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PRESERV


By Marie Michele Destil




A CULINARY QUEST FOR HAITIAN ROOTS & RESILIENCE




What if the path to healing is paved with memory, flavor, and fire? In this powerful memoir, Haitian American entrepreneur Marie Michele Destil stirs together a compelling blend of personal storytelling, cultural preservation, and culinary heritage. 


Preserv invites readers into her kitchen, her past, and her heart—where every spice tells a story and every dish serves a purpose. From her childhood in Haiti to navigating immigration, motherhood, entrepreneurship, and personal reinvention in the U.S., Marie Michele’s journey is one of resilience.


With raw honesty and vibrant sensory detail, she reflects on the complexities of family, the beauty of tradition, and the healing power of food. Whether overcoming heartbreak or building a community around her Huntington- based restaurant, Gingerbites, her voice resonates with wisdom, warmth, and strength. More than a memoir, Preserv is a tribute to heritage—and a call to nourish what sustains us. It’s for anyone who’s ever searched for belonging, rebuilt after loss, or tasted home in a single bite.





INTRODUCTION





FOOD WAS MY LANGUAGE. RESILIENCE WAS MY RECIPE.
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This is the story of a woman who dared to build her life—and her legacy—on culture, courage, and Creole cuisine. Preserv takes you behind the scenes of Gingerbites, a Haitian restaurant born not just out of tradition but out of sheer survival. From the vibrant kitchens of my childhood in Haiti to the demanding landscape of entrepreneurship in New York, I share a journey rooted in identity, family, faith, and flavor.




Every chapter unfolds like a carefully crafted dish—rich with memory, spiced with challenge, and served with heart. This isn’t just about food; it’s about fighting for a dream, preserving a heritage and finding healing in every plate.


My earliest memories are filled with the sounds and scents of my grandmother’s kitchen—griot sizzling on Saturday afternoons, the aroma of soup joumou after church on Sundays, and the laughter shared around 


family tables. These moments are more than nostalgic—they are the foundation of my resilience and my unwavering commitment to my roots. Growing up in Haiti, my home was a place of warmth, love, and tradition. It was where I learned that food is more than nourishment: it is a language of love, a bridge across generations, and a vital part of cultural identity. My grandmother’s wisdom “Cooking is a ritual that bridges generations”—became my guiding principle, inspiring me to keep the traditions alive in every dish I create.


In this story, you will journey through my life—across continents, through personal struggles, entrepreneurial triumphs, and spiritual awakening. You will see how resilience, faith, and love are woven into every chapter, every recipe, and every memory.


I chose to spell Preserv without the “e” at the end as a reflection of who I am and where I come from. To me, it represents the imperfect but sacred act of holding on to culture, to memory, to self. The word carries the rhythm of Haitian Creole, where language shifts and breathes with the people who speak it. Preserv isn’t about keeping things frozen in time; it’s about keeping them alive. The missing “e” is a quiet acknowledgment of what’s been lost through migration, separation, and time yet also a reminder that even in what’s missing, we remain whole. This book is my way of preserving not only food and tradition but the strength, grace, and resilience that continue to shape every part of who I am.


This is my story. Our story. And it’s a celebration of strength, heritage, and hope.




Haitian Recipe 


Accra (Malanga Fritters)


Ingredients:




	2–3 medium malanga (about 1½ lbs.), peeled and finely grated


	2–3 scallions, finely chopped


	1 Scotch bonnet pepper, finely minced (adjust to taste)


	2 tbsp fresh parsley, finely chopped


	1 tsp salt or ½ cube of Maggi seasoning (to taste)


	Oil for frying





Instructions:




	Grate the Malanga: Using the fine side of a grater (best) finely grate the peeled malanga until smooth and sticky.


	Mix the Batter: In a mixing bowl, combine the grated malanga with scallions, Scotch bonnet, parsley, and salt or Maggi. Mix well until evenly incorporated. The mixture should be thick and hold together


	Heat the Oil: Heat oil in a deep pan over medium heat until hot (about 350°F if using a thermometer).


	Fry the Accra: Shape the mixture into small, sausage-like portions then carefully drop them into the hot oil. Fry until golden brown on all sides. Do not overcrowd the pan. Turn as needed (about 4–5 minutes per batch).


	Drain and Serve: Remove the Accra and place on paper towels to drain excess oil. Serve hot.





Serving Ideas:




	Best enjoyed with pikliz


	Serve alongside fried fish, griot, or on their own as a snack or appetizer or as part of the Fritay dish with griot, fried plantain and marinade


	Perfect for family and friends’ gatherings, weekends and holidays







CHAPTER ONE





A TASTE OF HOME
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Growing up in Haiti, my childhood was rich with vibrant colors, lively rhythms, and the intoxicating aromas that poured from our kitchen—a sacred space that pulsed with love, tradition, and the heartbeats of generations. It wasn’t just a room where meals were made; it was where stories were told, where bonds were deepened, and where identity was simmered and stirred into every dish.


