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This book is dedicated to the memory of my late brother, Joseph R. Martinez




If I could hold a star for every time you’ve made me smile, I would hold the entire evening sky in the palm of my hand.


—Anonymous
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I admit it: I am obsessed with food. I think nothing of driving clear across Brooklyn for the best bagels in a twenty-mile radius, and I’ve walked from one side of a foreign city to the other in the middle of winter because I heard about a restaurant that serves fantabulous garlic soup. I have never met a dumpling—Chinese, Japanese, American, or other—that I didn’t love. When a friend celebrates a birthday or marks a special occasion, I don’t spend hours in the mall, I spend days in the kitchen, happily hoppin’, poppin’, and choppin’!


Of all the food I dream about, cook, sample, order in, or read about, none makes me as passionate as the food I grew up with. My mother and father were both born in Puerto Rico, and the food of that island is closest to my heart because it speaks to me in the same language my mother first taught me to say “I love you.” But I have become friends with (and that means cooked with) people from all over Latin America. There are common threads that run through the area’s regional cooking and things that make each country’s food somewhat different. It is all good.


The palette of Latino food is as varied as the color of its people. We come in every color but share a common past. For most Latino Americans that past is made up of a beautiful blend of Spanish, African, and indigenous peoples. From my grandfather (with white-blond hair and blue eyes) to my grandmother’s Tia Leo (who had coppery dark skin with hair as black as ink), the diversity within the same family paints a beautiful mosaic that only today is the world starting to recognize.


Our food has the same common roots and the same diversity. Latino Americans are the fastest growing minority group in the United States, and our numbers are predicted to increase by 35 percent within the next few years. Still, the rest of America has only scratched the surface of our regional cuisines. (Much the same thing has happened with other cuisines in this country. “French cooking” once meant coq au vin or pâté before Americans began traveling to France and French chefs started arriving on our shores in droves.) Today, almost anyone can tell you what paella or chorizo is, but words such as yautia, malanga, and morcilla are still bound to draw blank expressions. But the days when “Spanish” food meant tacos and refried beans are numbered.


I wrote this book largely to share these wonderful dishes with you but also in part to clear up any confusion that some of you, such as my childhood friend Rosanne, may have. After running into Roe recently, I invited her to my home for dinner so we could catch up on each other’s lives. When I asked what she would like to eat, she was quick to reply, “Spanish food!” I made a beautiful meal of Spanish dishes for her that I was sure would knock her socks off: stuffed mussels (mejillones rellenos), chicken braised with figs (pollo con higos), and saffron rice. She looked at me, puzzled, and said, “I thought we were having Spanish food. You know, rice and beans and pork chops, like your mom used to make!”


Much of the allure for people discovering Latin cuisine is in what Latinos consider “soul food”—the simple, satisfying dishes that my friend remembered my mother cooking all those years ago. This book is loaded with those treasures—and not just from Puerto Rico and Spain but from Cuba, Santo Domingo, and Central and South America. Every country has its beloved family dishes, and it is my distinct pleasure to bring some of them to you and to show you the diversity in the cuisines of all these countries.


I see evidence of a growing fascination with Latin cuisine everywhere. It’s no longer necessary for me to travel to the Essex Street Market on the Lower East Side of Manhattan or the larger market on 125th Street in el Barrio, as I did when I was a young girl. Like Latino culture and music, Latin food has exploded into the mainstream. You can walk into any modern supermarket and find many of the foods of my childhood. I believe you will have no problem locating the ingredients you need to cook the recipes in this book, but I offer substitutions whenever possible, just in case. Shopping via the Internet is also a possibility (see Sources).


I have spent my adult life sharing the happiness that food brings me with my friends, one barbecue, dinner party, picnic, or buffet at a time. Having an opportunity to share that excitement with many people through this book and the television show that accompanies it is beyond my wildest dreams.


There is everyday food here, and plenty of it. And I mean that literally—food you can prepare and enjoy every day. Take a look at the first few recipes in this book. They include a sofrito—a vegetable puree that brings life to much of my cooking—olive oil seasoned with annatto seeds, and the best damn yellow rice you will ever have. The first two take less than ten minutes (that includes washing out the food processor after you make the sofrito), and the rice takes thirty minutes, for twenty of which you can be reading or buffing your nails. I will tell you in all honesty that the simple act of making sofrito will change the way you cook forever: it will rock your world. With the exception of a few recipes, such as Root Vegetable and Meat Tamales (here), most of the dishes are ready in under an hour, and usually much less. If you can season, cook, and dress pork chops and serve them alongside fragrant yellow rice in less than thirty minutes, I can’t imagine why you’d eat anything from a cardboard carton. Once you realize that you can master—and I mean master—making rice, chicken simmered with plump figs, empanadas stuffed with savory pork filling, and juicy roast pork with crackling-crisp skin will not be far behind.


There are also some recipes for special occasions or for those who are as passionate about good food as I am. These may require a little more time or an extra trip to the market for an unusual ingredient or two, but they are worth the effort.


A word of warning: To this day I have to differentiate between a Daisy serving and a regular serving. My Mami and Abuela would always say the same thing: You should always cook enough so that if someone rings the doorbell while you are eating, you won’t have to hide your plates under the table. Instead, pull up a chair for them and make them feel at home. I guess that’s the reason I’ll never know how to cook for two!


I have organized this book to be as user-friendly as possible. Spend a little time in the kitchen with Daisy’s Top Ten Hits (the first chapter). These are the dishes I turn people on to first. I believe you’ll find the food so intriguing, delicious, and easy to make that you’ll be working your way through the rest of the book in no time—whether it’s chicken, seafood, or tamales. I’ve designed the recipes with busy people in mind; most of them end up on the table in less than thirty minutes. But your friends and family will think that you’ve been slaving over a stove for days.


Of all the words I can think of to describe myself, “shy” is not one of them. The very same can be said of my food. It’s bold, it’s sassy, it’s colorful, it’s full of spice and fun. My favorite way to describe it is that it’s a party on your plate. Is it different? Very much so, but not because it relies on exotic or expensive ingredients. Just the opposite is true: I get full flavor out of spices, seasonings, and ingredients that you can find just about anywhere. A little kick here and there from hot chili peppers doesn’t hurt, either. Recently my nine-year-old-daughter, Angela, said to me, “Mommy, I have to start building my ‘spicy’ tolerance!” The child is wise beyond her years! You can develop (or expand) a taste for heat and spice or not. The choice in each recipe is left to you.


