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“My faith in the potential of our white, round corn bread relies on its ability to make alliances with other foods and become a tasty, complete, fast and heterogenous food option. Perhaps the possibility of opening up to other flavours and other cultures is provided by the cosmopolitan spirit that distinguishes the Venezuelan cuisine, in which our arepa holds a place of honour.”


Armando Scannone, Gastronome, Author of Mi Cocina, a la manera de Caracas.


“For Venezuelans, it’s kind of hard to talk about the arepa; it’s pretty difficult, almost like talking about our own mother. You never know where to start with so many things to say and remember. Because the arepa, like our own mother, is always there for us. Our folklore says that every Venezuelan child is ‘born with an arepa under their arm’. I think it’s a beautiful affirmation about the happy existence that every person that comes to the world deserves.”


Laureano Márquez, Journalist, Humorist, Actor, Writer. Caracas.
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RECIPE NOTES


• Metric, imperial and volumetric cup measurements are given for each recipe. Follow only one set of measurements throughout a recipe as they are not interchangeable.


• Cooking times given are for guidance only, as individual ovens vary. If using a convection (fan) oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions concerning oven temperatures.


• When deep-frying, heat the oil to the specified temperature, then slowly and carefully lower the food into the hot oil to avoid splashes. Wear long sleeves to protect your arms and never leave the pan unattended.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE AREPA


Round and pale, like a full moon, the arepa is a great Venezuelan treasure. For centuries it has been at the centre of the table in every home across this tropical region of the world, a region that, at the present time, includes all of Colombian and Venezuelan territories.


The arepa is loved by all for its deliciousness, its versatility and its easy preparation. It is loved so much that in Venezuela it is eaten at any time of the day – for breakfast, for lunch, for dinner. It is even enjoyed at 4am (the most ‘democratic hour’ of the day) when die-hard party animals, no matter what their social backgrounds, recover together from the excesses of a long night, in some ‘arepera’, they love.


Over the last decade, the destiny of this simple crispy corn patty has taken a turn. The arepa has crossed existing frontiers and travelled beyond the region to all corners of the world. As the difficult political and economic situations in Venezuela became increasingly unbearable, the number of Venezuelans emigrating began to rise. With each individual or family who left, so went a bag or two of Harina P.A.N., the pre-cooked white maize flour (cornmeal) used by almost all Venezuelans to make arepas.


Many of these émigré households, now established in countries around the globe, shared arepas with their new friends, wherever they went. Arepas have been so very enthusiastically received that, no matter what their original professions back home, Venezuelans opened arepa bars, restaurants and food trucks in every continent. Arepa fever has spread fast and Harina P.A.N. is now sold in over 90 countries.


Just as the taco became a worldwide phenomenon once Mexicans began to migrate in large numbers, successfully sharing their own daily bread, the arepa is now the popular new street food par excellence, receiving the same enthusiastic acceptance. A fast-growing number of food lovers are discovering Venezuela’s national treasure, choosing to sate their hunger with easy, inexpensive, flavourful arepas with their almost infinite variety of fillings.


While living in the United States and observing the rapid growth in popularity of this corn patty internationally, I came to realize that its strength lies in the fact that it is extremely user-friendly: the neutral flavour of the basic arepa provides a versatile backdrop for any other ingredient, even those far removed from traditional Venezuelan flavours, perhaps even more so than the taco.


Naturally, all this sparked the idea of writing a book, describing the voyage of the arepa. During my research, I discovered that there were only a few short publications dedicated to arepas or passing mentions of arepas in larger Latin American cookbooks. Once I knew how little the arepa was represented in literature, this project became more important as this book would turn out to be the first comprehensive arepa cookbook in the world.
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As our conversations as immigrant cooks continued in our community of Baltimore, we shared our kitchen stories with colleagues. We began to think of the arepa as our very own cultural ambassador and as a symbol of friendship. Everyone loves arepas, so they are ideal for cultural liaison.


I have always believed that food can bring people together, promoting dialogue and peace in every community. What is better than sharing an arepa or two? What if this friendly arepa were dressed in foreign flavours? Thus was born the idea of adorning some of the arepas featured in this book with ingredients originating in different cultures. And it worked out very well. Any flavour does indeed marry well with this round crispy marvel.


This book is conceived as an invitation to place the arepa at the heart of your kitchen, as a form of travel and exploration. Friends and family will most happily join you at a table to eat them. Their versatility will also allow you to garnish them with whatever you choose, whatever leftovers are in your fridge. Arepas are an inexpensive delight loved by all.


Making this book has a profound meaning, as we take our arepas, our friendly ‘daily bread’, to tables in every corner of the world. Since many of you have never travelled to the tropical land of Venezuela, we have included images of its landscape and its people to set the scene as well as telling the story of the arepa.


Irena Stein


Baltimore, March 2023
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THE VENEZUELAN AREPA: BRIEF NOTES ABOUT ITS HISTORY


Venezuelan arepas can be found nowadays in a variety of gastronomic settings across the world and the locations to savour them seem to multiply with surprising vigour. The most powerful trait the arepa has is its distinctive neutrality, allowing it to accommodate dissimilar ingredients and flavours and turning it into a succulent experience.