Friday Evenings: The Ritual Begins


Fridays marked the sacred start of our weekend culinary celebration. As the sun dipped low, the house would come alive with the unmistakable scent of marinated pork griot—my grandmother’s pride. She used a secret blend of scallions, garlic, parsley, thyme, Scotch bonnet peppers, and the sharp, zesty notes of sour orange and lime.


With care and reverence, she massaged the marinade into the tender cuts of pork, whispering our history into each piece; so, I believe.


The pork would sit and soak for hours or overnight, absorbing the essence of our heritage.


While she worked, she told stories—of our ancestors, of the bustling markets in Mirebalais, her hometown, of laughter and resilience.


Her words floated in the air, blending with the aroma of herbs and citrus. When the griot finally hit the hot oil in the afternoon, the crackle and sizzle were more than a sound—it was a melody, a prelude to joy.


Saturday Mornings: Hearty and Humble


Saturday mornings began with a simple but soul-warming meal: boiled green plantains, eggs, and chiktay sauce—a smoky, spicy mix of smoked herring, onions, and peppers. Bold enough to wake even the sleepiest soul, it was deeply satisfying. Paired with omelets, spaghetti or eaten alone, it turned breakfast into a celebration.


One Saturday remains etched in my memory. I had been playing outside, chasing a handmade ball tied with colorful strips of cloth, when I stumbled inside and spilled a pot of coffee all over my grandmother’s freshly washed tablecloth. I braced for a scolding. Instead, she burst into laughter, her eyes gleaming. She wiped the mess with a loving hand and smiled. That joyful chaos—her laughter dancing with mine—captured the heart of our home: love over perfection, laughter over frustration.


Kitchen Symphony and Sacred Traditions


Our kitchen thrummed like a symphony. Knives chopping, oil bubbling, pots clanking, teasing banter between my siblings—it was a soundscape of familial love.


My grandmother moved with grace and command, gathering produce from her garden: plantains, yams, malanga, yucca, batata, vibrant carrots, and deep green watercress and spinach. Everything had a purpose, a story, a legacy.


By midday, bouillon simmered on the stove—a rich, herbal broth of beef bones with marrow, vegetables, and seasonings that filled the house with a comforting aroma. The ingredients included spinach, watercress, cabbage, carrots, malanga, celery, garlic, cloves, green plantains, parsley, thyme, scallions, Scotch bonnet pepper, and sometimes dumplings or yams. It promised warmth, connection, and nourishment far beyond the physical.


On special days, she made legume—comforting and labor intensive—a slow-cooked stew of chayote, eggplant, cabbage, watercress, and marrow-rich bones. The flavors were bold and deep, a reminder of our resourcefulness. We paired it with maïs moulin (cornmeal) or pitimi (millet), humble yet hearty and a symbol of strength.


Saturdays: Fields to Table


My grandmother grew much of what we ate—transforming stubborn, dry land into flourishing gardens. Watching her care for her corn and pitimi was like witnessing a quiet act of rebellion and resilience. She believed growing our own food was not only wise but essential for community survival. The nutty aroma of pitimi simmering on the stove on Saturdays mixed with the bubbling bouillon and frying pork—a sensory celebration for the weekend.


By dinnertime, our table was a vibrant mosaic of flavors, colors, and history. I often sat on the cool glacier cement floor, wide-eyed, soaking in every detail: my uncles racing for the last crispy piece of griot, the echo of laughter, the clatter of utensils, and the stories that seemed to stretch across time.


Breakfast in Mirebalais


Breakfast was never rushed—it was a moment to ease into the day. The aroma of fresh coffee made from café pilé drifted through the air, often sweetened with brown sugar or rapadou with evaporated milk or freshly gathered milk and served in my grandmother’s enamel mugs.


On the table, there might be fresh bread from the from Port-au-Prince Boulangerie mostly brought in by the visitors and served warm with peanut butter made from roasted peanuts ground by hand. Some mornings we had akasan—a thick, creamy corn drink spiced with cinnamon, star anise, and nutmeg—perfect for dipping bread with or without peanut butter or drinking alongside it. Other days, breakfast might include boiled plantains or root vegetables with a side of eggs and sautéed herring. Whatever it was, it was always full of warmth, flavor, and the feeling of being home.


Sundays: Sacred Abundance


Sunday was our day of tradition and abundance. The scent of perfectly seasoned fresh-killed chicken or guinea hen filled the house as white rice, bean sauce, and mostly green peas sauce were prepared with love and reverence. Family and friends gathered, drawn by the aroma and the warmth that radiated from our kitchen.