Not counting the dance floor, there is no place where I feel as comfortable, as totally in my element, as the kitchen. Very often people ask me, “Daisy, where did you learn how to cook?” My answer is always the same: I went to the French Culinary Institute to learn classical technique, but I am primarily an alumna of the Conchita and Valentina Martinez Cooking Academy. In other words, I learned at my mother’s and grandmother’s sides. I was a very avid pupil, and my husband, Jerry, can attest to that. If his word isn’t good enough, you can always ask any of my four children or any one of their numerous friends and cousins who pretty much camp out in my house every weekend partly, I think, for the food!


When I cook with Mami, I still defer to her expertise in the kitchen, although every once in a while she’ll call and ask me a question about a certain dish or a recipe. I always answer her the same way: “Ma? Why are you asking me? You were the one who taught me to make it!” Be that as it may, it tickles me no end to have Mami ask me to make something for her. It’s the greatest compliment a teacher can give her pupil.


It’s a totally different story when I get into the kitchen with my brother, Peter, who is also a chef. When we go at it in the kitchen, there is salsa blaring on the radio, pots and pans clanging, no shortage of laughter and noise, and the results are glorious. We’ve both taken what our teachers have taught us and given it a very personal interpretation. We both have a blast when I visit Mami’s house in Florida, because she invites all her friends and tons of family over and sets Peter and me loose in the kitchen. Papi mans the cleanup detail, and it always translates into a hell of a party! And that’s what every trip to the kitchen should be—a big, colorful, and, above all else, flat-out fun party.
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If you look at nothing else in this book, take a careful look at these ten dishes. They are simple, they don’t taste like anything you’ve ever made before, and, most important, they are good enough for company and quick enough to make after you schlep home from work.


These are the recipes my girlfriends ask for and I happily give them. Whenever this happens, the response invariably is something along the lines of “I can’t believe it’s that simple.”


I had a spare moment the other day (we can all agree on what a rare occurrence that is), and I marveled at how complicated life becomes when you’re an adult woman. We all wear so many hats—on my hat rack are those of mother, wife, daughter, sister, and friend—it’s no wonder I am always looking to simplify my life in any way I can. That being said, and given my love of good food, it shouldn’t surprise anyone that while I don’t have a lot of time to spend in the kitchen, I certainly do not want to sacrifice delicious meals. This leads me to Daisy’s Top Ten Hits, a countdown of the dishes most requested by my family and friends.


These ten recipes are not all for finished dishes. A few of them are little “secrets” (well, not so secret anymore) that will help you get the most out of your time in the kitchen. Take a look at the first two recipes, Sofrito and Achiote Oil. They alone will do nothing short of change your life. Each takes less than ten minutes to make. In these two recipes you will most likely spot a few ingredients that are unfamiliar to you. Take another look and you will see that I have given substitutes here and throughout the book. In the case of the annatto seeds used to make the achiote oil, there really is no substitute, but I bet you will find them, labeled either “annatto seed” or “achiote seed,” in the spice aisle of your supermarket.


Something as simple as a roast chicken can be made different in minutes by “daisifying” it—rubbing it with a mixture of spices made in minutes with ingredients you can find in any supermarket. As busy as I get, I am not ready to give up good food. If you try at least one of these recipes, I truly believe you will be inspired to move on to others.




 



SOFRITO




There is no other recipe I could have chosen to open this chapter, let alone this book. This is the one indispensable, universal, un-live-withoutable recipe. Having said that, it is incredibly easy to make and uses ingredients you can find at the supermarket. If you can’t find all the ingredients listed below, see Daisy’s Pantry for a simple fix. What sofrito does is add freshness, herbal notes, and zing to dishes. You can do that with the onion, garlic, bell pepper, cilantro, and tomato alone.


In my house sofrito makes its way into everything from yellow rice to black bean soup, sauce for spaghetti and meatballs to braised chicken and sautéed shrimp. Not only that, it freezes beautifully, so in about In ten minutes you can make enough sofrito to flavor a dozen dishes. I’m telling you, this stuff does everything but make the beds. Try out your first batch of sofrito in the recipes you’ll find throughout this book or add it to some of your own favorite dishes that could use a little boost. You will change the way you cook. I guarantee it.





MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS




Chop the onion and peppers in the work bowl of a food processor until coarsely chopped. With the motor running, add the remaining ingredients one at a time and process until smooth. The sofrito will keep in the refrigerator for up to 3 days and can be frozen (see Notes).






[image: image] DAISY’S PANTRY Ajices dulces, also known as cachucha or ajicitos, are tiny sweet peppers with a hint of heat. They range in color from light to medium green and yellow to red and orange. They add freshness and an herby note to the sofrito and anything you cook. Do not mistake them for Scotch bonnet or habanero chilies (which they look like); those two pack a wallop when it comes to heat. If you can find ajicitos in your market, add them to the sofrito. If not, increase the cilantro to 1½ bunches and add a pinch of cayenne pepper.


• Culantro is not cilantro. It has long leaves with tapered tips and serrated edges. When it comes to flavor, culantro is like cilantro times ten. It is a nice but not essential addition to sofrito.


• Cubanelles are thin-fleshed sweet peppers. They are longer and narrower than bell peppers and similar in shape to Italian frying peppers. Cubanelles have a sweet, herby flavor and are found in shades of light green and yellow, with touches of light red.


• See Sources for the ajices dulces and culantro.










2 medium Spanish onions, cut into large chunks


3 to 4  Italian frying peppers or cubanelle peppers


16 to 20 cloves garlic, peeled


1 large bunch cilantro, washed


7 to 10 ajices dulces (see Daisy’s Pantry; optional)


4 leaves of culantro (see Daisy’s Pantry), or another handful of cilantro


3 to 4 ripe plum tomatoes, cored and cut into chunks


1 large red bell pepper, cored, seeded, and cut into large chunks









NOTES: You can freeze sofrito in ½-cup batches in sealable plastic bags. They come in extremely handy in a pinch. You can even add sofrito straight from the freezer to the pan in any recipe that calls for it in this book.