The arepa, that round, white corn bread, has been present in the palate and collective memory of Venezuelans even before that territory had a name. Researchers have been able to trace the presence of these ‘solar discs’ to the dietary and nutrition habits of the indigenous population, centuries before Christopher Columbus arrived in this so-called ‘Land of Grace’. Archeologists have found that while maize (corn) appeared into the territory now known as Venezuela somewhere around 1000 bc, their inhabitants were already grinding the grains with rocks and — with added water — making balls of dough they later squashed to give them a round shape and cook them on flat clay dishes called ‘aripos’ around 1000 ad. [1]


Familiar mostly to wheat, which was unavailable then in our continent, Spaniards soon learned about maize and began calling it ‘Wheat of the Indies’, among other things because this grain was used to make the indigenous bread. Faced with the need to substitute wheat and the difficulties to feed themselves, corn and arepas were gradually added to the diet of the Spanish settlers then.


Tools and techniques to make arepas also changed slowly. European settlers and African slaves used different methods and instruments for grinding the grain or preparing and cooking the dough arepas were made of. It was not unusual to find implements such as iron gridles (budares) and aripos or iron grinders and large, African-like wooden mortars and pestles (pilones), either coexisting or those new implements substituting the traditional ones.


As in most cultures, mostly all of food preparations and cooking routines have been performed by women and the old-fashioned way of making arepas was not the exception. The fast, accelerated pace of industrialization and modernization of the country during the second half of twentieth century completely altered family and societal dynamics; among the many changes induced by it, one that stands out was the growing number of women entering the work force — and consequently, causing a decline in their availability for meal preparation in the household. Other shifts in consumption patterns of the population would also de-emphasize the relevance of arepas as part of Venezuelans’ staple diet.
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The invention of pre-cooked maize flour was a lifesaver for this tradition that had spanned for centuries. In 1960, under the brand Harina P.A.N. (Producto Alimenticio Nacional) pioneered by Empresas Polar in Venezuela, this industrially manufactured product started to be distributed nationwide, and by making it available to the general market, consumption of arepas rose quickly, and some decades later it extended even beyond our borders to such an extent that, by 2022, Harina P.A.N. corn meal could be found in more than ninety countries across the globe. Iron grinders and ‘pilones’ became a nostalgic expression of the milled corn arepa — as tasty as it is time-consuming to prepare — which was substituted for the arepa made with industrial maize flour, although in some inland regions of the country the preference for old-fashioned arepas is still alive.


Modernizing winds also brought changes in consumption patterns as well as the way arepas were eaten and enjoyed. Establishments called ‘areperas’, where arepas were made and stuffed quickly with a wide variety of ingredients, became quite popular in urban environments and blossomed in every city and town. The popularity, convenience and gastronomic possibilities of the stuffed arepa — also referred to as ‘tostadas’ — made of our national bread a full meal, and all across the country, areperas gradually transitioned into restaurants where also typical Venezuelan food was commonly offered.


European immigrants, mostly of Spanish and Portuguese provenance, were quite entrepreneurIng in the food business and particularly, in the shaping and managing this type of establishments during the second half of last century. Starting relatively small and modest, these immigrants launched their areperas with fillings made of mostly local ingredients and preparations, but shortly thereafter they added new fillings with flavours that connected to their homeland tastes and uses. Along with pulled beef or telita cheese arepas, other fillings like pickled octopus or tuna, or Gouda cheese with Spanish chorizo, or meats and cold cuts, cheeses or stews became immediate favourites, making it all evident that arepas had a boundless potential for creating gastronomic and cultural dialogues with local and foreign foodstuffs alike.


During the last decade, we have witnessed how almost seven million Venezuelans have emigrated, hoping to find new, more promising opportunities abroad, and so has the stuffed arepa. With this diaspora, many Venezuelans found that arepas could be a marketable opportunity in their new destinations: they are easy to make and savour, fast and economical, and given their simplicity and versatility, they are always ready to connect with other food cultures. In fact, arepas have become a sort of culinary ambassador of Venezuela. After all, arepas are an expression, a language, and hence, also an opportunity to promote intercultural relations. This book is proof of it.


Ivanova Decán-Gambús


Caracas, January 2023


[1] Dorta Vargas, Manuel Felipe, ¡Viva la arepa! Sabor, memoria e imaginario social en Venezuela. Editorial Alfa, Caracas 2015, pp. 15–16


[image: Image]




AREPA: THE BASIC RECIPE


Receta de la arepa


Arepas are a cooked dough made of ground maize. They have been eaten in the northern region of South America since pre-Columbian times, most notably in Venezuela and Colombia, but they are also present in the cuisines of Bolivia, Panama and other Latin countries. Our arepas are made with the popular Harina P.A.N., the pre-cooked maize flour (cornmeal) that almost all Venezuelans use.


