was thrilled! I’d been waiting and 

praying for this moment for a very long time. 

“Yes, of course, I will take responsibility for my parents. 

Yes, they should come to Boston as soon as possible. Yes, 

I will meet them at the airport. ¡Muchas gracias por todo, 

Señora!”

I’d applied as a sponsor under the Cuban Refugee 

Resettlement Program when we were still living in Miami. 

I’d gone to the “Casa de la Libertad” (the Cuban Refugee 

Resettlement Center) in Miami to fill out the application 

the morning after the news story broke about the program. 

As I recall it, Castro had made an announcement that 

he would let people who wanted to leave the island go. This 

was immediately followed by a statement from President 

Johnson announcing that America would admit any Cuban 

refugee who wanted to come to the United States.

I woke up early the next morning, and was on the bus by 

5:00 a.m. for the journey across Miami to where the “Casa 

de la Libertad” was located. Despite my early start, by the 

time I reached the place, the line was already out the door 

and down the block. Eventually my turn came and I filled out 

the paperwork on behalf of my family members. I claimed my 

mother and father, my younger sister and brother who were 

still living at home in Fomento, my sister’s son and my aunt 

and uncle who lived in Bauta, near Havana. 

The young man assisting me with the paperwork told 

me that the next step would be for American Immigration 

officials to send a telegram to their counterparts in Cuba 

with this information. Once that was done, there would be 

nothing more to do but wait. There were a lot of applications 

to process, so it would take some time. 

Not long after I learned that my parents were safe in the 

United States, I also received word about the others on 

whose behalf I’d filed applications. My aunt and uncle, who’d 

arrived in the U.S. at the same time as my parents, called to 

let me know that they had decided to go to New Jersey to 

live with relatives there. They were very grateful to me for 

initiating the process for their emigration. I felt happy that I 

had been able to repay my aunt in this small way, as she had 

been very good to my parents and to me.

My sister did not come at this time, as she was about 

to be married. She contacted me shortly afterward to ask 

me to resubmit the paperwork amending it to request both 

she and her new husband. I made this application at the 

Boston office.

I also learned that the Cuban government had denied 

the applications for my brother and my nephew. Because 

they were young men who would soon be of military age, 

they would not be allowed to leave the island. 

The process had taken so long, that I had nearly given 

up hope that I’d ever see any of them again, but now it was 

finally happening and I had a lot to do to prepare.

I went to the used furniture store and got a bed for my 

parents. It would be a little crowded in our small apartment, 

but at least we’d all be together. I then went to the grocery 

store and bought lots of food. The grocer was always very 

good to me. He let me buy on credit and then settle the bill 

after I got paid. When I explained to him that my mother
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and father were coming from Cuba, he told me: “Take whatever you 

need, Aida. Don’t worry, you pay me when you can.”

I met my parents at the airport; it was a tearful and happy 

reunion. Their adjustment to Boston, however, was difficult. My 

father, who’d been a prominent man in his community and a 

powerful figure, was reduced to just another poor, anonymous 

immigrant. This broke his spirit, and he was embarrassed to be 

dependent on his daughter. I’ll never forget what he said to me, the 

moment we arrived at our apartment in Boston.

“I am no longer Luis Gonzalez. I don’t have a home and I don’t 

have money in my pocket.”

I made a delicious dinner that night to celebrate the reuniting 

of our little family. I found beautiful chicken breasts at the store and 

made Bisteces de Pollo.

bIsTeCes De pollo 
Chicken Steaks
Serves: 4

2 large full boneless skinless chicken 
breasts

B⁄c cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 medium onion (thinly sliced into rings)

2 tablespoons fresh parsley (finely 
chopped)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Separate each chicken breast into two pieces.

 2 Butterfly each piece by slicing it nearly in half the long way through, so that it lays 
nearly flat.

 3 Using a tenderizing mallet, pound the meat on both sides until about B⁄c"-thick.

 4 Place the chicken into a container suitable for marinating, add the Mojo Criollo, cover 
and refrigerate for at least 2 hours or overnight.

 5 In a large skillet, heat the oil over medium heat.

 6 Remove the chicken from the marinade, and set the marinade aside. Sauté each of the 
chicken pieces in the hot oil for 2 minutes on each side or until brown and done.

 7 Transfer the chicken steaks to a serving platter and keep warm.

 8 Pour the reserved marinade into the pan, bring to a boil, add the onion and cook until 
the onion is translucent, about 3 minutes.

 9 Garnish chicken with the onion sauce, sprinkle with parsley and serve.

  This delicious, mouthwatering chicken dish filled with citrus flavors is a perfect match 
for the smoky, fruity palate of a Spanish Garnacha. Coming from a hot region in Spain, 
the Garnacha grapes tend to be light and fruity. They create a wine with a high alcohol 
content that’s to be consumed in moderation. These wines are inexpensive, and best 
enjoyed young. However, with barrel aging, they become intense and worthy of your 
cellar for enjoyment at a later date. 

While a good source of protein and low in fat, boneless and skinless chicken 
breasts can be pretty dry and tasteless, but I think you’ll agree that these are 
juicy, tender and full of flavor.
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Not long after their arrival, I was able to help 

my parents find work at Security Mills, the same factory 

where I’d gotten my first job in Boston. Working and earning 

money did improve both of my parents’ self-esteem and their 

outlook on life in this new world. But, because they were 

older when they arrived in the U.S. and were never able to 

master much English, I don’t believe they ever felt truly “at 

home” again. 

About a year after my parents’ arrival, my sister Caridad 

and her husband Berto were able to enter the U.S. and 

came to live with us in Boston. For a short time, we all lived 

together in that tiny place. Looking back, I’m not quite sure 

how we did it or even where everyone slept, but we managed 

somehow. It’s amazing what you can do when you have 

to, and although we had some difficult times, God always 

provided.

To help make ends meet, until everyone was employed 

and more or less self-sufficient, in addition to working my 

Nursing Home job, I did “cantina” out of my home. 

Cantina is a kind of take-out food that was very popular 

in Cuba and in the Cuban-American community here in the 

U.S. “Cantinas” are aluminum, multi-compartment containers 

with a built-in lid and handle for carrying. A typical cantina 

container has four compartments and a typical cantina 

meal might be something like this: a meat dish in one 

compartment, a starch or vegetable in the next, a salad 

in another and perhaps fried plantains or a dessert in the 

final one.

I had three regular customers, guys who worked with 

me at the Nursing Home. It was Felix who came up with the 

idea. As he lived alone, I’d invited him over for dinner a few 

times at our house and he loved my food. 

“Good Morning!” he said to me at work one day as we 

passed in the hallway. “Un momento por favor, I have a 

question for you. Aida, su comida es muy rica y deliciosa!” 

he continued. “And, I was wondering if you would make 

cantina for me? I will pay you, and I know there are a couple 

of other guys here who’d also buy from you. We are tired of 

hamburgers and pizza.” 

Each afternoon, after working all day at the Nursing Home, 

I’d come home and make dinner for my family. I made extra 

of everything for cantinas for Felix, Luisito and Manuel. 

They loved my food and were very loyal customers. If I made 

Fricasé de Pollo, white rice, a salad and key lime pie for my 

family, the boys got the same meal when they picked up their 

cantinas. I made cantina for them five nights a week. It was a 

very good way to supplement my income and still be at home 

for my children in the evenings.

Once again, food and my ability to cook came to my 

rescue in a time of need.
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fRICasé De pollo 
Chicken Fricassee
Serves: 6

2 tablespoons olive oil

3 – 5 pounds chicken legs and thighs  
with skin removed

1 large onion (chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced & crushed)

1 teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin powder

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

1 8-ounce can of tomato sauce

B⁄c cup orange juice

B⁄c cup dry white wine

4 medium potatoes (peeled & cut in 
quarters)

4 medium carrots (pared & cut in large 
pieces)

B⁄c cup green salad olives

 1 In a large casserole or dutch oven over medium heat, warm the oil until fragrant.

 2 Add the chicken pieces and brown them in the oil.

 3 Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to 
low, stir in the garlic and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the 
onion is translucent and tender.

 4 Add all of the remaining ingredients, cover and cook slowly until the chicken is done 
and the vegetables are tender, about 40 minutes.

 5 Check periodically while cooking and add more liquid if needed to keep dish from 
cooking dry.

n You can reduce the fat in this dish by making it the day before and refrigerating it. Much of the fat 
in the dish will rise to the top and harden when chilled, at which point it can be easily removed with a 
spoon. I think this dish is better the second day, as the flavors have an opportunity to mingle. You may 
also want to substitute boneless, skinless chicken pieces for the whole legs and thighs in this recipe 
and to eliminate the green olives or reduce by half.

  Fricasé de Pollo is a full-flavored hearty chicken stew. A hearty dish deserves a full-
bodied wine like the Spanish Rioja. This is a match made in heaven, or better yet, the 
heavenly vineyards of Northeastern Spain. In the 18th century, Bordeaux wine makers 
left a lasting impression on the people of the Rioja region of Spain, leading to the use of 
French oak barrels. Oak leaves a pronounced vanilla flavor in the aging wines, making 
this a trademark of the Riojas. 

A savory, full-flavored chicken stew
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ensalaDa De ToMaTe Y pepIno 
Tomato and Cucumber Salad
Serves: 6

2 large tomatoes (cut in half, then thinly 
sliced)

1 large cucumber (thinly sliced)

1 medium onion (thinly sliced)

B⁄e head cabbage (shredded)

B⁄c cup white vinegar

B⁄e cup olive oil

B⁄c teaspoon garlic powder

B⁄e teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

salt and pepper

 1 Place all of the vegetables in a large bowl.

 2 In a small bowl, whisk together the vinegar, oil and dry spices.

 3 Pour the dressing over the salad, toss well and refrigerate. 

A light and refreshing salad that is 
wonderful as an accompaniment to meat 
dishes.



256

pasTel De lIMones De CaYo HUeso 
Key Lime Pie
Serves: 8

For the Crust*

5 graham crackers

2 tablespoons butter (softened)

B⁄c teaspoon ground cinnamon

For the Filling

1 14-ounce can sweetened  
condensed milk

2 egg yolks

1 tablespoon lime zest

B⁄c cup key lime juice**
*You can substitute a ready-made 9" graham 
cracker crust. 

**You can substitute an equal amount of lime 
juice for the key lime juice.

 1  Preheat oven to 350°.

CRUST
 1 Crush the graham crackers with your rolling pin, until they are a fine meal.

 2 Add the butter and cinnamon and toss to combine.

 3 With your fingers, press the graham cracker mixture into the bottom and sides of a 
standard pie pan.

 4 Bake for 10 minutes.

FILLING
 1 In a large bowl, using an electric hand mixer, combine the condensed milk, egg yolks, 

lime zest and lime juice, blending well.

 2 Pour the mixture into the pie crust.

 3 Return to the oven and bake for an additional 15 minutes.

 4 Allow the pie to cool and then refrigerate until chilled.

 5 Serve topped with a dollop of whipped cream. 

n You can significantly reduce the fat in this dessert. For the crust — substitute 3 tablespoons water 
for the butter. For the filling — substitute low-fat or nonfat condensed milk, B⁄e cup eggbeaters for 
the egg yolks and nonfat whipped topping which is described in the heart healthy section — Nonfat 
Mango Mousse (page 43).
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Once Cari and Berto found work and were 

on their feet, I helped them find an apartment of their own 

and after a few more trips to the second-hand store they 

were set up with the basics.

Cari had been a beautician in Cuba, and as soon 

as she could, she went to school to obtain her license in 

Massachusetts. She encouraged me to do the same and get 

my certificate and license as a manicurist and esthetician.

“You were a professional manicurist in Cuba, Aida. You 

can do it here as well. You need a license, but it will only take 

you a few months to get it.”

I thought Cari’s idea was a good one. I’d enjoyed being a 

manicurist in Cuba, and the idea of doing this work in Boston 

appealed to me. It was a clean job and would sure be a lot 

easier on my back than the heavy lifting the nursing home 

work required. There was a school nearby that gave evening 

classes, and in just a few months I completed my training 

at Jean Cappy's Beauty Academy, got my license and was 

started down a new career path.



258 TO COOK IS TO LOVE

CHAPTER 11

MaS Trabajo qUE HaCEr
More Work to Do
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CHAPTER 11

MaS Trabajo qUE HaCEr
More Work to Do



260

!No, Señorita, no es correcto! I am right about this.

!Tú eras muy fresca! Please, I no wannah you insulta me like this. 

No more working. I wannah you sit down and relax. I clean the table and wash the dishes later.