• Recipes that call for Sofrito:


Yellow Rice (here)


Braised Chicken with Little Potato Cubes (here)


Rice with Spanish Sausages (here)


Daisy’s Chicken Diablo (here)


Grandma’s Spaghetti with Chicken (here)


Puerto Rican Pot Roast (here)


• You will also find that sofrito is used liberally in these recipes except in the dessert and beverage chapter—and I’m working on that! As the old disco song said, “Once you get started…” Do you make meatloaf? Throw in half a cup of sofrito. Sofrito in minestrone? Why not? And promise me you’ll never make a pot of chili con carne unless you brown some sofrito along with the meat.
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ACHIOTE OIL


ACEITE DE ACHIOTE




Annatto seeds, known as achiote in Spanish, are small, irregularly shaped, deep-reddish-colored seeds about the size of a lentil. They grow in pods but are sold loose in jars in the spice aisle (or see Sources). Steeping annatto seeds in hot olive oil for a few minutes will do more than give the oil a brilliant orange-gold color: It will infuse it with a nutty, delicate aroma and add a quick kick to whatever you use it in. This incredibly simple technique will become part of your repertoire, not just for the many dishes that call for it in this book but anytime you want a splash of color and a hint of annatto flavor.





MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP




Heat the oil and annatto seeds in a small skillet over medium heat just until the seeds give off a lively, steady sizzle. Don’t overheat the mixture, or the seeds will turn black and the oil a nasty green. Once they’re sizzling away, remove the pan from the heat and let it stand until the sizzling stops. Strain as much of the oil as you are going to use right away into the pan; store the rest for up to 4 days at room temperature in a jar with a tight-fitting lid.







1 cup olive oil


2 tablespoons annatto (achiote) seeds









NOTES: In addition to using achiote oil to sauté onions, garlic, and such, you can paint it on fish and poultry headed for the grill or broiler.


• Dishes that call for achiote oil:


Noodle Paella (here)


Ecuadorian Fish and Peanut Stew (here)


Yellow Rice (here)


Braised Chicken with Little Potato


Cubes (here)


Red Empanada Dough (here)


• You can also add a spoonful to mashed potatoes, bread dough, or pasta dough. Use room-temperature achiote oil to replace some of the oil in your favorite salad dressing. Take meatballs from gray to fabulous with a tablespoon or two of achiote oil.













 



GARLIC SOUP


SOPA DE AJO




Garlic soup is to a Spanish restaurant what apple pie is to an American diner—every menu has one. It is a poor man’s soup and may not sound exciting, but it is wonderful. On a cold day it’s like a hug from home. On the night I first had this soup in Spain, my boys were off exploring Barcelona. That left just my daughter, Angela, husband, Jerry, and me to fend for ourselves. It was the week of Christmas and was chilly, to say the least. Jerry had spotted the perfect mom-and-pop place earlier in the day and was hell-bent on taking me there for dinner. After much wandering we found Jerry’s elusive dream restaurant, only to discover it was closed. We eyed a sweet little restaurant, De Tapa Madre, across the street. It turned out to be a happy accident.


Our waiter, Jose, saw that we were cold and a little stressed, and suggested garlic soup as a way to start our meal. After our first taste we decided Jose could order us whatever else he liked for the rest of the meal.


De Tapa Madre became our favorite restaurant in Barcelona. The restaurant is owned by two women who take turns cooking on alternate days. Both are off on Sundays and the kitchen is run by the sister of one of the waiters. Whenever you go, whoever is behind the stove, the food is fabulous.


Whenever I make this soup at my house for family or friends, it’s like getting a delicious, fragrant postcard from my friends in Barcelona.





MAKES 6 SERVINGS




1. Heat the oil in a 4- to 5-quart pot over medium heat. Add the chorizo and cook, stirring, until the oil takes on a bright red color, 2 to 3 minutes. Scoop the chorizo into a bowl with a slotted spoon. Stir the garlic into the seasoned oil, reduce the heat to low, and cook until the garlic is very soft and fragrant, without coloring, about 4 minutes. Scoop out the garlic and add it to the chorizo.


2. Increase the heat to medium, lay the bread slices in the oil, and cook until golden brown, about 3 minutes. Flip and cook the other side. Set the fried bread aside on a plate.


3. Return the garlic and chorizo to the pot and pour in the chicken broth. Add the bay leaf, bring to a boil over medium heat, and adjust the heat to simmering.


4. In the meantime, poach the eggs. Fill a deep skillet two-thirds full of water. Toss in a small handful of salt and add the vinegar. Bring to a boil over high heat, then adjust the heat so the water is at a lively simmer. Crack the eggs 1 at a time into a teacup, then slide them into the water. Cook until the whites are firm but the yolks are still runny, about 5 minutes.


5. Meanwhile, taste the soup and add salt and pepper if you like.


6. Place a slice of bread in the bottom of each of 6 soup bowls. Remove the eggs with a slotted spoon, letting the water drain back into the skillet. Set one egg on top of each slice of bread. Pour in the soup and serve immediately.









[image: image] DAISY’S PANTRY De Tapa Madre was also my introduction to jamón Iberico, one of Spain’s contributions to the great foods of the world. In my life I had never tasted a ham with such a wonderful flavor and silky texture. I would pass up foie gras, tenderloin of beef, and even Chinese ribs with hot mustard for a taste of jamón Iberico. It is not yet available in the States but will be shortly.










¼ cup olive oil


2 links (about 6 ounces) chorizo, andouille, or any smoked garlicky sausage, cut in half lengthwise and then into ¼-inch slices


12 cloves garlic, sliced


6 slices (about ½ inch thick) Italian bread


6 cups homemade Chicken Broth (here; see Note)


1 bay leaf


Fine sea or kosher salt


1 to 2 teaspoons white vinegar


6 eggs


Freshly ground pepper to taste









NOTES: This is a quickie soup. To make it even quicker, toast the bread in a toaster while putting the rest of the soup together.