MAKES 6 AREPAS


720 ml (24 fl oz/3 cups) water, at room temperature


2 tbsp vegetable oil


2 tsp salt


a pinch of sugar (optional)


350 g (12 oz/2½ cups) Harina P.A.N. pre-cooked white maize flour (cornmeal)


In a large mixing bowl or bowl of an electric mixer, combine the water, oil, salt and sugar (if using). Slowly add the Harina P.A.N. pre-cooked maize flour (cornmeal) and mix the dough with your hands or electric mixer on medium speed for at least 10 minutes. The dough must be worked for a full 10 minutes to prevent the arepas from cracking when cooked. Once mixed, the dough should be free of lumps and soft to the touch.


Wet a paper towel or clean dish towel and wring out well. Cover the dough and let it sit for 10 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 230°C (450°F/Gas 8) and line a baking sheet with parchment paper.


Oil your hands. Pull off 170 g (6 oz) of dough and form it into a ball. Flatten the ball with your hands, pressing down to form an 11-cm (4-inch) disc that is 2.5 cm (1 inch) thick. Transfer the arepas to the prepared baking sheet and cover with the damp towel. Repeat with the rest of the dough to make 6 arepas, oiling your hands before forming each disc.


Heat a griddle pan over a medium heat and brush the pan with oil. Working in batches, put the arepas on the pan and cook for 5 minutes on each side or until lightly golden. Return the cooked arepas to the lined baking sheet.


Once griddled, put all the arepas directly on the rack of the hot oven. Bake the arepas for 20 minutes, flipping them after 10 minutes. The arepas are cooked when they have puffed up a bit, are brown in spots, and sound hollow when tapped.


Holding a hot arepa with a clean dish towel, cut three quarters of the way through using a serrated knife. Scoop out some of the soft insides to make room for the filling, leaving the crispy top of the arepa and a little of the soft inner. Add your choice of filling and serve immediately.


Notes: For best results it is essential to use Harina P.A.N. pre-cooked maize flour (cornmeal), which is made by cooking, drying and then grinding corn kernels. Each arepa recipe in this book has been tested using Harina P.A.N. and no other brand will yield the same results.


An arepa needs to be eaten as soon as it comes off the griddle, out of the oven or from the fryer. If you wait more than 15 minutes to serve an arepa once it has been cooked, its texture and taste is far less desirable.


To prep ahead, shape the dough and griddle the arepas. Leave to cool on a baking sheet. To chill, tightly wrap the entire baking sheet in clingfilm (plastic wrap) to prevent the arepas drying out. Store in the fridge for up to 2 days. To freeze, tightly wrap the griddled arepas in clingfilm (plastic wrap) with parchment paper between them to prevent sticking together. Store in the freezer in an airtight container.


When needed, thaw the arepas if frozen and bake in a hot oven as usual.
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VARIATIONS ON THE AREPA


Variaciones de arepas


Plenty of fillings are best served in a plain arepa – one made with pre-cooked white maize flour (cornmeal) following our basic recipe on page 18 – but flavoured arepas can also be prepared by adding extra ingredients to the dough. Over the following pages you will find some alternative recipes for flavoured arepas, both savoury and sweet. You can follow any of our recipes or experiment with your own favourite flavours. Simply fold the additional ingredients into the plain arepa dough – try grated (shredded) carrots, chopped coriander (cilantro), chia seeds, or any other ingredient you can think of.


That said, a note of caution. Other arepa recipes suggest adding juice, such as carrot, beetroot (beet) or coriander (cilantro), to give the dough an intense colour. Adding liquid to the dough in this way may result in a mediocre arepa that is pasty, heavy and unpalatable.
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FRIED GREEN PLANTAIN AREPA


Arepa de plátano verde


MAKES 4–6 AREPAS


3 unripe green plantains (approx. 600 g/21 oz)


1 coriander (cilantro) root (approx. 15 g/½ oz)


20 g (¾ oz) sweet red pepper (ají dulce)


½ tsp lime juice


1 tsp salt


vegetable oil, for deep-frying


Peel and halve the plantains lengthways. Remove all the seeds (black dots) that run through the centre of each plantain.


Put the plantains, coriander (cilantro) root, sweet red pepper, lime juice and salt in a saucepan and cover with water.


Bring the water to a boil over a medium-high heat and cook the plantains until they are soft. Strain the plantains, discarding the coriander root and sweet red pepper but saving the cooking water.


While hot, mash the plantains to a smooth purée, then knead to make sure there are no lumps. Leave to rest for 5 minutes.


Following the instructions on page 18, shape the dough into arepas. It will be sticky due to the starch in the plantains, so coat your hands in oil before handling the dough.


To cook the arepas, pour enough vegetable oil to cover the arepas into a large heavy-based pan, making sure it is no more than two-thirds full. Heat the oil to 190°C (375°F).


Carefully lower the arepas into the hot oil. Deep-fry the arepas for 4–5 minutes or until golden and crispy on the outside. Serve warm.
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