Right now, I need to make a package of food for you take home para mañana. I have leetle surprise for you lunches 
tomorrow.

aGUaCaTes Rellenos 
Stuffed Avocados
Serves: 4

B⁄c pound medium shrimp (prepared, 
cooked & coarsely chopped)

B⁄c pound crabmeat

4 scallions (cleaned & finely chopped)

1 large egg (hard boiled & finely 
chopped)

B⁄e cup green salad olives (finely 
chopped)

B⁄c cup nonfat plain yogurt

1 tablespoon ketchup

1 teaspoon lime juice

B⁄e teaspoon paprika

2 tablespoons parsley (finely chopped)

salt and pepper to taste

2 large avocados

1 package salad greens

 1 In a large bowl, combine the shrimp, crabmeat, scallions, egg and olives.

 2 In a small bowl, whisk together the yogurt, ketchup, lime juice, paprika and parsley.

 3 Pour the dressing over the seafood mixture, toss lightly to mix, season with salt and 
pepper and refrigerate to chill.

 4 Rinse the avocados thoroughly, slice in half lengthwise and remove the pit but leave 
the skin on. Cut a small slice off the bottom of each half so each avocado will sit flat 
on its serving plate.

 5 Make a bed of salad greens on each plate, place an avocado half on top, and mound 
with the seafood salad.

What a treat — fresh, luscious avocado and 
delectable seafood. As beautiful as it is delicious, 
your guests will love it.



MÁS TRABAJO qUE HACER 261

TosTaDITas Con ajo Y QUeso 
Little Garlic and Cheese Toasts
Makes: About 50 little toasts

1 loaf Pan Cubano (page 39)*

1 tablespoon granulated garlic powder

1 teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

1 tablespoon grated parmesan cheese

1 tablespoon olive oil
*You can substitute a loaf of French bread for 
the Pan Cubano in this recipe.

 1 Preheat the oven to 350°.

 2 Cut the bread into very thin slices.

 3 Put the bread slices in a large plastic bag.

 4 Add the remaining ingredients and shake the bag vigorously for about a minute to 
evenly coat the bread slices.

 5 Spread the bread onto a cookie sheet in a single layer.

 6 Bake for 8 – 10 minutes or until toasts are dry and crisp, stirring and turning the toasts 
halfway through the cooking time.

This is a great way to reincarnate day-old bread that you might 
otherwise throw to the birds.

I give you mi plásticos for you to take this food home. But, please, bring back to Mami Aida when you have time. 
Tupperware es very espensive. 

I enjoy our visita very much. I love talking with you about mi historia y comida Cubana.

Well, no, Señor, that was not all that happen to me in my life.

Okay, one more story. Then you need to go home. It is late. I old lady now, and I need go sleep soon.

The beauty business suited me pretty well. I liked being a 

manicurist. The work was reliable, my clients liked me and I had a 

good reputation in the beauty community as an honest and hard-

working professional. I made enough money to pay the rent and 

keep food on the table for my children and to set a little aside to 

send to my brother and his family who remained in Cuba.

Over the years, we’d open our home several more times to 

other relatives and friends who’d managed one way or another to 

get out of Cuba and find their way to freedom. And, like others had 

done for us, we’d help them get acquainted with life in America, 

assist them with finding work, and provide them with a home until 

they were resettled and established in their own places.
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I’d introduce them to friendly employers and businesses 

in the area, Marti would help them complete their 

paperwork, get a bank account and work out a budget, 

and Ozzie would serve as translator for doctor’s visits and 

interviews with prospective landlords.

The years went by and eventually my life settled into a 

pleasant pace and pattern. I had a cute little apartment in 

a nice building. My kids grew up and were out in the world 

and on their own. My parents grew old and lived in their own 

apartment until my father passed away, and then my mother 

came to live with me. My mother passed away a few years 

ago. I miss my parents and I think of them often. I believe I 

received special gifts from each of them — my father made 

me tough and my mother made me tender.

My family also grew during this time. I was blessed with 

a beautiful granddaughter, Laura, who quickly became the 

light of my life. And, now, she has a daughter of her own. 

Sophia is a delightful and fun-loving child who always makes 

me smile.

And, of course, I worked. I worked in some of the finest 

beauty businesses in Boston — small independent shops in 

Brookline and on Newbury Street and in the department 

store salons at Jordan Marsh, Saks Fifth Avenue and Lord 

and Taylor. It was 1993; I was sixty years old and was looking 

forward to working maybe five or six more years. Then 

maybe I would go part-time, begin planning my retirement, 

and maybe go to Florida for the winters. But I guess God had 

a different idea for me.

“Oh, I wish they’d hurry-up,” I thought to myself, as I stood 

in a long line at the counter. Dunkin’ Donuts was popular at 

this hour. It was nearly 8:45 a.m., I had just enough time to 

grab a cup of coffee to go and then get to my job across the 

street at Lord & Taylor.

I’d been working in Lord & Taylor’s Salon for several 

years. It was a good job and I enjoyed being there. I had 

a large and loyal clientele of regulars (mostly career 

women who got their nails done every week — serious 

businesswomen who just wanted to get in and get out; and 

rich, elderly ladies who looked forward to their day of beauty 

at the spa — retirees who loved to chat and be pampered). 

My co-workers were full of fun and I enjoyed the upscale 

atmosphere of the place. I’d made some dear friends 

among the stylists in the shop and I enjoyed working in the 

fashionable Copley Square neighborhood where the store 

was located.

I really like the taste of Dunkin Donuts coffee, so getting 

a cup and a muffin for my morning coffee break, on my way 

into work had become a regular part of my morning ritual. 

I’d ride the green “C” line train into the city from Coolidge 

Corner in Brookline, get out at the Copley Station exit, dash 

across Boylston Street for a cup, then back to the other side 

and into work. This morning was just like any other, or so I 

thought.

It was just before Thanksgiving. The weather had 

already become quite chilly in Boston, so I was dressed 

warm with my overcoat and hat. I couldn’t wait to get into 

work with my breakfast. I knew the hot coffee would taste 

extra delicious as I warmed up and prepared for my first 

customer of the day.

Boylston Street is a busy street, especially during 

rush hour. But, because it is a wide, one-way thoroughfare, 

pedestrians can see down it clearly and then hurry across 

it at any spot when there is a break in the flow of traffic. 

It’s routine — literally thousands of Bostonians do it every 

day, and I’d done it hundreds of times myself. I watched the 

oncoming traffic carefully… waited for the street to clear… 

stepped into the street… and started across.
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That was the last thing I’d remember for many days. As I 

began to make my way across the street, the driver of a 

pick-up truck who was looking for a parking space, put his 

vehicle in reverse. As there was a barrel in the bed of his 

truck, he never saw me and as I was only checking the traffic 

coming from the other direction, I never saw him. The truck 

knocked me down and backed over me.

It was a very serious accident and I nearly died. In fact, 

it appeared so bad and my injuries so severe at the scene, 

that one of the local TV stations reported that I had been 

killed. Fortunately, you can’t believe everything you see on 

television. I survived the accident, of course, but as a result of 

the erroneous report, my children received some sympathy 

cards from acquaintances who had seen the story and 

wished to express their condolences. I think that I must be 

one of the few people in the world who’s gotten to read her 

own sympathy cards.

I was unconscious from the moment of the impact, and 

still don’t recall anything about the next several days or the 

many procedures I underwent at the hospital. I guess that 

was my body’s way of protecting me from all that pain and 

misery.

As soon as the ambulance pulled into the hospital, I 

was taken into the operating room for emergency surgery. 

I credit the skill of the surgeons, nurses and other staff at 

Massachusetts General Hospital with saving my life. After 

the surgery, I spent the next three days in the intensive care 

unit in critical condition. It was other people’s prayers for my 

recovery that reached my friend this time, but once again, 

He didn’t let me down. 

My injuries were very severe, including six broken ribs, 

a punctured lung, a lacerated liver, a ruptured spleen, and 

lacerations and bruises to my face and head. My right wrist 

was also broken in several places and had to be put back 

together with wires and screws. My hand still doesn’t work 

quite like it used to, but after lots of therapy I’m able to do 

most things. 

My recovery was long and slow. I spent nearly a month 

in the hospital. Then, shortly after my initial release, I had 

to return for several more days because one of my lungs 

collapsed. This was followed by a long convalescence at 

home. My friends and family were a wonderful support 

during this time. My sister Cari came up from Florida to 

stay with me for a few weeks, and my children looked after 

me every night — assisting me with meals, baths, my physical 

therapy and whatever else I needed. 

I also received lots of cards, presents and visits during 

those months. It’s awful to be hurt, but it was so comforting 

to hear from so many old neighbors, former co-workers, 

clients and friends whom I hadn’t seen in years.

Little by little, day by day, I became stronger and — after 

several more months — was able to do things for myself 

again. As nice as it was to have people around to take care 

of me when I needed it, I was glad to have my independence 

back and to be once again able to take care of my home and 

prepare my own meals.

I was happy to be alive, but also very uncertain and a 

little depressed about what my future might be like. I wasn’t 

ready to retire, but physically I could no longer hold down a 

regular job — and who would hire me? 

Well, I could still cook! Once again, cooking came to my 

aid, this time rescuing me from my darkness. It was holiday 

time, just over a year after my accident and I decided it was 

time for me to cook a big meal for family and friends. I was 

ready. I called up my children and some good friends and 

told them I’d be making the traditional meal for Noche Buena 

(Christmas Eve).
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pIeRna De pUeRCo asaDa 
Roast Leg of Pork
Serves: 8

1 6 – 8 pound piece of fresh ham or pork 
shoulder

10 – 12 cloves garlic

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

1 recipe Mojo Criollo (page 20)

 1 The night before you plan to serve the pork, pierce it all over with the tines of a fork.

 2 Cut 6 garlic cloves into slivers lengthwise. With a sharp knife, poke a hole into 
the pork and, pushing the meat apart, insert a piece of the garlic into the meat, 
repeat — studding the pork all over with the little garlic pieces.

 3 In a mortar, combine the remaining garlic and the dry spices, and mash into a paste. 

 4 Place the pork into a container suitable for marinating. Mix the spice paste and rub it 
all over the pork, add the Mojo Criollo, cover and refrigerate overnight.

 5 Preheat the oven to 275°.

 6 Place the pork in the oven and roast it for 2 – 3 hours, or until the juices run clear when 
it is pierced with a meat fork, or until a meat thermometer registers a minimum of 145°.

 7 Remove the pork from the oven and allow it to stand for 15 minutes before carving.

 8 Serve on a decorated platter, accompanied by a dish of the defatted pan drippings.

  This dish hits a “10” on the full-flavor scale. Pairing this dish is a delightful challenge. 
I offer you two choices, one light, one robust. 

On the lighter side, I recommend a Chilean Pinot Noir. Displaying aromas of Bing 
cherries and cardamom, these wines show an elegance that works well with the intense 
flavor of this dish.

On the robust side, I recommend a Chilean Cabernet Sauvignon. This grape made 
its way from France to South America in the 1850s. It has settled nicely in its new home 
becoming Chile’s star grape, displaying a luscious concentration of fruit with a fresh hint 
of eucalyptus.

helPFul hint: Whenever I marinate a big piece of meat like a roast, I put the meat and the 
marinade together in a large plastic bag, then set the whole thing in the pan. This enables me to 
easily turn the food and ensure that all parts are evenly marinated. And, for a recipe like this one in 
which the food will be cooked in the marinade, I simply tear the bag away and dispose of it.

A quick and easy way to defat pan drippings is to pour them into a small container and pop them into 
the freezer for a few minutes. The fat rises to the top, hardens, and is easy to remove with a spoon.
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MoRos Y CRIsTIanos 
Rice and Black Beans
Serves: 8

2 cups dry black beans

8 cups water

2 bay leaves

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped) 

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

4 cloves garlic (peeled & mashed)

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon ground pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

2 cups long-grain parboiled rice

crisp bacon strips (optional)

 1 In a colander, rinse the beans under cold running water, inspecting them as you go 
and removing any small stones or dirt the processor may have missed.

 2 In a large casserole or wide, low dutch oven, combine the beans and water and soak 
them for at least 8 hours or overnight.

 3 Add the bay leaves, bring the beans to a boil in the water they soaked in over 
medium-high heat, reduce the heat, cover and let the beans simmer for about 1 hour 
or until tender.

 4 Drain the beans over a bowl or large measuring cup to catch the liquid, and set them 
aside in a large bowl.

 5 Return the bean liquid to the pot. Add dry white wine, if needed, to make 4 cups.

 6 In a skillet, heat the oil over medium heat until fragrant, add the onion and green 
pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir in the garlic and dry 
spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion is translucent and tender.