• I can forgive canned chicken broth in most cases but definitely not here. You need good homemade broth. Also, since they don’t use a lot of cilantro in Spain, where this soup is from, you might want to make your broth with thyme instead of cilantro. I don’t mind mixing the two flavors; I think they sing a pretty song together.
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YELLOW RICE


ARROZ AMARILLO




You know those packaged rice mixes you can buy with the foil bag of mystery spice? When you taste this rice, you’ll forget all about them. This is remarkably easy to make once you have achiote oil and sofrito on hand. Even if you’re starting from scratch without those two staples, you can still get this on the stove in fifteen minutes. I have never served this at a party without rave reviews. Guests have often said that they could eat just the rice and nothing else. I’m always delighted to tell them how easy it is, but encourage them not to pass on the beans or other accompaniments!





MAKES 8 REGULAR OR 6 DAISY SERVINGS




1. Heat the oil in a heavy 4- to 5-quart pot with a tight-fitting lid over medium heat. Stir in the sofrito and cook until most of the water has evaporated. Add the alcaparrado, salt, cumin, pepper, and bay leaves, and stir to combine.


2. When the mixture is bubbling, add the rice, stirring to coat and to fix the color to the rice. Pour in enough chicken broth to cover the rice by the width of two fingers. Bring to a boil and boil until the broth reaches the level of the rice.


3. Stir the rice once, reduce the heat to low, cover, and cook for 20 minutes without opening the cover or stirring.


4. Gently fluff the rice by scooping it from the bottom to the top. Serve hot.









[image: image] DAISY’S PANTRY Alcaparrado, a mixture of olives, pimientos, and capers sold in bottles, is widely available. There are versions made with pitted and unpitted olives. Go for the pitted version. If you can’t find it, substitute an equal amount of coarsely chopped olives stuffed with pimientos. Throw in a teaspoon of capers if you like.


• See Making Rice here for more pointers on cooking rice.










½ cup Achiote Oil (here)


½ cup Sofrito (here)


½ cup coarsely chopped alcaparrado (see Daisy’s Pantry) or pimientostuffed olives


2 to 3 tablespoons salt


1 teaspoon ground cumin


1 teaspoon ground black pepper


2 bay leaves


3 cups long-grain white rice (see Notes)


Chicken Broth, homemade (here) or canned, as needed (about 4 cups)










 



TWENTY-MINUTE SHELLFISH SAUTÉ WITH PARSLEY GARLIC SAUCE


MARISCADA EN SALSA VERDE




Although Spanish in origin, this dish is very popular with the Martinez family, especially my mother, who until recently favored traditional Puerto Rican cooking. Mami will ask me to make this dish for her more than once when she comes to visit. There is nothing that makes me happier or prouder than serving a meal I make with my own hands to my parents and watching the happy looks on their faces while they savor it. This is one of my most requested recipes, not just by my parents but by friends as well. The sweetness of the shellfish, the fragrance of the sea, the sparkle of the white wine, and the freshness of the parsley really make this dish sing. Serve with Yellow Rice (here) or angel-hair pasta.





MAKES 6 SERVINGS






1. Heat the oil gently in a wide pan with shallow sloping sides (a paella pan works perfectly). Add the garlic and cook 1 to 2 minutes, until soft but uncolored.


2. Stir in the parsley and wine, raise the heat to high, and cook until almost all the wine has evaporated.


3. Stir the cornstarch into the milk in a small bowl until the cornstarch has dissolved. Whisk into the pan.


4. Lower the heat, add the clams, scallops, and shrimp, and cover. Cook, shaking the pan periodically, until the shellfish are cooked through, about 15 minutes. The shellfish should be done perfectly at this point. Check the sauce and adjust the seasonings as you like.










[image: image] cup olive oil


6 to 8 cloves garlic, chopped


2 bunches flat-leaf parsley, thick stems removed and leaves washed and chopped


½ cup dry white wine


2 teaspoons cornstarch


[image: image] cup milk


12 littleneck clams, cleaned and soaked in a cornmeal bath (see here)


1 pound sea scallops, preferably “dry” (see Note)


1 pound large shrimp, shelled and deveined


Kosher salt to taste


Freshly ground pepper to taste









VARIATION: If you are feeling particularly extravagant, you can add the meat from 1 cooked lobster, cut into serving pieces, when you add the shellfish to the sauce.





 




NOTE: “Dry” scallops are those that haven’t been soaked in a preservative solution before coming to market. They are firm, vary a little in color, and are sticky, not wet, to the touch. They’re generally a bit pricier but have a much nicer flavor and texture.
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ROAST CHICKEN WITH GARLIC RUB


POLLO ASADO




I know what you’re thinking: There can’t be anything new to say about roast chicken. Right? WRONG! I can guarantee that you’ve never tasted roast chicken like this before, and if you have, it’s because you have a Puerto Rican friend somewhere. My husband’s grandmother, Nanny, always served a beautiful spread for Sunday dinner. All of her family came to visit. It reminded me of my days in Abuela’s house—the children running around, the men in the living room watching sports, and the ladies in the kitchen helping out. Nanny was fond of serving a traditional roast chicken dinner, but as big a fan as I was of Nan, I thought her roast chicken needed CPR! When I had the honor of cooking dinner for her, I made her my roast chicken. Her eyes got wide, and she said to me, “I’ve never tasted chicken like this before.” Then, turning to my mother-in-law, she said, “I don’t know what she puts into it. It must be those Puerto Rican spices!” Yes, Nan, that’s exactly what it is. I’m convinced this will be a staple in your repertoire as well.





MAKES 4 SERVINGS






1. Preheat the oven to 500° F.


2. Loosen the chicken breast skin by working your fingers gently in between the meat and the skin. Do the same to as much of the legs and thighs as you can without breaking the skin. Flip the chicken over and repeat on the chicken’s back. Using a teaspoon, smear the wet rub under the skin all over the chicken and inside the chicken cavity.