Each dish was more than food—it was a vessel for memory, a symbol of heritage. The kitchen became a living altar, honoring the past and feeding the future. My grandmother, with her stories and recipes, wove the fabric of our family. Every weekend was her love letter to us.


Even today, when I travel and explore new cuisines, I carry that essence with me. Every time I prepare a Haitian dish, I feel the presence of those who came before me, their stories echoing in the flavors that dance on my palate.


Summers on the Farm


During my childhood vacations, my grandmother maintained a plantation farm where she raised cows, goats, chickens, and pigs. The workers would sometimes butcher a cow or goat for a feast, honoring special guests or important community events.


Our house, perched at the corner of the village, became a longtime gathering spot where people would often stop by for quick visits. Each time, my grandmother would brew a fresh pot of coffee for guests, serving them and treating herself to the first small cup batch, a ritual we fondly called “cappuccino.”


One of my favorite memories involved the preparation of griot. The entire process—from choosing the pig to seasoning the meat—turned into a community event filled with excitement and laughter. Before the griot, they would season the pig’s blood to make a type of sausage, called sang, served as an appetizer, or amuse-bouche, tantalizing our taste buds. The best part was the leg portion of the pig, seasoned exquisitely, boiled, and then fried until golden and crisp.


For supper, we often enjoyed lighter fare—warming porridge, soothing tea, or rich soup—not too heavy before bed. After dinner, we would sit outside, marveling at the moon and stars overhead while listening to my grandmother’s stories—a nightly ritual that brought us closer together before we drifted off to sleep.


Return Journeys and Mischief


Some of my best childhood memories revolve around returning to Port-au-Prince after vacations at my grandmother’s house. We would wake at 2:00 a.m. to travel, sneaking around to catch the chickens while they slept high up in the trees. Those early morning hours were spent giggling and recounting stories as we made our way back on mules heavily loaded with provisions for the journey and the month’s supply of goods for our school.


Mangoes, Donkeys, and Childhood Laughter


We had a mango tree at the house—vivid memories, both good and bad, are tied to that tree. It stood proudly in the front yard and gave us an endless supply of sweet mangoes. But with its gifts came responsibility: cleaning up the fallen leaves. There was no rake back then; we picked them up by hand, singing tiyan tiyan to make the work bearable.


Then there were the donkey rides to Kat Pelin, a small river about a mile downhill. It had cool spring water, a clay mountain we used for bathing and playing, and a hidden stream surrounded by trees and mountains.


My grandmother’s rule was that only two people could ride the donkey at a time—two going, two returning. But as soon as we left the house, all six of us would scramble on at once. The donkey would lower her head, and we’d tumble off in a heap, laughing until our sides hurt.


Kombit: The Spirit of Shared Labor


My grandmother, a landowner with many acres, often hired locals to work the farm. These gatherings, known as Kombit, were a communal way of tending the land with one goal: producing corn, pitimi (millet), peas, and plantains, etc.


Workers arrived with shovels, forks, rakes, sickles, and axes, their voices rising in song as they labored. My grandmother would prepare a big pot of hearty food to feed everyone—a gesture that nourished both body and spirit.


Reflections on Love and Legacy


It’s ironic—although I never truly felt special or loved by my grandmother, the time I spent with her left the deepest mark on me. My mother was a hard-working woman, but I rarely saw her in action. My grandmother, by contrast, was ever-present.


Even though I didn’t receive the love or special treatment she gave my older siblings, her presence—her actions and even her silences—shaped me in ways I’m only beginning to understand.


Childhood Flavors on a Plate


Some of the foods that mark my childhood are etched into my senses as deeply as the smells of home: boiled and grilled corn, cassave ak manba (cassava bread with peanut butter), and kenepe, mango so sweet and meaty with juice running down your chin. Harren só (smoked herring) and fresh coconut. Labapin, Pate kóde, Haitian gateau, Cham Cham, and kremas, sticky and rich. My father used to bring small Italian sausages from work with small Italian rolls as treats—it was pure heaven. My mother made a special cut of pork—thin, sometimes with little bits of bone—boiled until the fat rendered down then sautéed with onions and green peppers. We’d eat it with bread or plantains, and to me, it was “the bomb” long before anyone used that word. Bread soup with lots of watercress, one of the favorites that my sister Magguy and I had in common, was another dish I loved.


Holiday Memory and Reflection


My favorite holiday, hands down, was Good Friday. The table would be dressed in beauty and abundance: white rice, green pea sauce, bright red beets, boiled eggs, fried fish, fish in sauce, salted cod fish, yellow yams, sweet fried plantains, boiled green plantains, and salad with leafy greens, tomatoes, and watercress. Everything arranged just so, everything tasting as good as it looked. I loved it so much that, years later, I tried to recreate that meal for my own family—until my ex-husband did something that stole away the joy and meaning I had always tied to that holiday.
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