 7 Add the sofrito and the rice to the pot with the bean liquid and bring to a boil. Reduce 
the heat, cover and simmer for about 20 minutes. Stir in the beans and continue 
cooking for about 10 minutes more or until the rice is tender.

 8 Fluff the rice and beans and transfer them to a serving platter.

 9 Pour a few drops of olive oil into your hand, rub your hands together and then touch 
the rice and beans with your palms giving the dish a nice sheen.

 10 Garnish with crisp crumbled bacon or sprinkle with fat-free bacon bits.

Literally translated “Moros y Cristianos” is “Moors & Christians.” 
According to folklore, the Spaniards who colonized Cuba invented this 
dish to commemorate an anniversary of the defeat of the Islamic Empire 
and the liberation of Spain from the Moors who’d occupied portions of 
it for nearly 800 years.
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YUCa Con Mojo 
Cassava in Garlic Sauce
Serves: 8

4 medium fresh cassava roots (peeled & 
quartered)*

2 quarts water

1 teaspoon salt

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)
*You can substitute one 24-ounce package of 
frozen yuca for the fresh yuca in this recipe. 

 1 Place the yuca in a large saucepan, cover it with the salted water and bring it to a boil 
over medium heat, cover and simmer for about 30 minutes or until very tender.

 2 Drain the water and transfer the yuca to a large bowl. Remove any pieces of the 
fibrous core that may be present and cut into sticks.

 3 Pour the Mojo Criollo over the yuca and toss to coat.

 4 Transfer the Yuca Con Mojo to a serving dish.

ensalaDa De aIDa 
Aida’s Favorite Salad
Serves: 8

1 medium head iceberg lettuce (cleaned 
& torn into bite-size pieces)

2 large tomatoes (thinly sliced)

1 large cucumber (peeled & thinly sliced)

1 large Granny Smith apple (thinly sliced)

B⁄e cup stuffed green olives

B⁄e cup canola oil

B⁄e cup white vinegar

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Place the lettuce in a large salad bowl.

 2 Arrange the tomato, cucumber and apple slices on the top.

 3 Sprinkle the olives over the salad and season with the salt and pepper.

 4 Drizzle with the oil and vinegar.
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It was a memorable event. We had a great time; 

my guests enjoyed the meal and toasted my recovery. Cooking for 

them made me feel worthwhile and whole again. 

The grace we said before dinner that night thanking God for 

our many blessings — our family, our friends, the food we were about 

to enjoy — seemed especially poignant, as I knew He’d also restored 

me. I couldn’t help wondering as our prayer concluded: “God didn’t 

save me from death in that accident just to have me retire from life; 

what does He have planned for me now?”

It wasn’t long before I got the answer to that question. 

“Aida, necessito un Camarones al Ajillo, un Pisto Manchego, un 

Tortilla de Mucho Gusto y dos ordenes especial del dia — Guiso 

de Pescado, por favor,” shouted Johnny over the din of clanging 

pots and dishes that was the kitchen at “Mucho Gusto Café & 

Collectibles.” Sunday brunch was my shift. It was very popular and 

we were always busy. 

CaMaRones al ajIllo 
Garlic Shrimp
Serves: 4

B⁄c cup olive oil

8 cloves garlic (cut into thin slices)

1 pound large shrimp (shelled & 
deveined)

B⁄e cup freshly squeezed lime juice

salt and pepper to taste

2 tablespoons chopped parsley

 1 Heat the oil in a large heavy skillet over low heat until fragrant, add the garlic and 
cook, stirring frequently, for a minute or two just until garlic is soft, careful not to  
burn it.

 2 Raise the heat to medium, add the shrimp, and cook, stirring frequently, until they turn 
pink, about 3 minutes.

 3 Add the lime juice, salt and pepper and sauté for about 2 minutes more.

 4 Transfer to a serving dish and sprinkle with the chopped parsley.

  Camarones al Ajillo is one of my all-time favorites and a staple at every Cuban 
restaurant. I pair this dish with a Torrontés from Argentina. This varietal is an economical 
up-and-coming wine. Fresh and aromatic, distinctively acidic with peach and apricot 
aromas, it is the perfect match for any shellfish dish.

Camarones al Ajillo is a wonderful dish — tasty and so easy to make. Make 
a big batch for dinner accompanied by rice and vegetables. Or, make just 
a few for a delicious appetizer — spoon a mound of white rice onto a small 
serving plate, top with a few shrimp, then drizzle with a spoonful of the 
garlicky oil.
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pIsTo ManCHeGo 
Scrambled Eggs with Everything
Serves: 8

2 tablespoons butter

1 small onion (finely chopped)

1 small green pepper (finely chopped)

1 small tomato (finely chopped)

4 spears asparagus (coarsely chopped)

B⁄c cup frozen peas

2 cups Papas Fritas (page 222 )
(diced)

1 small chorizo (diced)

B⁄e pound smoked ham (diced)

B⁄c pound large shrimp (shelled, deveined 
& coarsely chopped)

8 eggs (well beaten)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 In a large, nonstick skillet over low heat, 
melt the butter then cook the onion, 
pepper, tomato, asparagus and peas 
about 5 minutes or until tender.

 2 Add the potatoes, meat and shrimp, mix thoroughly and cook about 3 minutes or until 
shrimp turn pink and are no longer translucent.

 3 Raise the heat to medium, add the eggs and cook, stirring frequently, until the eggs 
are done, about 3 – 4 minutes.

 4 Transfer to a large serving platter.

n Eliminate the butter by treating the nonstick skillet with nonstick cooking spray, and substitute egg 
whites or eggbeaters for the eggs.

Pisto Manchego is a very popular dish in 
Cuban cuisine. Recipes vary greatly as every 
cook has her own version, and because it’s a 
great way to make use of tiny bits of leftovers; 
it’s seldom the same twice. Each bite of Pisto 
Manchego is mostly vegetables, seafood and 
meat with just a light coating of egg. Feel free 
to get creative with this dish as your mood and 
the contents of your refrigerator dictate.
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ToRTIlla De MUCHo GUsTo 
Omelet with Ham and Chorizo
Serves: 6

2 tablespoons butter

1 small onion (finely chopped)

1 small green pepper (finely chopped)

2 cups Papas Fritas (page 222 )
(diced)

1 small chorizo (diced)

B⁄e pound smoked ham (diced)

6 eggs (well beaten)

salt and pepper to taste

 1 In a large, nonstick skillet over medium heat, melt 
the butter then cook the onion and green pepper 
for 5 minutes or until tender.

 2 Add the potatoes, chorizo and ham, and cook, stirring occasionally, for about 3 
minutes.

 3 Pour the eggs into the pan, stir to combine the ingredients and cook, moving the eggs 
from the side to the center of the pan and back with a spatula for about 5 minutes or 
until they are set.

 4 When the omelet looks set, place a flat lid over the skillet and quickly invert the omelet 
onto it. Slide the omelet back into the skillet, uncooked-side down, and cook for 1 or 2 
minutes more.

 5 Invert the omelet onto a serving platter. Allow to stand a few minutes, cut into wedges 
and serve.

n Eliminate the butter by treating the nonstick skillet with a nonstick cooking spray, and substitute 
egg whites or eggbeaters for the eggs. 

Tortillas are great hot or cold. 
Serve warm accompanied by rice 
and beans, hash brown potatoes 
or toast as a delicious entrée for 
a special breakfast or brunch, or 
serve cold cut into tiny wedges for 
a unique appetizer. 
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GUIso De pesCaDo 
Fish Stew
Serves: 6

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic

1 large chorizo (sliced into B⁄c'' rings)

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

B⁄i teaspoon cayenne pepper (optional)

1 28-ounce can tomato sauce

1 cup dry white wine

1 cup water

4 medium potatoes (peeled & 
quartered)

B⁄c pound swordfish filets (cut into 2" 
cubes)

B⁄c pound tuna filets (cut into 2" cubes)

 1 In a large casserole or wide, low dutch oven, heat the oil over medium heat until 
fragrant. Add the onion and green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce 
the heat to low, stir in the garlic, chorizo and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more 
minutes or until the onion is translucent and tender.

 2 Add the tomato sauce, cooking wine and water and bring to a boil.

 3 Reduce heat, add the potatoes and cook until tender, about 15 minutes.

 4 Add the fish and continue cooking for about 10 minutes more.

  Simple flavors that can stand alone can sometimes be best complemented by a 
complex wine. For this reason, I’ve paired this dish with an aged white Rioja from Spain. 
The French influence in this Spanish wine is evident in its complex aroma emanating 
from the oak-aged hints of vanilla. 

This dish is so simple to make, yet the results are so delicious. Succulent fish, 
vegetables, and sausage in a savory and spicy broth, your guests will love 
this dish. A salad and bread are all that you need to complete the meal.
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Cooking my favorites at Mucho Gusto was 

a wonderful experience. It got me up, out of the house and 

back to work. And, I learned so much about how to cook 

for large groups of people, how to explain my recipes and 

kitchen secrets to others and how to make my dishes look as 

beautiful as they taste.

Ozzie and Johnny had been planning a Cuban-

American restaurant for many years. In 1995, it happened! 

They opened Mucho Gusto Café & Collectibles in Boston. 

Mucho Gusto was very popular and they enjoyed a lot of 

success with it. Mucho Gusto was also a new lease on life for 

me. My recipes inspired the offerings on the menu, and going 

to the café to help out with the cooking got me involved in 

the community again.

I also learned many new things. I love barbecues, but 

I’d seldom cooked on a grill before. The smoky flavor and 

charbroiled taste the grill imparts to food is special, and the 

grill at Mucho Gusto worked hard. One of my favorites — and 

a big hit with our guests was Johnny’s Costillas de Puerco 

Barbacoa.
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CosTIllas De pUeRCo baRbaCoa 
Cuban-style Barbeque Pork Ribs
Serves: 4

1 tablespoon sugar

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon granulated garlic powder

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon chili powder

B⁄i teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 rack pork spare ribs — about 4 pounds

1 cup Mojo Criollo (page 20)

 1 Preheat oven to 200° and prepare a cookie 
sheet by treating it with nonstick cooking 
spray.

 2 In a small bowl, combine the sugar and the 
dry spices.

 3 Rinse the ribs carefully and pat them dry. 
Generously season the ribs on both sides with 
the sugar and spice mix and rub it into the 
meat.

 4 Place the ribs on the cookie sheet and bake 
slowly for 2 B⁄c hours or until tender.

 5 Remove the ribs from the oven and allow them 
to cool.

 6 When cool enough to handle, cut the rack into individual ribs and place them in a 
large bowl. Pour the Mojo Criollo over them and toss to coat.

 7 Preheat gas grill with medium flame, or if using charcoal, the grill is ready when the 
briquettes have ashed over.

 8 Place the ribs on the grill and cook for 2 minutes on each side.

 9 Remove and transfer to a serving platter.

  This is a spicy dish best paired with a rich spicy Malbec from Argentina. Malbec wines 
are rich and fruity, temporizing the taste of the sweet and savory sauce. 

These ribs, which are a merger of 
Cuban and American country cuisine, 
are wonderful. The meat is so tender 
and flavorful. Once you’ve had them, 
they’ll become a fixture on your 
cookout menus.

While barbecue is a truly American 
invention, it didn’t originate in the 
Southern U.S. or Midwest, it was 
invented by the native people of 
Central America. We can thank the 
Taino Indians that lived throughout 
the Caribbean for barbecue. They 
would fabricate grills out of green 
sticks (called Barbacoa), set these grills 
over an open fire and then cook the 
meats or seafood they caught on these 
handmade grills. 
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This spicy, sweet and sour barbecue sauce makes a wonderful accompaniment to Costillas de Puerco Barbaco  
(page 272). 

salsa baRbaCoa 
Barbecue Sauce
Makes: About 2 quarts

B⁄e cup olive oil

1 large onion (coarsely chopped)

1 large green pepper (coarsely chopped)

6 cloves garlic

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon ground cumin

1 2-ounce can chipotle peppers

2 28-ounce cans tomato sauce

1 cup molasses

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

1 teaspoon liquid smoke

 1 In a large sauce pan, heat the oil over medium heat until fragrant. Add the onion and 
green pepper and cook for about 3 minutes. Reduce the heat to low, stir in the garlic 
and dry spices, and sauté for about 2 more minutes or until the onion is translucent 
and tender.

 2 Add the remaining ingredients, cover and cook slowly for about one hour.

 3 Remove from heat, set aside to cool and store in the refrigerator in a tightly covered 
container. 

This sauce will keep for weeks in the refrigerator. It can also be frozen for future use.