3. Truss the chicken with kitchen twine (see here) and set on a rack in a roasting pan. Roast for 30 minutes. Lower the heat to 400° F and continue to roast until the juices from the thickest part of the thigh near the bone run clear, about 45 minutes. Alternately, roast until an instant-reading thermometer registers 165° F when inserted into the joint where the thigh meets the backbone. Let rest for 10 minutes before serving.










One 5-pound chicken, washed and patted dry inside and out


Wet Rub for Meats and Poultry (here)











TO TRUSS A CHICKEN


I truss chickens to make them nice and plump-looking when they come from the oven. It doesn’t really affect the way they cook.


Cut a 5-foot length of kitchen twine. Set the chicken on the work surface, breast side up. Drape the center of the piece of twine over the end of the neck that protrudes from the cavity, then bring it underneath the joint that connects the wing to the breast. Run each end of the twine into the creases of the legs, then cross the chicken’s ankles and loop the twine around them. Pull gently to secure the legs in place. Tie a single knot, then bring the twine back through the leg creases toward the breast. Wrap the twine around the wing tip joint and flip the chicken over. Tie a knot over the backbone and snip off any excess twine. Keep the twine taut throughout the trussing process.





CUMIN


With the exception of the Spiced Olives here, all recipes in this book call for ground cumin. I prefer to buy whole seeds—they hold up better in the long run—and grind them myself in a little electric spice grinder or coffee mill. Lightly toasting the seeds in a small skillet over low heat for a few minutes before grinding them releases flavor and aroma. Feel free to toast and grind your cumin seeds for any recipe that calls for ground cumin.


Okay, okay, there are really eleven greatest hits in this chapter. But I couldn’t decide which rub to include, so I lumped them both under one heading.




 


WET RUB FOR MEATS AND POULTRY


ADOBO MOJADO




What is a condiment doing in my Top Ten Hits chapter? You’ll hear me say over and over how a simple thing like sofrito will change your life. This is another one of those little life-changing secrets. Adobo, either this wet version or the dry version below, will change the way you make pork, chicken, beef, and even fish. I run the risk of repeating myself, but this is not shy or subtle. It is very much “in your face” food, and I mean that, of course, in a good way.





MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP




Pound the garlic cloves and salt to a paste using a mortar and pestle. Add the peppercorns and oregano, pounding well after each one to incorporate them into the paste. Stir in the oil and vinegar.







12 cloves garlic, peeled


1½ tablespoons fine sea or kosher salt (see Notes)


1 tablespoon black peppercorns


2 tablespoons dried oregano


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 tablespoons white wine vinegar









NOTES: The salt keeps the garlic from flying all over the place as you pound them together.


• This wet rub will keep for 5 to 6 days in the refrigerator, which gives you a chance to try it on anything you like, from fish fillets and pork chops to turkey cutlets and steaks.













 


DRY RUB FOR MEATS AND POULTRY


ADOBO SECO


MAKES 1 CUP






Mix all of the ingredients together in a small bowl. Store at room temperature in an airtight container.










6 tablespoons salt


3 tablespoons onion powder


3 tablespoons garlic powder


3 tablespoons ground black pepper


1½ teaspoons ground oregano









NOTE: You can add 1 teaspoon of any or all of the following to customize your dry rub: ground cumin, dried citrus zest (orange, lemon, or lime), saffron, and achiote powder, which can sometimes be found where achiote seeds (see Daisy’s Pantry, here) are found.













 



BEEF STEAK WITH ONIONS


BISTEC ENCEBOLLADO




I’m always looking for things to make my life easier. This recipe, doubled or tripled and paired with a rice or bean dish, can get on the table in 40 minutes and feed my family of six, plus whichever of my sons’ friends happen to be hanging out at Daisy’s Home for Wayward Boys.


Of the many (and I do mean many) places that serve this in Puerto Rico and the islands, some serve the onions raw, cut in very thin slices. I like mine cooked very lightly—just until they pick up all the beef flavor from the pan and turn crisp-tender. Strip steaks are perfect for dinner, but another great choice is skirt steak, the cut of choice in many fondas—restaurants that feature home style cooking.


The usual accompaniment to steak with onions is crispy plantain chips (here), but white rice and beans goes very well, too.





MAKES 4 SERVINGS—2 IF YOUR CREW ARE REAL MEAT EATERS




1. Pat the steaks dry. Lay them in a deep bowl and sprinkle enough of the adobo over both sides of the steaks to coat them evenly; don’t be shy with the adobo.


2. Pour the vinegar into the bowl and swish it around to coat the bottom. Let the steaks soak up the vinegar until they start to change color on the underside, about 15 minutes. Flip them over and let them stand another 15 minutes.


3. Heat the oil in a heavy skillet (cast iron is great) over medium-high heat. To cook steaks of this size to medium rare, cook 6 minutes on the first side, flip them over and cook 4 minutes on the second side. Take the steaks out, add a little splash of olive oil if the pan looks dry, and add the onions. Cook, tossing the onions around, until they’re richly browned but still fairly crisp. Because of the color left in the pan from the steaks, they’ll brown pretty quickly, in about 4 minutes. Slice the steaks if you like and serve the onions alongside.







Two 12-ounce strip steaks, each about 1-inch thick


Dry Adobo, homemade (here) or store-bought


3 tablespoons cider vinegar


2 tablespoons olive oil


1 large Spanish onion, cut in half, then sliced thin









NOTES: You can cook the steaks outdoors on the grill (see here) or in a grill pan over medium-high heat. Cook the onions in a separate skillet and spoon over the grilled steaks.


• I like the onions tender-crispy, but if you like softer onions, go ahead and cook them a little more.
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GRANDMA’S PORK CHOPS


CHULETAS DE ABUELA




I love pork chops—not dry, underseasoned pork chops, but juicy, flavorful pork chops. There is no better example than these, the pork chops Abuela used to make for us. These were almost caramel colored on the outside, and juicy and delicious when you cut into them. The oranges give them a lovely sweetness, while the vinegar gives them a nice tang. There is just no way I was going to have a Top Ten Hits chapter and not include these.


If you prefer not to panfry, these chops lend themselves beautifully to broiling.





MAKES 6 REGULAR OR 4 DAISY SERVINGS




1. Rub both sides of the chops with the dry rub, coating them generously. Place them in a deep baking dish, overlapping if necessary. Stir the citrus juices, vinegar, and garlic together in a bowl until blended. Pour over the chops and massage into them.