This sauce is not Cuban in origin, but it does have a Latin flair, and 
all of my Cuban friends agree that this is one American favorite they 
don’t mind adopting as their own.
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One of my favorite things about living in Boston 

is the abundance of fresh fish and seafood that is available, and 

Johnny and Ozzie always made sure we had lots of delicious options 

for our customers at Mucho Gusto. 

Growing up as I did in a farming community in the center of 

the island in Cuba, we seldom ate fresh fish. Our fish consumption 

was pretty much limited to canned tuna or salmon or salt cod and 

then only on Fridays when we ate it out of obligation in order to 

comply with the church’s fasting rules. Now, I can’t get enough of it. 

pesCaDo en CazUela Con ensalaDa 
TRopICale 
Pan-roasted Fish with Tropical Salad
Serves: 6

1 medium mango (cut into thin strips)

B⁄c medium papaya (cut into thin strips)

1 large cucumber (cut into thin strips)

1 medium onion (cut into thin strips)

1 medium red pepper (cut into thin strips) 

B⁄e cup lime juice

B⁄e cup olive oil

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon granulated garlic powder

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano

6 6-ounce fresh firm white fish fillets (e.g. 
haddock, cod, snapper)

1 cup flour

B⁄e cup canola oil

 1 Preheat the oven to 400°.

 2 In a medium bowl, combine the fruit, vegetables, oil, juice and dry spices, and 
refrigerate.

 3 Season the fish with salt and pepper, place the flour in a shallow dish and dredge the 
fish in the flour, making sure that it is breaded on all sides. 

 4 In a large, heavy skillet, heat the oil over high heat until very hot but not smoking.

 5 Place the fish in the hot oil and cook for 1 minute on each side.

 6 Remove the skillet from the stovetop and place it in the oven. Bake it in the oven for 
about 5 minutes.

 7 Transfer the fish filets to a serving platter and spoon the fruit and vegetable salad 
over the top. 

  Pair this light and fruity summer delight with a Chilean Sauvignon Blanc. Possessing 
a palate of kiwi, passion fruit and lime, a Chilean Sauvignon Blanc is ideal — a veritable 
tropical fruit bomb.

Wonderful flavors — this dish is as beautiful as it 
is delicious.
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pesCaDo a la paRIlla Con salsa VInaGRe 
Grilled Fish with Vinaigrette Sauce
Serves: 6

1 large red onion (finely chopped)

2 large tomatoes (finely chopped)

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

salt, black pepper and granulated  
garlic powder to taste

6 8-ounce hearty fish steaks (e.g. tuna, 
salmon, swordfish, sea bass)

chopped parsley

 1 Preheat gas grill with medium flame, or if using charcoal, the grill is ready when the 
briquettes have ashed over. Prepare the grate by treating it with nonstick cooking 
spray.

 2 Combine the onion, tomatoes, oil, vinegar and seasonings in bowl, mix well and set 
aside.

 3 Rinse the fish steaks under cold running water and pat dry.

 4 Season the fish with salt, pepper and granulated garlic, drizzle a little olive oil over the 
fish and rub to coat each steak.

 5 Place the fish steaks on the grill and cook about 3 minutes on each side or until done 
the way you like them.

 6 Ladle half of the vinaigrette sauce onto a serving platter. Set the fish on top of this 
and ladle the rest of the sauce over the top and garnish with the chopped parsley.

 This fish dish requires a bold white wine to complement the flavors obtained during the 
grilling process. I recommend a Verdejo, from Spain’s Rueda — a prized white wine that 
fits the bill. Possessing nutty characteristics, this wine is often blended with Sauvignon 
Blanc to give it added acidity, making it the perfect pair for a perfectly grilled fish. 

Delicious and so easy to make — the delectable sauce 
harmonizes so nicely with the grilled fish.
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pesCaDo blanCo fRIo Con salsa  
De aQUaCaTe 
Chilled Poached White Fish with Avocado Sauce
Serves: 6

6 6-ounce fresh mild white fish fillets 
(e.g. cod, halibut, tilapia)

salt, ground black pepper and 
granulated garlic powder to taste

1 recipe Salsa de Aguacate (page 
75)

1 package baby lettuce leaves

1 bunch watercress (rinsed & stemmed)

1 large fresh tomato (thinly sliced)

1 small red onion (thinly sliced)

finely chopped parsley

 1 Season the fish with the salt, pepper  
and garlic.

 2 Place the fish in a single layer on a 
microwave-safe dish, cover with plastic 
wrap and microwave on high for about  
2 minutes or until fish flakes.

 3 Remove the fish from the microwave and set aside to cool to room temperature, then 
refrigerate to chill.

 4 When ready to serve, line a large serving platter with the lettuce leaves, top this with 
the watercress leaves, layer with the sliced tomatoes, arrange the fish filets over the 
vegetables, then ladle the avocado sauce over the top.

 5 Garnish the top with the red onion rings and chopped parsley.

  Hot days, warm nights and the perfect dish to cool you off and satisfy your palate. 
Let’s complement this exciting dish with a Spanish Godello from Spain’s Galicia, in the 
northwest. This tangy white is bone-dry and very light bodied. Spanish Godello is the 
perfect congenial mate because its subtlety will not overwhelm the incredible flavors in 
this dish. 

This is the perfect fish dish for a buffet or 
summer cookout. The spicy avocado sauce, 
the mild white fish and the crunchy fresh 
vegetables are a wonderful combination of 
tastes and textures.
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CeVICHe De lanGosTa 
Marinated Lobster Salad
Serves: 6

2 pounds cooked lobster meat (diced) 

1 cup lime juice

1 large red onion (finely chopped)

2 large tomatoes (finely chopped)

1 habanero pepper (minced)

2 cloves garlic (minced)

1 tablespoon finely chopped cilantro

salt and pepper to taste

 1 Put the lobster in a large 
container suitable for 
marinating.

 2 In a large bowl, combine all 
the remaining ingredients.

 3 Pour the lime juice and vegetable mixture over the lobster and thoroughly toss to 
ensure that the lobster is completely covered.

 4 Cover and refrigerate for at least an hour, stirring or tossing occasionally.

 5 Serve as a salad over greens, as an appetizer with a favorite cracker or Tostaditas de 
Ajo y Queso (page 261), or use as the filling for Copas de Tostones (page 107).

  A true summertime treat. I pair this light dish with an acidic Sauvignon Blanc from 
Argentina. Argentine Sauvignon Blanc wines are more restrained and more complex 
with a true mineral flavor. In contrast, the Chilean version of this grape is much more 
tropical and similar to the New Zealand-style Sauvignons. Either way, you can’t loose.

Ceviche is a traditional preparation method for fish and 
seafood. The basic ingredient is raw fish, cut into bite-size 
pieces and marinated for an hour or more in lime juice, salt, 
and seasonings. Start with any fresh fish or seafood. The 
citric acid in the juice cooks the fish — changing its texture 
and color just as if it had been cooked with heat. However, 
the acid doesn't destroy all of the bacteria that cooking 
would, so it is important to use the freshest fish you can find.

For convenience and quick preparation, this recipe is made 
with cooked lobster meat. 
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My experience at Mucho Gusto also taught me the 

importance of presentation. Food should look as beautiful 

as it tastes. When I was cooking for my family, I was only
 

concerned about how delicious my food tasted. In the 

restaurant, how a dish looks is just as important as how it 

tastes.

Decorating Serving Dishes  
and Party Trays at Home

As we discussed earlier, if you plan to pass trays of appetizers, 
or if your guests will be serving themselves at a buffet table, 
the service items you use will benefit from some decoration. 
For example, choose colorful linens to line the baskets/bowls/
trays that will hold bread, crackers, chips and tableware. 
Select beautiful fresh greens — kale, collard greens, arugula 
or parsley to cover the base of trays and to create a bed on 

which appetizers or salads will rest. Finally, include a colorful 
garnish — arrange bits of carefully carved fruits and vegetables 
in a corner or across the middle of a tray of food (e.g. a slice 
of papaya, a wedge of pineapple, rings of lime or orange, 
strawberries, multicolored peppers, etc.), this will add a splash 
of color, contrast and pop to every item. 

A beautiful plate makes such a difference. At 

Mucho Gusto, we were able to predict what dish would be 

most popular on any given night or what you might sell out 

of, by what was sold to the first table or two at the beginning 

of the shift. It is amazing how many customers, when they 

see other diners enjoying a beautiful plate of food, will say, 

“I’ll have one of those.” 

My work at Mucho Gusto aided in my recovery from 

the physical injuries I’d sustained in the accident. And, the 

feedback I received from our guests about how much they 

enjoyed the food boosted my self-esteem tremendously. My 

relationship with food had once again helped me get over a 

hurdle in my life and continue moving down the road.

Working in the restaurant, surrounded by the foods 

I had grown up with, the old memorabilia from the island 

featured
 
in our décor and the old traditional songs that 

played on the music system made me nostalgic for Cuba in 

a profound way. And, occasionally, there would be a diner 

who’d just returned from a trip to the forbidden island with 

stories about what they saw there. My children, too, were 

interested, and after much coaxing from them, I agreed that 

we should go and see for ourselves. 

“What time is it? I asked.

“It’s 10:32, Mami,” Marti replied as she looked at her 

watch. “That’s the third time you’ve asked me in the last ten 

minutes. Please don’t worry, they’ll be here soon.” 

I was nervous, but so excited as we sat on the veranda 

of the Hotel Presidente in Havana’s Vedado neighborhood 

waiting for my brother and his family to arrive from their 

home in Guanajay. Our initial reunion would take place 
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here on the porch of the hotel as Cuban residents were only 

permitted to visit the public spaces of tourist hotels.

In 2001, I returned to Cuba with my mother, Ozzie, Marti 

and Johnny. It was my first visit back in almost forty years. 

My decision to make the trip back to Cuba was so 

difficult. Like a lot of others in the Cuban exile community 

I’d vowed not to return until Castro was out of power and 

the Cuban people were once again in charge of their own 

destiny. I also knew that many of my friends, even family 

members, wouldn’t approve of my going back, as they saw 

returning to Cuba as a betrayal of our ideals and as aiding 

the enemy by giving tacit approval to what the communists 

had done there.

But, I wanted to see my family and the beautiful island 

that had meant so much to me. I also wanted my mother 

to have a chance to see her son again and to meet the 

grandchildren and great-grandchildren she’d never met. She 

was ninety years old, and, I wanted them to get to know her 

before she was gone. My father had died, never getting to 

hold them in his lap or hear their stories. This would likely 

be our last, best chance. She was elderly and frail; there 

wouldn’t be many more opportunities.

“What an incredible journey I’ve had since I last saw this 

place,” I thought as the plane flew low over El Estrecho de 

Florida and the island came into view.

Nothing could have prepared me for the changes that 

had taken place in Cuba while I’d been away. The people 

were as warm and wonderful as I remembered them and the 

island’s natural beauty remained very much intact, but little 

else about the place felt familiar to me. 

The reception room at the airport in Havana had been 

cold and intimidating, just cinderblock walls and a tile floor. 

A few utilitarian signs on the walls directed us to the rows of 

uniformed agents in booths who would review our paperwork 

and arrows painted on the floor told us where to stand and 

wait for our turn. 

The billboards along our route into the city, instead 

of advertising products or welcoming us to Havana, 

contained only propaganda messages extolling the virtues 

of the revolution or reminders about what good citizenship 

required of every individual. 

Most striking were the peeling paint, crumbling stairways 

and dilapidated facades of the buildings we passed. Havana, 

the beautiful Grand Dame of the Caribbean, had let herself 

go. You could still feel her grandeur, still sense the allure of 

her enchanting spell and here and there catch glimpses of 

her former self, but she was failing. One of the most beautiful 

cities in the world was turning to dust.

As we neared the hotel, I recognized the boulevard 

that we were traveling down was the famous, wide and 

beautiful Avenida de los Presidentes, except there weren’t 

as many presidentes as there used to be. The pedestals that 

formerly held the bronze sculptures that commemorated 

these historical figures of the past were still there, but 

some of the statues were gone — cut off at the ankles by the 

revolution. Only their shoes, which had been set into the 

stone, remained. 

Despite the ugly transition that Cuba and her people had 

been put through, the reunion with my family was everything 

I could have hoped for. For the first time I was able to meet, 

embrace and get to know my brother’s wife, his two sons 

and their families. People whom I’d known only through 

photographs, letters and phone calls, were now flesh and 

bones I could hug. The emotions one feels at a time like that 

are impossible to describe. We had a glorious time. 

Later that same afternoon, more family and old friends  

visited — what a treat! Even my elderly uncle came by to see 

us, and he had a special surprise in store for me. I recognized 

his car immediately: the very same 1940 Buick Roadmaster I 

remembered from my ninth birthday party in Fomento. Despite 

years of wear and tear and a couple of different paint jobs 
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over the years, it still held that same magic for me that it had 

so many years ago.

We spent two wonderful weeks on the island, visiting 

at my brother’s and nephews’ homes, catching up at San 

Antonio de los Baños and on the beach at La Playa de Santa 

Maria, and traveling to our childhood home.

The reception we received from family and friends in 

Fomento was incredible. The whole town must have known 

we were coming, because as our rental cars began to make 

their way onto the main street, people started coming out 

of their homes to greet us. Even my ex-husband’s family, 

whom I hadn’t spoken with in years, came out to spend the 

day with us.

Their  hospital i ty  was extraordinary!  What a 

homecoming Fomento gave us. It seemed like the whole 

town opened their homes and hearts to us. We were treated 

so special. Even though they had so little themselves, they 

shared everything they had and made a wonderful party for 

us. I was so impressed with the delicious food they made for 

us — pork, rice and beans — all prepared over an open fire.

Walking the streets of my youth again was an incredible 

thrill. Each block was full of memories. Here was the 

playground where I played jacks and jumped rope with my 

girlfriends, there the cemetery where my brother Chi Chi 

would scare Cari and I with ghost stories and where he now 

lay at rest, over there was the plaza where quin and I met, 

and over there, the church where we married. It was a day 

chockfull of so much emotion and so many memories.

Like so much of Cuba, Fomento, too was falling apart. 

Storms and lack of maintenance had rendered the places I’d 

remembered with such fondness — La Colonia, El Teatro Baroja 

and El Almacen — mere shadows of their former selves. Their 

grandeur faded and blistered like the paint on their storefronts.

Time had been even more unkind to our old family 

home. It had gone through a number of incarnations since 

my parents left the island, serving the revolution for a time 

as a day-care center and then later as a home for the 

elderly. Now, a complete derelict with just some of its walls 

still standing and its roof fallen in, it provided only the most 

meager sort of shelter for a couple of old men who had no 

place else to go. Like everyone else in Fomento, they, too, 

greeted us warmly when we arrived at their door, inviting 

us in, showing us around and ensuring us that they would 

continue to watch over the place until Don Luis Gonzalez 

was able to return. 

We learned shortly after our return to Boston that the 

old home place had succumbed to the wrecking ball.

Returning to Cuba was a beautiful experience for me. I’m 

grateful that my children insisted that my mother and I go 

with them. It was important for her to meet her descendants 

and to once again walk the streets of her homeland before 

she passed away.

When I got out of Cuba with my children in 1962, I 

vowed never to go there again so long as the Communists 

were in control, but the Cuban people — they are my family 

too. Our trip to Cuba made an indelible impression on us all. 

The spirit and generosity of the Cuban people is alive and 

well despite over fifty years of very hard times. 

Since our return, Ozzie and Johnny have become very 

involved in bringing humanitarian aid to libraries, hospitals, 

community centers, elderly meal programs and schools 

serving children with disabilities on the island. The 

organization they helped found brings thousands of dollars 

of goods to struggling communities in Cuba and sponsors 

annual friendship missions to the island. 

I help out, too, making a special contribution to the food 

for their annual fundraiser — my Tamales Cubano.

To cook is to love, Honey!
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TaMales CUbano 
Cuban Tamales
Serves: 12

12 9''x9'' squares of aluminum foil

3 15-ounce cans whole kernel corn 
(drained)

1 small onion (quartered)

1 small green pepper (quartered)

6 cloves garlic

1 cup fine yellow cornmeal

B⁄c cup tomato sauce

B⁄c cup olive oil

B⁄c tablespoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon cumin

 1 Fold the aluminum foil into envelopes — fold in half, fold over a B⁄c'' strip at the bottom 
of the short side of the foil then fold over two more times to make a strong seal, repeat 
on the long side of the foil and set aside.

 2 In the bowl of a food processor, combine the corn, onion, pepper and garlic and 
process until puréed and smooth — it may be necessary to do this in batches.

 3 In a very large bowl, combine the corn mixture with all of the remaining ingredients 
and beat with an electric hand mixer until thoroughly mixed.

 4 Ladle about B⁄c cup of the tamale mixture into one of the aluminum foil envelopes 
and seal the top by folding over a B⁄c'' strip as described above. Repeat until all of the 
tamale mixture has been used.

 5 Meanwhile, in a large casserole, bring about 3 quarts of water to a boil over medium 
heat. Drop the tamales into the water one at a time. Make sure that the water covers 
the tamales. Reduce the heat, cover and cook for about 90 minutes. When done, the 
tamales will feel firm to the touch. 

 6 Remove the tamales and allow to cool to room temperature.

 7 To serve, tear open the long-side seam of the aluminum envelopes, remove the 
tamales, cut each into slices and arrange them on a serving platter. Serve them 
accompanied by Salsa Española (page 282).

Tamales are a delicious treat, but are quite a lot of work to make. Tamales are not a 
dish that you can whip up in a hurry. While not really difficult to make, they require 
a bit of time, patience and planning. Tamales are an ideal project for a lazy, cool 
and rainy afternoon when you have some time on your hands.
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salsa española 
Spanish Sauce
Makes: About 1 quart of sauce

1 cup olive oil

1 large onion (chopped)

1 large green pepper (chopped)

6 cloves garlic (minced)

B⁄c teaspoon salt

B⁄c teaspoon ground black pepper

B⁄c teaspoon dried leaf oregano 

1 8-ounce can tomato sauce

1 cup dry white wine

30 drops hot pepper sauce

1 bay leaf

2 large tomatoes (diced — B⁄e")

1 habanero pepper (stemmed, seeded & 
finely chopped)

B⁄e cup parsley (finely chopped)

 1 In a saucepan over medium heat, sauté the onion and green pepper for about 3 
minutes, add the garlic and dry spices and continue cooking for about 2 minutes more 
or until the onion is translucent and tender.

 2 Stir in the tomato sauce, wine, hot pepper sauce and bay leaf. Bring to a boil, reduce 
heat and simmer for about 5 minutes.

 3 Remove the sauce from the heat, remove the bay leaf and stir in the tomatoes, 
habanero pepper and parsley. 

At Mucho Gusto Café we served our tamales with this spicy homemade salsa. It is not 
exactly traditional, but Americans love spicy foods and we felt the tamales deserved 
something special.

¡Muchas Gracias, mi amigos! Thank you so much for your visita, my darlings. I hope you had a good time, and that you 
try one of these recetas the next time you make dinner for friends at your house. I’m sure they’ll enjoy it.

¡Muchos besos y buenas noches mis queridos!
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GlossaRY
achiote (Annatto) — Bright red seeds from the fruit of the tropical achiote 
tree. The achiote is also fondly known as the “lipstick tree” because native 
peoples used the seeds to make face and body paint. While the fruit is not 
edible, the seeds are used to produce a yellow to orange food coloring and 
spice. Achiote food coloring is made by grinding the seeds or simmering 
them in water or oil.

alcaparra (Capers) — The unopened flower buds of a prickly, perennial plant 
that thrives in semi-arid conditions. Capers are grown commercially in the 
Mediterranean, some parts of Asia and in California. The buds are picked 
each morning as they reach the proper size and before the flowers open. 
After harvesting, they are sun-dried, then pickled in vinegar, brine, wine or 
salt which brings out their tangy sour and salty flavor. Part of its Spanish 
cuisine heritage; they have an important role in Latin cooking. Add them to 
salads, dressings, sauces, vegetables and main dishes. While high in sodium, 
capers are very low in calories (only two per tablespoon) and are little 

nutrition powerhouses — rich in vitamins (A, C, E & K) and minerals (niacin, 
calcium and manganese) and a good source of protein and fiber.

Bacalao (Salt Cod) — Cod fish that has been preserved by drying after 
salting. It has been a part of Caribbean cuisine for nearly five hundred years 
dating all the way back to Colonial times. It was brought to the islands for 
trade by vessels from New England and Canada. Because of decreasing cod 
stocks in the North Atlantic, today bacalao is often made from other white 
fish (e.g. pollock, haddock, whiting, etc.) You can find bacalao in the seafood 
section of many large supermarkets or in Hispanic or Italian food stores. 

Berro (Watercress) — An edible aquatic plant known for its beautiful leaves, 
nice crunch and peppery flavor. Watercress is an important component of 
Latin cusine, adding a nice dimension to salads. Look for it near the herbs 
and greens in large supermarkets. Perhaps the most ancient of green 
vegetables known to man, its culinary and medicinal uses can be traced back 
to the Persians, Greeks and Romans, and Hippocrates is believed to have 
grown and used it as a natural remedy. Low in calories and nutrient dense, 
watercress is loaded with micronutrients and antioxidants. 

Calabaza (Cuban Pumpkin) — A round, pumpkin-like squash that is popular 
throughout the Caribbean and Central America. Calabazas range in color 

from yellow to orange to green with bright orange flesh. They range greatly in 
size, but in U.S. markets are typically about the size of a volleyball. Calabaza 
is rich in vitamins A and C and has a sweet flavor similar to a butternut 
squash. 

Carrucho (Conch) — Large sea snails known for their beautiful white to 
pink shells and their delicious, white meat. Conch is second in popularity 
only to the escargot for edible snails, and is delicious in salads, fritters and 
chowders. It is rare to find fresh conch outside of the Caribbean, frozen 
conch is available in the frozen seafood section of many supermarkets. As 
conch is very tough, it needs to be tenderized or ground before preparation.

Chocolate Dulce (Sweetened Chocolate) — sweetened chocolate bars for 
hot chocolate can be found in Hispanic markets or in the international food 
aisle of many supermarkets. If you can’t find it, substitute six ounces of 
unsweetened chocolate, one cup sugar and three teaspoons cornstarch.

Chorizo (Spanish Sausage) — A spicy smoked pork sausage available in 
Hispanic markets or in the processed meat case at many supermarkets. 
Some manufacturers are also now producing a reduced-fat turkey chorizo 
and a vegetarian chorizo, both are quite good. If you can’t find chorizo in 
your area, substitute any spicy sausage.

Culantro (also known as Recao or Mexican coriander) — A tropical herb 
that is widely used in seasoning and in marinades in the Caribbean. 
Unfortunately, it is not yet widely available in the United States, but can be 
found in Hispanic markets. Culantro seeds are available on the Internet, 
and it is easy to grow in the garden or in a sunny window. Similar in flavor 
to the herb cilantro that we are familiar with, but much stronger. Delicious 
in bean dishes.