2. Marinate the chops at room temperature for up to 1 hour or in the refrigerator for up to 1 day.


3. Pour enough oil into a large, heavy skillet to film the bottom. (If necessary, work in batches or use two skillets—if you have them and space on the stove to hold them.) Heat the oil over medium heat until rippling. Remove the chops from the marinade and discard the marinade. Add as many chops as will fit in the pan without touching. Cook until the chops are well browned on the underside, about 6 minutes. Turn the chops and cook until they are firm near the bone when you poke them with a finger, about 8 minutes. Keep warm while cooking the second batch, if necessary. Serve immediately.







Six to eight 1-inch-thick loin pork chops (3 to 4 pounds) (see Note)


3 tablespoons Dry Rub, homemade (here) or store-bought


Juice of 3 oranges


Juice of 1 lemon


2 tablespoons cider vinegar


2 cloves garlic, smashed


Canola or other vegetable oil









VARIATIONS: If you have a source for sour oranges (naranjas agrias; see Note here), substitute two of them for the lemon and one for one of the oranges.


• Red beans and white rice, side by side, would go nicely here. So would potato salad (yours or Mami’s Potato Salad, here), Potatoes, Creole Style (here), or french fries.











NOTE: When dealing with thicker chops that need a little extra time, I cook them in a way my grandmother called al vapor—with a little steam. After the chops start to color on the second side, pour about [image: image] cup of water into the pan and cover the pan. The steam will speed up cooking and keep the chops moist.













 



MEXICAN FLAN


FLAN MEXICANO




I first tried this version of flan at a small restaurant in the Cobble Hill section of Brooklyn. I tried to duplicate it by using sweetened condensed milk and cream cheese. My version was good but not quite what I was looking for; it had a slightly grainy rather than a silky smooth texture.


Outside my church, between 9:30 and 12:00 on any given Sunday morning, you will find little stands with people selling long, crispy crullers rolled in cinnamon sugar, griddle cakes filled with beans and pork cracklings, and, always, tamales. The women who sell tamales are Mexican. They laugh when they see me coming; they know I always have a million questions about cooking. When I told them about the flan, they suggested I try something called Media Crema, made by Nestlé, for even more wonderful results, so that’s what I call for here. I’ve even seen it in suburban supermarkets in several states, but if you can’t find it, use sour cream instead. (See also Sources)





MAKES 8 DAISY OR 12 REGULAR SERVINGS




1. Preheat the oven to 350° F.


2. Make the caramel (see Note): Have ready a deep (about 1½-inch) 9-inch glass pie plate and a pair of potholders or oven mitts. Pour the sugar into a small, heavy saucepan. Set it over medium-low heat until the sugar starts to liquefy and form clumps. Stir slowly and constantly; the sugar will eventually liquefy completely and then begin to colour. Pay careful attention to the caramel at this point; once it starts to color, it will darken quickly. Remove the pan from the heat when the caramel is the color of a bright shiny penny. Scrape all the caramel into the pan, put on the mitts, and grab the pie plate firmly. Carefully but quickly rotate the pan so the bottom and halfway up the sides of the plate are coated with caramel. Set the prepared pan in a shallow roasting pan.


3. Full a teakettle with water and bring to a boil. Meanwhile, combine the evaporated milk, condensed milk, milk, eggs, yolks, and vanilla in a blender jar. Blend on very low speed a few seconds, just until the eggs are blended. Add the Media Crema and blend a few seconds, until smooth. Let stand for 1 minute, then skim off any foam that rises to the surface.


4. Slide the oven rack out halfway and set the roasting pan with the caramel-lined pie plate on the rack. Pour the custard mix into the pie plate. Pour enough water from the teakettle into the roasting pan to come halfway up the side of the plate. Bake, about 1 hour until the center of the flan is set.


5. Remove from the oven and cool to room temperature in the water bath. Refrigerate until completely chilled, at least 2 hours or up to 1 day.


6. To serve, center a large plate over the flan and with one quick flip invert the flan over the plate. Give it a few seconds; the flan will slip right out of the mold and onto the plate. Scrape any caramel left in the mold over the flan. Serve chilled.







1 cup sugar


One 12-ounce can evaporated milk


One 14-ounce can sweetened condensed milk


¾ cup milk


3 large eggs


3 egg yolks


2 teaspoons vanilla extract


1 cup Nestlé’s Media Crema or sour cream









NOTES: The secret to good caramel is to work slower rather than faster. Use low heat, stir constantly, and be patient.


• Be extremely careful when working with caramel. By the time it is brown enough to pour into the mold, it will be very hot—much hotter than boiling water. Handle the pot and pie plate carefully, and when tilting the pan, keep it at arm’s length.
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I love salsa, and I don’t mean the tomato-onion variety (although that one is quite good, too). The salsa I’m talking about is Latin music with Afro Cuban roots and rhythms. Salsa comes in through your feet, travels up your legs, grabs you by the hips, and turns you loose! Salsa is music that you can’t help dancing to—and I don’t mean move to, I mean dance to. If there is anything that comes a close second to the passion I experience by the stove, it’s the passion I experience on the dance floor.


There are home movies of me dancing when I was just a little bit of a thing. Papi always says that I got my love of dancing from Mami (one hell of a dancer), because all he can dance to are merengues and boleros (I guess it’s that old “opposites attract” chestnut). I’m not sure where I got it, but I do know that I got it—and good! Whether I’m in the kitchen or on the dance floor, the only thing I need to make me move is my salsa. These are my Ten Top Classic Salsa CDs. Mix up some white sangria, whip up some guacamole, pop one of these into your CD player, and you have the makings of a real fiesta!


1. Willie Colon, The Best


2. Orquesta Broadway, Pasaporte


3. Celia Cruz, La Reina de Cuba


4. The New York Festival, 20 Years of Salsa, volumes 1 and 2


5. Fania Salsa Classics, The Best of Fania All Stars


6. Fania Salsa Classics, The Best of Eddie Palmieri


7. Ray Barretto, Indestructible


8. Hector LaVoe, LAVOE


9. All Great Stars, 60’s Gold


10. El Gran Combo, 40th Anniversario en Vivo


There you have it. These are sure to get your feet started. Now don’t hurt yourself, honey!