Naranja agria (Bitter Orange/Sour Orange/Seville Orange) — Jugo de 
naranja agria, the juice from Seville oranges, can be found in Hispanic food 
stores or in the international foods aisle of many supermarkets. Seville 
oranges, which are more oval shaped and have a rougher, thicker skin than 
their sweet cousins, were the first oranges introduced in the New World. If 
you aren’t able to find it in your local store, you can make a good substitute 
using equal parts orange juice and lime juice (B/c cup sweet orange juice and 
B/c cup lime juice).
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Pasta de Atun, 99

Pasta de Pollo y Esparago, 98

Pescado a la Parilla con Salsa Vinagre, 275

Picadillo en Tamal, 218

Revoltillo con Jamon a la Crema, 217

Revoltillo con queso y Vegetales, 216

Sofrito, 15

Vaca Frita, 136

Cerdo (see Puerco) 

Ceviche de Langosta, 277

Cheese

American-style Cheeseburgers, 221

Chicken and Asparagus Spread, 98

Cuban Sandwich, 167

Fig and Cheese Skewers, 186

Guava and Cheese Pastries, 49

Guava Paste and White Cheese Bites, 132

Ham Spread, 99

House Salad, 32

Little Garlic and Cheese Toasts, 261

Midnight Sandwich, 168

Olive and Cream Cheese Spread, 98

Scrambled Eggs with Cheese and Vegetables, 216

Scrambled Eggs with Ham and Cream Cheese, 217

Spaghetti and Tuna, 214

Tea Sandwiches, 97

Tomato, Avocado and White Cheese Salad, 127

Tuna Spread, 99

Vegetarian Turnovers, 87

Chef Johnny’s Golden Rule, 13

Chicken

Chicken and Asparagus Spread, 98

Chicken and Avocado Croquettes, 80

Chicken and Rice, 29

Chicken and Rice Salad, 236

Chicken Fricassee, 254

Chicken Soup, 142

Chicken Steaks, 252

Chicken Turnovers, 84

Cuban-style Chicken Tenders, 170

Cuban-style Fried Chicken, 119

Roast Chicken, 232

Chicken and Asparagus Spread, 98

Chicken and Avocado Croquettes, 80

Chicken and Rice, 29

Chicken and Rice Salad, 236

Chicken Fricassee, 254

Chicken Soup, 142

Chicken Steaks, 252

Chicken Turnovers, 84

Chilled Poached White Fish with Avocado  

Sauce, 276

Chocolate

Café Frizado, 9

Café Mocha, 8

Cake de Chocolate, 247

Caramelitas y Rositas, 243

Chocolate Caliente, 102

Chocolate Flan, 57

Chocolate Ice Cream, 131

Chocolate Mocha Fudge Cake, 247

Coffee and Chocolate, 8

Filled Dessert Bars, 243

Flan de Chocolate, 57

Frozen Coffee, 9

Helado de Chocolate, 131

Hot Chocolate, 102

Torticas Tropicales, 223

Tropical Cookies, 223

Chocolate Caliente, 102

Chocolate Flan, 57

Chocolate Ice Cream, 131

Chocolate Mocha Fudge Cake, 247

Choripan, 169

Chorizo

Arroz con Garbanzos, 212

Arroz con Jamon y quimbombo, 213
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Boliche Mechado, 128

Broquetas de Chorizo y Higo, 186

Choripan, 169

Chorizo, 286

Chorizo and Chickpea Fritters, 76

Chorizo and Fig Skewers, 186

Chorizo Bites with Guava Glaze, 186

Frituras de Chorizo y Garbanzos, 76

Masitas de Chorizo, 186

Omelet with Ham and Chorizo, 269

Rice and Chickpeas, 212

Rice with Ham & Okra, 213

Stuffed Beef Tenderloin, 128

Tortilla de Mucho Gusto, 269

Chorizo and Chickpea Fritters, 76

Chorizo and Fig Skewers, 186

Chorizo Bites with Guava Glaze, 186

Chuletas de Puerco, 233

Classic Daiquiri, 64

Coco

About, 224

Caramelitas y Rositas, 243

Cocotazo, 69

Coco Tres Leches, 54

Piña Colada, 65

Pudin de Pan con Coco, 116

Torticas Tropicales, 223

Coconut

About, 224

Coconut Bread Pudding, 116

Coconut Three Milk Cake, 54

Filled Dessert Bars, 243

Frozen Coconut Wine Cooler, 69

Piña Colada, 65

Tropical Cookies, 223

Coconut Bread Pudding, 116

Coconut Three Milk Cake, 54

Cocotazo, 69

Coco Tres Leches, 54

Coffee

About, 10

Coffee and Chocolate, 8

Coffee with Steamed Milk, 8

Cuban Coffee, 7

Frozen Coffee, 9

Coffee and Chocolate, 8

Coffee with Steamed Milk, 8

Cold Meatloaf, 241

Cold Vegetable Soup, 147

Conch Fritters, 74

Cooking with Kids, 36

Corn

About, 218

Beef Hash in Tamale Pie, 218

Corn and Pepper Muffins, 149

Corn Chowder, 199

Corn Fritters, 73

Cuban-style Crab Cakes, 81

Shrimp and Crabmeat in Tamale Pie, 219

Tamales Cubano, 281

Tropical Vegetable Stew, 158

Corn and Pepper Muffins, 149

Corn Chowder, 199

Corn Fritters, 73

Costillas de Puerco Barbacoa, 272

Crème Caramel, 55

Crispy Shredded Beef, 136

Croquetas

Croquetas, 78

Croquetas de Cangrejos, 81

Croquetas de Jamon, 79

Croquetas de Pollo y Aguacate, 80

Croquetas de Cangrejos, 81

Croquetas de Jamon, 79

Croquetas de Pollo y Aguacate, 80

Croquettes

About, 78

Chicken and Avocado Croquettes, 80

Crab Cakes, 81

Ham Croquettes, 79

Cuba Libre, 65

Cuban Bread, 39

Cuban Coffee, 7

Cuban Fried Rice, 209

Cuban Fried Steak, 156

Cuban Pumpkin (Squash)

Chicken and Rice, 29

Cuban Pumpkin, 286

Mashed Cuban Pumpkin, 230

Pork Fricassee, 38

Pumpkin Flan, 137

Red Beans, 91

Yellow Rice with Vegetables, 204

Cuban Sandwich, 167

Cuban Skewers, 186

Cuban-style Barbeque Pork Ribs, 272

Cuban-style Chicken Tenders, 170

Cuban-style Crab Cakes, 81

Cuban-style Focaccia Bread, 151

Cuban-style French Toast, 239

Cuban-style Fried Chicken, 119

Cuban-style Hamburgers, 169

Cuban Tamales, 281

Cucumber

Aida's Favorite Salad, 266

Avocado and Cucumber Soup, 148

Gazpacho, 147

Tomato and Cucumber Salad, 255

D
Daiquiri Clasico, 64

Desserts

Almond Cookies, 200

Apple Pie, 248

Baked Sweet Plantains, 115

Caramel Ice Cream, 131

Chocolate Flan, 57

Chocolate Ice Cream, 131

Chocolate Mocha Fudge Cake, 247

Crème Caramel, 55

Cuban-style French Toast, 239

Drunken Pound Cake, 66

Filled Dessert Bars, 243
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Guava and Cheese Pastries, 49

Guava Paste and White Cheese Bites, 132

Guava Pie with Royal Crust, 50

Key Lime Pie, 256

Mango and Blueberry Cobbler, 44

Mango Mousse, 43

Mango Popsicles, 124

Orange Cake, 130

Plantain Bread Pudding, 116

Pumpkin Flan, 137

Rice Pudding, 246

Strawberry Ice Cream, 132

Sweet Spanish Custard, 122

Sweet Syrup, 126

Three Milk Cake, 54

Tropical Cookies, 223

White Birthday Cake, 101

Dessert Wines and Wines With Desserts, 57

Diversity Salad, 121

Doce Uvas, 180

Drunken Pound Cake, 66

Dry Spice Mix, 18

Durofrios de Mango, 124

e
Eggplant

Grilled Eggplant Salad, 178

Eggs

About, 216

Crème Caramel, 55

Cuban-style French Toast, 239

Omelet with Ham & Chorizo, 269

Ripe Plantain and Potato Omelet, 113

Scrambled Eggs with Cheese and Vegetables, 216

Scrambled Eggs with Everything, 268

Scrambled Eggs with Ham & Cream Cheese, 217

Empanadas

About, 82

Empanadas de Carne, 83

Empanadas de Pescado, 85

Empanadas de Pollo, 84

Empanadas de Puerco y Chorizo, 86

Empanadas Vegetariano, 87

Empanaditas de Camarones, 185

Empanadas de Carne, 83

Empanadas de Pescado, 85

Empanadas de Pollo, 84

Empanadas de Puerco y Chorizo, 86

Empanadas Vegetariano, 87

Empanaditas de Camarones, 185

Ensalada de Aguacate y Piña, 92

Ensalada de Aida, 266

Ensalada de Arroz con Pollo, 236

Ensalada de Berenjenas a la Parilla, 178

Ensalada de Casa, 32

Ensalada de Frijoles de Carita, 120

Ensalada de Frutas Tropicales, 51

Ensalada de Papas, 242

Ensalada de Papas y Vegetales, 33

Ensalada de Tomate, Aquacate y queso Blanco, 127

Ensalada de Tomate y Pepino, 255

Ensalada Diversidad, 121

Ensalada Mixta de Maccarones, 198

Ensaladas

Aguacates Rellenos, 260

Ceviche de Langosta, 277

Ensalada de Aguacate y Piña, 92

Ensalada de Aida, 266

Ensalada de Arroz con Pollo, 236

Ensalada de Berenjenas a la Parilla, 178

Ensalada de Casa, 32

Ensalada de frijoles de carita, 120

Ensalada de Frutas Tropicales, 51

Ensalada de Papas, 242

Ensalada de Papas y Vegetales, 33

Ensalada de Tomate, Aquacate y queso Blanco, 127

Ensalada de Tomate y Pepino, 255

Ensalada Diversidad, 121

Ensalada Mixta de Maccarones, 198

f
Fideos

About, 214

Ensalada Mixta de Maccarones, 198

Macarrones con Vegetales a la Parilla, 215

Sopa de Pollo, 142

Spaguettis con Bonito, 214

Fig and Cheese Skewers, 186

Figs

Fig and Cheese Skewers, 186

Filled Dessert Bars, 243

Fish

Chilled Poached White Fish with Avocado  

Sauce, 276

Fish Stew, 270

Fish Turnovers, 85

Grilled Fish with Vinaigrette Sauce, 275

Pan Roasted Fish with Tropical Salad, 274

Salt Cod Fritters, 71

Spaghetti and Tuna, 214

Tuna Spread, 99

Fish Stew, 270

Fish Turnovers, 85

Flan de Calabaza, 137

Flan de Chocolate, 57

Flan de Leche, 55

Focaccia a la Cubana, 151

French fried potatoes, 222

Fricasé de Pollo, 254

Fricasé de Puerco, 38

Fried Cassava Root, 163

Fried Sweet Plantains, 112

Fried Sweet Potato Rounds, 165

Frijoles

About, 145

Arroz con Garbanzos, 212

Ensalada de Frijoles de Carita, 120

Ensalada Diversidad, 121

Frijoles Colorados, 91

Frijoles Negros, 22

Moros y Cristianos, 265
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Potaje de Judias, 144

Puré de Frijoles Negro, 183

Salsa de Fruta Bomba y Frijoles Negro, 47

Salsa de la Haba Negra, 129

Sopa de Chicharos, 143

Sopa de Pure de Frijoles Negro, 144

Frijoles Colorados, 91

Frijoles Negros, 22

Fritas, 169

Fritters

About, 71

Chorizo and Chickpea Fritters, 76

Conch Fritters, 74

Corn Fritters, 73

Fruit Fritters, 77

Salt Cod Fritters, 71

Taro Root Fritters, 126

Vegetable Fritters, 75

Frituras

About, 71

Bacalaitos, 71

Frituras de Carrucho, 74

Frituras de Chorizo y Garbanzos, 76

Frituras de Frutas, 77

Frituras de Maíz, 73

Frituras de Malanga, 126

Frituras de Vegetales, 75

Frituras de Carrucho, 74

Frituras de Chorizo y Garbanzos, 76

Frituras de Frutas, 77

Frituras de Maíz, 73

Frituras de Malanga, 126

Frituras de Vegetales, 75

Frozen Coconut Wine Cooler, 69

Frozen Coffee, 9

Frozen Lemonade, 100

Fruit Fritters, 77

Fruta Bomba

About, 45

Batido de Fruta Bomba, 172

Camarones y Fruta Bomba a la Parilla, 46

Ensalada de Frutas Tropicales, 51

Pescado en Cazuela con Ensalada Tropicale, 274

Ponche de Frutas Tropicales, 242

Salsa de Fruta Bomba y Frijoles Negro, 47

Frutas Tropicales

Aguacate, 93

Coco, 224

Fruta Bomba, 45

Guayaba, 48

Mango, 41

Platano, 108

Fufú de Platano Pinton, 111

G
Garlic

About, 19

Garlic Sauce, 20

Garlic Shrimp, 267

Little Garlic and Cheese Toasts, 261

Sofrito, 15

Garlic Sauce, 20

Garlic Shrimp, 267

Gazpacho, 147

Golden Rule, 13

Grapes

Twelve Grapes, 180

Grilled Eggplant Salad, 178

Grilled Fish with Vinaigrette Sauce, 275

Grilled Shrimp and Papaya, 46

Guava

About, 48

Chorizo Bites with Guava Glaze, 186

Guava and Cheese Pastries, 49

Guava Honey Mustard, 48

Guava Paste and White Cheese Bites, 132

Guava Pie with Royal Crust, 50

Tropical Fruit Punch, 242

Guava and Cheese Pastries, 49

Guava Honey Mustard, 48

Guava Paste and White Cheese Bites, 132

Guava Pie with Royal Crust, 50

Guayaba

About, 48

Masa Real de Guayaba, 50

Masitas de Chorizo, 186

Matrimonios, 132

Mostaza con Guayaba y Miel, 48

Pasteles de Guayaba y queso, 49

Ponche de Frutas Tropicales, 242

Guiso de MaÍz, 199

Guiso de Pescado, 270

H
Ham

Cold Meatloaf, 241

Cuban Sandwich, 167

Ham Croquettes, 79

Ham Spread, 99

Midnight Sandwich, 168

Omelet with Ham and Chorizo, 269

Rice and Chickpeas, 212

Rice with Ham and Okra, 213

Scrambled Eggs with Ham and Cream Cheese, 217

Stuffed Beef Tenderloin, 128

Hamburguesa con queso, 221

Ham Croquettes, 79

Ham Spread, 99

Healthier Without Sacrificing Flavor, 13

Helado de Caramelo, 131

Helado de Chocolate, 131

Helado de Fresas, 132

Higo

Broquetas de Higo y queso, 186

Hot Chocolate, 102

House Salad, 32

Huevos

About, 216

Flan de Leche, 55

Pisto Manchego, 268

Revoltillo con Jamon a la Crema, 217

Revoltillo con queso y Vegetales, 216

Torrejas, 239
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Tortilla de Mucho Gusto, 269