 


Most people don’t know the can of worms they open when they ask me what it is about my food that is different and exciting. That conversation usually ends up with me on my feet, gesticulating wildly and practically shouting about how delicious, beautiful, accessible, and relatively unknown Latin cooking is. Invariably, most people end up with a smile on their face because by the time I finish speaking, they are caught up in the passion of my descriptions.


Passion is what it definitely is. My friend once said to me after listening to me wax poetic about a bowl of black bean soup, “You know, Daisy, you are Latin food’s biggest fan. Your love of the food really comes through when you talk about it.” Well, there is absolutely no doubt about that! I would do anything short of grabbing you by the lapels and shaking you to show you how exciting, fun, and easy this food is. The Top Ten Hits offered here give you a perfect platform to dive into the world of Latin cooking, and that’s a small leap when you consider that a third of those recipes are for condiments that you can carry with you into a million other dishes. Do I have your attention yet?


When Jerry and I first got married, I was very concerned with making a good impression on my in-laws. Sunday dinner was a very big event at their house, and the table was literally bowed, being laden with so much food. My father-in-law regularly made Italian marinara sauce with pasta and a meat course (he was a butcher, so meat always figured prominently). My mother-in-law brought out platter after platter of vegetables and side dishes. Just before everyone was about to pass out, the desserts would start to make their way to the table.


I soon found myself in the position of returning their graciousness and hospitality. You might imagine that I found that a bit intimidating, but Jerry assured me that anything I made would be wonderful. I decided to swim in safe harbor, so to speak. I invited the in-laws to dinner and served a simple green salad with avocado (Betty, my mother-in-law, had never had avocado and loved it), and my roast chicken, with red beans and white rice. For dessert, flan. Well, you would have thought I had made a banquet. The food was familiar, but it was made in a manner that was completely new and fresh to them. Betty kept wondering how I managed to get rice that was so loose and fluffy, and my father-in-law, Tom, could not believe how much flavor that simple pot of beans had. And the chicken! What in the world had I done to the chicken? I could not have been happier or more pleased to meet my husband’s eyes across the dinner table as he winked me a wink of congratulations.


When they left that night, Betty thanked me once again, and I said, “Stop thanking me! It was nothing special, just chicken.” She smiled at me and said, “It’s not what you made, it’s what you did with it!” I’ve never forgotten that and would say very much the same thing. It may be just chicken or rice or beans, but it’s chicken and rice and beans like you’ve never done them before! Now do you see why I get so excited?




[image: image]




Not long ago my family—husband Jerry, daughter Angela, and sons Erik, Marc, and David—made a trip to Barcelona. It was an eye-opener for me. The food was amazing, the city was vibrant and beautiful, and my kids tried dishes they had never tried before.


One of our favorite things to do was visit tapas bars—those little restaurants that dispense small portions of a remarkable number of foods that can be as simple as local cheeses and hams, seasoned olives, and anchovies, or as sophisticated as snails in garlic butter and baby octopus sautéed with oil, garlic, and paprika. Spaniards make a night of it, going from one bar to another, depending on which serves their favorite version of a particular dish. I can also tell you that sherry, wine, and hard cider are involved as well.


This is a fun way to eat, too. And if you’re watching your weight, it’s likely you’ll eat less picking from several plates than you would if you sat down to a single main course, appetizer, and dessert. People in the United States are starting to realize that a couple of bites of potato, a few shrimp, and a bit of steak can make a meal. I love to do this when I entertain, starting with a half dozen or so dishes that can (even should) be made ahead, to ease up last-minute stress. The dishes in this chapter, whether they’re inspired by the tapas bars of Spain, pulled from Latin American cooking, or are products of my own imagination, lend themselves well to that kind of treatment. Feel free to pull together meals like this from the recipes in this chapter, doubling or tripling the recipes for a larger crowd. The recipes here also do well as a standard leadoff for a more traditional meal.




 



TOMATO SALAD


ENSALADA DE TOMATES




I left the door wide open for the type of tomato to use here. In season they can be big, juicy beefsteak or heirloom tomatoes that you grow or buy at the market. Out of season stick to cherry tomatoes or the kind you find on the stem.


None of this is written in stone. If you like more garlic, add it, and the same with the onion and cilantro. This sounds like a lot of olive oil, and it is, but it mixes with the juices from the tomato and makes the most delicious sauce—perfect for dunking pieces of crusty bread.


You can make this just before you serve it, but it’s better if you make it at least a few hours beforehand. It is truly miraculous the day after it’s made. For me, in peak tomato season this salad with a hunk of bread is lunch.





MAKES 6 SERVINGS






Core the tomatoes and cut them into 1-inch wedges. If you’re using cherry tomatoes, just cut them in half. Put them in a bowl, add the remaining ingredients, and toss everything together. If you’re going to serve the salad right away, check the seasoning and add additional salt or pepper if you think it needs it. If not, let the salad sit for up to a few hours and taste just before serving.










2 pounds ripe, juicy tomatoes


3 cloves garlic, finely chopped


½ small red onion, cut into thin strips


1 teaspoon fine sea or kosher salt, or as needed


Freshly ground black pepper to taste


1 cup olive oil


2 big sprigs of cilantro, thick stems removed and thin stems and leaves finely chopped (about ¼ cup loosely packed)










 



AVOCADO AND TOMATO SALAD


ENSALADA DE TOMATE Y AGUACATE




In Puerto Rico this is “salad.” You can, of course, use your favorite type of lettuce.





MAKES 6 SERVINGS






1. Remove any wilted or yellow outer leaves from the lettuce. Cut the lettuce in half through the core. Remove the core and cut the lettuce into ½-inch ribbons. Wash and dry, preferably in a salad spinner.


2. Cut the avocado in half and remove the pit. (See the box here.) Peel the avocado halves and slice them lengthwise about 1 inch thick. Squeeze the lime halves over the avocado slices to prevent them from darkening.