Tortilla de Platano Maduros y Papas, 113

j
Jamon

Arroz con Garbanzos, 212

Arroz con Jamon y quimbombo, 213

Boliche Mechado, 128

Carne Fria, 241

Croquetas de Jamon, 79

Media Noche, 168

Pasta de Jamon, 99

Revoltillo con Jamon a la Crema, 217

Sandwich Cubano, 167

Tortilla de Mucho Gusto, 269

K
Key Lime Pie, 256

Kitchen Sanitation, 26

l
La Vida Del Platano, 108

Limonada Frizado, 100

Little Fried Pork Morsels, 207

Little Garlic & Cheese Toasts, 261

Little Plantain Balls, 114

Little Shrimp Turnovers, 185

M
Macarrones con Vegetales a la Parilla, 215

Maíz

About, 218

Ajiaco Criollo, 158

Camarones y Cangrejos en Tamal, 219

Croquetas de Cangrejos, 81

Frituras de Maíz, 73

Guiso de Maíz, 199

Panecitos de Maíz y Aji, 149

Picadillo en Tamal, 218

Tamales Cubano, 281

Malanga

About, 159

Frituras de Malanga, 126

Mariquitas de Malanga, 161

Pure de Malanga, 160

Malanga Chips, 161

Mango

About, 41

Frozen Coconut Wine Cooler, 69

Mango and Blueberry Cobbler, 44

Mango Mousse, 43

Mango Popsicles, 124

Mango Salsa, 42

Mango Soup, 148

Pan-roasted Fish with Tropical Salad, 274

Tropical Fruit Punch, 242

Tropical Fruit Salad, 51

Tropical Fruit Smoothies, 173

White Birthday Cake, 101

Mángo

About, 41

Batido de Mango con Crema, 43

Cake Blanco, 101

Cocotazo, 69

Durofrios de Mango, 124

Ensalada de Frutas Tropicales, 51

Pastel de Mangos y Vaccinios, 44

Pescado en Cazuela con Ensalada Tropicale, 274

Ponche de Frutas Tropicales, 242

Salsa de Mango, 42

Sopa de Mango, 148

Tropical Fruit Smoothies, 173

Mango and Blueberry Cobbler, 44

Mango Mousse, 43

Mango Popsicles, 124

Mango Salsa, 42

Mango Soup, 148

Marinara Sauce, 184

Marinated Lobster Salad, 277

Marinated Olives, 154

Marinating Foods, 90

Mariquitas de Malanga, 161

Mariscos

Aguacates Rellenos, 260

Camarones al Ajillo, 267

Camarones Enchilados, 194

Camarones y Cangrejos en Tamal, 219

Camarones y Fruta Bomba a la Parilla, 46

Ceviche de Langosta, 277

Croquetas de Cangrejos, 81

Empanaditas de Camarones, 185

Frituras de Carrucho, 74

Paella de Mucho Gusto Cafe, 30

Pisto Manchego, 268

Masa Real de Guayaba, 50

Mashed Cuban Pumpkin, 230

Mashed Malanga, 160

Mashed Semi-ripe Plantains, 111

Masitas de Chorizo, 186

Masitas de Pollo, 170

Masitas de Puerco Fritas, 207

Matrimonios, 132

Mayonesa Pimienta, 82

Meatballs, 184

Media Noche, 168

Melon Frizado, 172

Mezcla de Especias, 18

Midnight Sandwich, 168

Mojito

Mojito, 63

Mojitos by the Gallon, 63

Mojo Criollo, 20

Moros y Cristianos, 265

Mostaza con Guayaba y Miel, 48

Mucho Gusto’s Special Red Wine Punch, 69

Musica, 229

Musical Accompaniments, 229

n
Natilla, 122
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o
Okra

Rice with Ham & Okra, 213

Olive and Cream Cheese Spread, 98

Olive Muffins, 150

Olive Oil, 14

Olives

Cuban Style Focaccia Bread, 151

Marinated Olives, 154

Olive and Cream Cheese Spread, 98

Olive Muffins, 150

Omelet with Ham & Chorizo, 269

Onion

About, 16

American-style Cheeseburgers, 221

Beef Hash in Tamale Pie, 218

Black Beans, 22

Chicken and Asparagus Spread, 98

Chicken Steaks, 252

Crispy Shredded Beef, 136

Cuban Fried Steak, 156

Cuban-style Hamburgers, 169

Grilled Fish with Vinaigrette Sauce, 275

Scrambled Eggs with Cheese and Vegetables, 216

Scrambled Eggs with Ham and Cream Cheese, 217

Sofrito, 15

Spicy Sausage Sandwich, 169

Steak Sandwich, 168

Tuna Spread, 99

Orange Cake, 130

p
Paella de Mucho Gusto Cafe, 30

Panatela Borracha, 66

Pan con Bistec, 168

Pan Cubano o Pan de Agua, 39

Panecitos de Aceitunas, 150

Panecitos de Maiz y Aji, 149

Pan-roasted Fish with Tropical Salad, 274

Pan y Panecitos

Focaccia a la Cubana, 151

Pan Cubano o Pan de Agua, 39

Panecitos de Aceitunas, 150

Panecitos de Maiz y Aji, 149

Torrejas, 239

Tostaditas con Ajo y queso, 261

Papas

Carne con Papas, 146

Ensalada de Papas, 242

Ensalada de Papas y Vegetale, 33

Fricasé de Pollo, 254

Fricasé de Puerco, 38

Papas Fritas, 222

Sopa de Platano, 110

Papas Fritas, 222

Papaya

About, 45

Grilled Shrimp and Papaya, 46

Pan-roasted Fish with Tropical Salad, 274

Papaya and Black Bean Salsa, 47

Papaya Milk Shake, 172

Tropical Fruit Punch, 242

Tropical Fruit Salad, 51

Papaya and Black Bean Salsa, 47

Papaya Milk Shake, 172

Party Planning Guide, 187

Pasta

About, 214

Chicken Soup, 142

Pasta Salad, 198

Pasta with Grilled Vegetables, 215

Spaghetti and Tuna, 214

Pasta de Aceitunas y queso Crema, 98

Pasta de Atun, 99

Pasta de Jamon, 99

Pasta de Pollo y Esparago, 98

Pasta Salad, 198

Pasta with Grilled Vegetables, 215

Pastel de Limones de Cayo Hueso, 256

Pastel de Mangos y Vaccinios, 44

Pastel de Manzana, 248

Pasteles de Guayaba y queso, 49

Pepino

Ensalada de Aida, 266

Ensalada de Tomate y Pepino, 255

Gazpacho, 147

Sopa de Aguacate y Pepino, 148

Peppers

About, 17

Corn and Pepper Muffins, 149

Sofrito, 15

Pescado

Bacalaitos, 71

Empanadas de Pescado, 85

Guiso de Pescado, 270

Pasta de Atun, 99

Pescado a la Parilla con Salsa Vinagre, 275

Pescado Blanco Frio con Salsa de Aquacate, 276

Pescado en Cazuela con Ensalada Tropicale, 274

Spaguettis con Bonito, 214

Pescado a la Parilla con Salsa Vinagre, 275

Pescado Blanco Frio con Salsa de Aquacate, 276

Pescado en Cazuela con Ensalada Tropicale, 274

Picadillo, 34

Picadillo en Tamal, 218

Pierna de Puerco Asada, 264

Pimiento Mayonnaise, 82

Piña

Ensalada de Aguacate y Piña, 92

Ensalada de Frutas Tropicales, 51

Piña Colada, 65

Ponche de Frutas Tropicales, 242

Piña Colada, 65

Pineapple

Avocado and Pineapple Salad, 92

Piña Colada, 65

Tropical Fruit Punch, 242

Tropical Fruit Salad, 51

Pisto Manchego, 268

Plantain Bread Pudding, 116

Plantain Chips, 109

Plantains

About, 108
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Fried Sweet Plantains, 112

Little Plantain Balls, 114

Mashed Semi-ripe Plantains, 111

Plantain Bread Pudding, 116

Plantain Chips, 109

Plantain Soup, 110

Ripe Plantain and Potato Omelet, 113

Temptation Plantains — Baked Sweet Plantains, 115

Twice-Fried Green Plantains, 106

Plantain Soup, 110

Platanitos, 109

Platanos

About, 108

Bolitas de Platano, 114

Fufú de Platano Pinton, 111

Platanitos, 109

Platanos en Tentación, 115

Platanos Maduros Frito, 112

Pudin de Pan con Platanos, 116

Sopa de Platano, 110

Tortilla de Platano Maduros y Papas, 113

Tostones, 106

Platanos en Tentación, 115

Platanos Maduros Frito, 112

Pollo

Arroz con Pollo, 29

Bisteces de Pollo, 252

Croquetas de Pollo y Aguacate, 80

Empanadas de Pollo, 84

Ensalada de Arroz con Pollo, 236

Fricasé de Pollo, 254

Masitas de Pollo, 170

Pasta de Pollo y Esparago, 98

Pollo Asado, 232

Pollo Frito Criollo, 119

Sopa de Pollo, 142

Pollo Asado, 232

Pollo Frito Criollo, 119

Polvorones de Almendras, 200

Ponche de Frutas Tropicales, 242

Pork

Chorizo and Chickpea Fritters, 76

Chorizo Bites with Guava Glaze, 186

Cold Meatloaf, 241

Cuban Sandwich, 167

Cuban-style Barbeque Pork Ribs, 272

Ham Croquettes, 79

Ham Spread, 99

Little Fried Pork Morsels, 207

Midnight Sandwich, 168

Omelet with Ham & Chorizo, 269

Pork and Spicy Sausage Turnovers, 86

Pork Chops, 233

Pork Fricassee, 38

Rice and Chickpeas, 212

Rice with Ham and Okra, 213

Roast Leg of Pork, 264

Scrambled Eggs with Everything, 268

Spicy Sausage Sandwich, 169

Pork and Spicy Sausage Turnovers, 86

Pork Chops, 233

Pork Fricassee, 38

Postres

Almibar, 126

Arroz con Leche, 246

Batido de MÁngo con Crema, 43

Cake Blanco, 101

Cake de Chocolate, 247

Cake de Naranja, 130

Caramelitas y Rositas, 243

Coco Tres Leches, 54

Durofrios de Mango, 124

Flan de Calabaza, 137

Flan de Chocolate, 57

Flan de Leche, 55

Helado de Caramelo, 131

Helado de Chocolate, 131

Helado de Fresas, 132

Masa Real de Guayaba, 50

Matrimonios, 132

Natilla, 122

Panatela Borracha, 66

Pastel de Limones de Cayo Hueso, 256

Pastel de Mangos y Vaccinios, 44

Pastel de Manzana, 248

Pasteles de Guayaba y queso, 49

Platanos en Tentación, 115

Polvorones de Almendras, 200

Pudin de Pan con Coco, 116

Pudin de Pan con Platanos, 116

Torrejas, 239

Torticas Tropicales, 223

Tres Leches, 54

Potaje de Judias, 144

Potato

Beef and Potato Stew, 146

Chicken Fricassee, 254

French fried potatoes, 222

Plantain Soup, 110

Pork Fricassee, 38

Potato and Vegetable Salad, 33

Potato Salad, 242

Potato and Vegetable Salad, 33

Potato Salad, 242

Pudin de Pan con Coco, 116

Pudin de Pan con Platanos, 116

Puerco

Arroz con Garbanzos, 212

Arroz con Jamon y quimbombo, 213

Carne Fria, 241

Choripan, 169

Chuletas de Puerco, 233

Costillas de Puerco Barbacoa, 272

Croquetas de Jamon, 79

Empanadas de Puerco y Chorizo, 86

Fricasé de Puerco, 38

Frituras de Chorizo y Garbanzos, 76

Masitas de Chorizo, 186

Masitas de Puerco Fritas, 207

Media Noche, 168

Pasta de Jamon, 99

Pierna de Puerco Asada, 264

Pisto Manchego, 268
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Sandwich Cubano, 167

Tortilla de Mucho Gusto, 269

Pumpkin Flan, 137

Pumpkin/Squash

Chicken and Rice, 29

Chicken Fricassee, 254

Mashed Cuban Pumpkin, 230

Pumpkin Flan, 137

Puré de Calabaza, 230

Puré de Frijoles Negro, 183

Puré de Malanga, 160

Puréed Black Bean Soup, 144

Q
queso

Bocaditos, 97

Broquetas de Higo y queso, 186

Empanadas Vegetariano, 87

Ensalada de Casa, 32

Ensalada de Tomate, Aquacate  

y queso Blanco, 127

Hamburguesa con queso, 221

Matrimonios, 132

Media Noche, 168

Pasta de Aceitunas y queso Crema, 98

Pasta de Atun, 99

Pasta de Jamon, 99

Pasta de Pollo y Esparago, 98

Pasteles de Guayaba y queso, 49

Revoltillo con Jamon a la Crema, 217

Revoltillo con queso y Vegetales, 216

Sandwich Cubano, 167

Spaguettis con Bonito, 214

Tostaditas con Ajo y queso, 261

R
Rabo Encendido, 193

Red Beans, 91

Red Wine Punch, 69

Res (See Carne)

Revoltillo con Jamon a la Crema, 217

Revoltillo con queso y Vegetales, 216

Rice

About, 211

Chicken and Rice, 29

Chicken and Rice Salad, 236

Cuban Fried Rice, 209

Paella de Mucho Gusto Cafe, 30

Rice and Black Beans, 265

Rice and Chickpeas, 212

Rice Pudding, 246

Rice with Codfish, 210

Rice with Ham & Okra, 213

White Rice, 21

White Rice with Avocado, 136

Yellow Rice with Vegetables, 204

Rice and Black Beans, 265

Rice and Chickpeas, 212

Rice Pudding, 246

Rice with Codfish, 210

Rice with Ham & Okra, 213

Ripe Plantain and Potato Omelet, 113

Roast Chicken, 232

Roast Leg of Pork, 264

Ron

About, 68

Cuba Libre, 65

Daiquiri, 64

Mojito, 63

Panatela Borracha, 66

Piña Colada, 65

Salsa de Ron, 67

Ropa Vieja, 135

Rum

About, 68

Cuba Libre, 65

Daiquiri, 64

Drunken Pound Cake, 66

Mojito, 63

Piña Colada, 65

Rum Sauce, 67

Rum Sauce, 67

s
Salads

Aida's Favorite Salad, 266

Avocado and Pineapple Salad, 92

Black-eyed Pea Salad, 120

Chicken and Rice Salad, 236

Diversity Salad, 121

Grilled Eggplant Salad, 178

House Salad, 32

Marinated Lobster Salad, 277

Pasta Salad, 198

Potato and Vegetable Salad, 33

Potato Salad, 242

Stuffed Avocados, 260

Tomato and Cucumber Salad, 255

Tomato, Avocado and White Cheese Salad, 127

Tropical Fruit Salad, 51

Salsa Barbacoa, 273

Salsa de Aguacate, 75

Salsa de Bayas, 43

Salsa de Fruta Bomba y Frijoles Negro, 47

Salsa de la Haba Negra, 129

Salsa de Mango, 42

Salsa de Ron, 67

Salsa Española, 282

Salsa Marinara, 184

Salsas

Almibar, 126

Mayonesa Pimienta, 82

Mojo Criollo, 20

Mostaza con Guayaba y Miel, 48

Salsa Barbacoa, 273

Salsa de Aguacate, 75

Salsa de Bayas, 43

Salsa de Fruta Bomba y Frijoles Negro, 47

Salsa de la Haba Negra, 129

Salsa de Mango, 42

Salsa de Ron, 67

Salsa Española, 282

Salsa Marinara, 184

Salsa Vinagre, 275
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Salsa Vinagre, 275

Salt Cod Fritters, 71

Sandwich Cubano, 167

Sangria Cubana de Mucho Gusto Café, 69

Sauces

Avocado Sauce, 75

Barbecue Sauce, 273

Berry Sauce, 43

Black Bean Gravy, 129

Garlic Sauce, 20

Guava Honey Mustard, 48

Mango Salsa, 42

Marinara Sauce, 184

Papaya and Black Bean Salsa, 47

Pimiento Mayonnaise, 82

Rum Sauce, 67

Spanish Sauce, 282

Sweet Syrup, 126

Vinaigrette Sauce, 275

Savory Ground Beef, 34

Savory Shredded Beef, 135

Scrambled Eggs with Cheese and Vegetables, 216

Scrambled Eggs with Everything, 268

Scrambled Eggs with Ham and Cream Cheese, 217

Shellfish

Conch Fritters, 74

Cuban-style Crab Cakes, 81

Garlic Shrimp, 267

Grilled Shrimp and Papaya, 46

Little Shrimp Turnovers, 185

Marinated Lobster Salad, 277

Paella de Mucho Gusto Cafe, 30

Scrambled Eggs with Everything, 268

Shrimp & Crabmeat in Tamale Pie, 219

Shrimp Creole, 194

Stuffed Avocados, 260

Shrimp & Crabmeat in Tamale Pie, 219

Shrimp Creole, 194

Sofrito, 15

Sopa de Aguacate y Pepino, 148

Sopa de Chicharos, 143

Sopa de Mango, 148

Sopa de Platano, 110

Sopa de Pollo, 142

Sopa de Pure de Frijoles Negro, 144

Sopas y Guisados

About, 141

Ajiaco Criollo, 158

Carne con Papas, 146

Gazpacho, 147

Guiso de Pescado, 270

Guizo de Maiz, 199

Potaje de Judias, 144

Sopa de Aguacate y Pepino, 148

Sopa de Chicharos, 143

Sopa de Mango, 148

Sopa de Pollo, 142

Sopa de Pure de Frijoles Negro, 144

Soups and Stews

About, 141

Avocado and Cucumber Soup, 148

Beef and Potato Stew, 146

Chicken Soup, 142

Cold Vegetable Soup, 147

Corn Chowder, 199

Fish Stew, 270

Mango Soup, 148

Puréed Black Bean Soup, 144

Split Pea Soup, 143

Tropical Vegetable Stew, 158

White Bean Soup, 144

Spaghetti and Tuna, 214

Spaguettis con Bonito, 214

Spanish Sauce, 282

Spicy Oxtail Stew, 193

Spicy Sausage Sandwich, 169

Split Pea Soup, 143

Steak in Casserole, 235

Steak Sandwich, 168

Strawberry Ice Cream, 132

Stuffed Avocados, 260

Stuffed Beef Tenderloin, 128

Sugar, 58

Sweet Spanish Custard, 122

Sweet Syrup, 126

T
Tamales Cubano, 281

Taro Root

About, 159

Chips, 161

Mashed, 160

Taro Root Fritters, 126

Taro Root Fritters, 126

Tea Sandwiches

Chicken and Asparagus Spread, 98

Ham Spread, 99

Olive and Cream Cheese Spread, 98

Tea Sandwiches, 97

Tuna Spread, 99

Temptation Plantains — Baked Sweet Plantains, 115

The Life of The Plantain, 108

Three Milk Cake, 54

Tomate

Ceviche de Langosta, 277

Ensalada de Aida, 266

Ensalada de Arroz con Pollo, 236

Ensalada de Tomate, Aquacate  

y queso Blanco, 127

Ensalada de Tomate y Pepino, 255

Gazpacho, 147

Pescado a la Parilla con Salsa Vinagre, 275

Pescado Blanco Frio con Salsa  

de Aquacate, 276

Salsa Española, 282

Sofrito, 15

Tomato

Aida's Favorite Salad, 266

Chicken and Rice Salad, 236

Chilled Poached White Fish with Avocado Sauce, 

276

Cold Vegetable Soup, 147

Grilled Fish with Vinaigrette Sauce, 275
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Marinated Lobster Salad, 277

Sofrito, 15

Spanish Sauce, 282

Tomato and Cucumber Salad, 255

Tomato, Avocado and White Cheese Salad, 127

Tomato and Cucumber Salad, 255

Tomato, Avocado and White Cheese Salad, 127

Torrejas, 239

Torticas Tropicales, 223

Tortilla de Mucho Gusto, 269

Tortilla de Platano Maduros y Papas, 113

Tostaditas con Ajo y queso, 261

Tostones, 106

Tres Leches, 54

Tropical Cookies, 223

Tropical Fruit Punch, 242

Tropical Fruits

Avocado, 93

Coconut, 224

Guava, 48

Mango, 41

Papaya, 45

Plantain, 108

Tropical Fruit Salad, 51

Tropical Fruit Smoothies, 173

Tropical Root Vegetables

About, 159

Cassava, 162

Taro Root, 159

Tropical Sweet Potato, 164

Tropical Vegetable Stew, 158

Tropical Vegetable Stew, 158

Tuna Spread, 99

Turnovers

About, 82

Beef Turnovers, 83

Chicken Turnovers, 84

Fish Turnovers, 85

Little Shrimp Turnovers, 185

Pork and Spicy Sausage Turnovers, 86

Vegetarian Turnovers, 87

Twelve Grapes, 180

Twice-fried Green Plantains, 106

U
Uvas

Doce Uvas, 180

V
Vaca Frita, 136

Vegetable Fritters, 75

Vegetables

Corn Chowder, 199

Fried Sweet Plantains, 112

Mashed Cuban Pumpkin, 230

Mashed Semi-ripe Plantains, 111

Pasta with Grilled Vegetables, 215

Plantain Chips, 109

Plantain Soup, 110

Potato and Vegetable Salad, 33

Potato Salad, 242

Ripe Plantain and Potato Omelet, 113

Scrambled Eggs with Everything, 268

Taro Root Fritters, 126

Twice-Fried Green Plantains, 106

Vegetable Fritters, 75

Vegetarian Turnovers, 87

Yellow Rice with Vegetables, 204

Vegetales

Arroz Amarillo con Vegetales, 204

Empanadas Vegetariano, 87

Ensalada de Papas, 242

Ensalada de Papas y Vegetales, 33

Frituras de Malanga, 126

Frituras de Vegetales, 75

Fufú de Platano Pinton, 111

Guizo de Maiz, 199

Macarrones con Vegetales a la Parilla, 215

Pisto Manchego, 268

Platanitos, 109

Platanos Maduros Frito, 112

Pure de Calabaza, 230

Sopa de Platano, 110

Tortilla de Platano Maduros y Papas, 113

Tostones, 106

Vegetarian Turnovers, 87

Viandas

About, 159

Ajiaco Criollo, 158

Boniato, 164

Malanga, 159

Yuca, 162

Vino Con Comida, 31

W
Water Bread, 39

Watermelon Freeze, 172

White Bean Soup, 144

White Birthday Cake, 101

White Rice, 21

White Rice with Avocado, 136

Wine and Food Pairings, 31

Wine Cooler, 69

Y
Yellow Rice with Vegetables, 204

Yogurt

Chicken and Asparagus Spread, 98

Ham Spread, 99

Pasta Salad, 198

Potato Salad, 242

Tuna Spread, 99

Yuca

About, 162

Yuca con mojo, 266

Yuca Frita, 163

Yuca con mojo, 266

Yuca Frita, 163



You’re invited to dinner at Mami Aida’s! You’ll love your visit  
as she shares cooking tips and precious memories. Interwoven with her inspiring story of 
faith, persistence and commitment to family are 200 of Chef Johnny’s Nuevo Cuban recipes. 
These healthier Latin dishes infuse gusto, soul, beauty and love into everyday meals. You 
won’t want to leave Mami Aida’s table until you’ve heard her entire story, and you’ll treasure 
this basic Latin cuisine resource for years to come.

Wonderfully packaged and entertaining…not only an outstanding guide to the cuisine, but a 
homage to the culture itself — a book to be read and cherished by everyone. 
 —  Oscar Hijuelos, author of The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, 

Our House in the Last World, and many others

Very impressed with this novel approach to a cookbook!...[This is] not just another cookbook 
but a unique mixture of practical and authentic Cuban recipes interspersed with the biography 
of their source…sheds light on the Revolution and its impact on the Cuban people.
 —  Bob Vila, author and television personality, original host of  

This Old House

Easy Cuban recipes inspired by the late, lamented Mucho Gusto Café.
 —  Boston Globe Magazine
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