3. To serve, in a medium bowl toss the lettuce and enough dressing to coat it lightly. Arrange the lettuce ribbons on a platter. Season the tomato slices with salt and pepper, and place them and the avocado slices decoratively on top of the lettuce. Pour thin ribbons of the remaining dressing in a pretty pattern over the whole salad platter.










1 head iceberg lettuce


1 Hass avocado


1 lime, cut in half


Garlic-Anchovy Dressing (see below)


2 ripe medium tomatoes, cored and sliced horizontally ¼-inch thick


Fine sea or kosher salt to taste


Freshly ground pepper to taste










 


GARLIC-ANCHOVY DRESSING


ALIÑO


MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS






1. Pound the anchovy fillets, garlic, and ¼ teaspoon salt to a paste using a mortar and pestle. Stir in the lemon juice.


2. Gradually whisk in the oil and vinegar, alternating so the dressing doesn’t separate. Stir in the cilantro. Taste and add pepper and, if you like, additional salt. The dressing will keep in the refrigerator for about 2 days.










3 flat anchovy fillets


2 cloves garlic


¼ teaspoon salt, or more to taste


Juice of 1 lemon


1 cup olive oil


¼ cup white wine vinegar


½ cup (loosely packed) finely chopped cilantro or parsley


Freshly ground pepper to taste









VARIATION: You can also make this in a blender, working in the same order. Add the vinegar and oil with the motor running. Dressing made in a blender will really homogenize—not a bad thing if that is what you like. It also turns creamy and a bright green color.













 



SHRIMP AND AVOCADO SALAD WITH COCKTAIL SAUCE



ENSALADA DE CAMARONES Y AGUACATE CON SALSA DE CÓCTEL




This is one of my favorite early autumn salads when the tomatoes and avocados are perfect and the shrimp are sweet. The tartness of the cocktail sauce and the bite from the horseradish frame the buttery avocado like a masterpiece. It is always a hit at parties.





MAKES 6 SERVINGS






1. Heat 2 quarts of water in a large saucepan or pot. Cut a 6-inch square of cheesecloth. Place the bay leaves, lemon, parsley, and peppercorns in the center. Gather the ends of the cheesecloth and tie them securely with kitchen twine. Drop the cheesecloth bag into the water, bring to a boil, and cook for 15 minutes. Fill a bowl halfway with ice water and set it near the sink.


2. Add the shrimp to the pot and boil for 3 to 4 minutes, until pink and cooked through. Drain and plunge the shrimp into the ice water to stop the cooking. Drain again and chill until ready to serve.


3. Halve the avocado and remove the pit (see here). Cut the avocado into 1-inch cubes and toss with the lime juice in a small bowl to prevent darkening. Drizzle the oil over the avocado and toss gently. Season with salt, pepper, and cilantro.


4. Toss the avocado with the chilled shrimp, dot with the cocktail sauce, and toss again.


5. To serve, divide the lettuce among 6 serving plates. Top with the shrimp and avocado. Drizzle whatever dressing remains in the bowl over the salad.










2 bay leaves


1 lemon slice


5 sprigs of flat-leaf parsley


½ teaspoon black peppercorns


2 pounds very large (fewer than 15 per pound) shrimp, peeled and deveined


1 large Florida (not Hass) avocado (see Note)


Juice of 3 limes


½ cup olive oil


Fine sea or kosher salt to taste


Freshly ground pepper to taste


Chopped fresh cilantro to taste


Bottled or homemade cocktail sauce, to taste


2 cups romaine lettuce, washed, dried, and cut into thin ribbons











NOTE: Hass avocados are the fist-size avocados with pebbly green skin that turns blacker as they mature. They are creamy, firm, green with a trace of yellow near the pit, and slightly soft when ripe. They should not be confused with Florida (sometimes called Duerte) avocados, which are larger, smooth-skinned, and lighter green. Florida avocados have a flesh that is more watery than creamy, which is more suitable to some dishes.
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GUACAMOLE





My friend Edgar says it all the time: Garlic is not an ingredient in authentic Mexican guacamole. I know it isn’t, but I like it, so here it is. If you prefer, omit it. Serve this with your favorite taco chips or some crispy tostones (here). I even love it as a side to grilled Seafood Skewers (here) or to plop a dollop on my Cuban Black Bean Soup (here).





MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS, ENOUGH FOR ABOUT 8 AS A DIP






Pit and peel the avocados (see below). Cut the avocados into rough chunks and toss them in a bowl with the lime juice. Add the cilantro, tomato, onion, jalapeño, and garlic, and mash with a fork until everything is evenly distributed and the guac has a nice, chunky texture. Season with salt and pepper. Serve immediately, preferably, but if you are making it ahead of time, refrigerate up to 4 hours with a piece of plastic wrap pressed directly on the surface to prevent discoloration.










WORKING WITH AVOCADOS


The easiest way to pit and peel an avocado involves a little practice. Lay the avocado flat on your cutting board. With a good-sized knife, cut from the stem down to the pit. Work the knife around the pit to cut the avocado in half. Twist the two halves apart. With a folded kitchen towel in your hand, hold the half of the avocado with the pit. Give the pit a firm whack with the knife. The knife should stick firmly enough in the pit to allow you to twist out the pit. Discard the pit. Working with a paring knife to get you started, remove the peel in strips. (Unless you’d like to keep the halves intact, peeling is easier to do if you cut each half in half again lengthwise.) Cut or slice the avocado as called for in the recipe. If you are not using the peeled avocados immediately, rub or toss them with a cut lemon or lime to prevent them from turning black.







4 to 5 small Hass avocados


Juice of ½ lime


1 cup chopped fresh cilantro


1 plum tomato, cored, seeded, and chopped


1 small Spanish onion, finely chopped


1 jalapeño, cored, seeded, and finely chopped


2 cloves garlic, finely chopped


Fine sea or kosher salt to taste


Freshly ground black pepper to taste










 



CHILEAN TOMATO SALAD



ENSALADA DE TOMATES CHILEÑA




Simple, right? Made with tomatoes at their peak, and with that pricey bottle of olive oil that your best friend gave you for Christmas, this can turn into the start of a truly memorable meal.





MAKES 4 SERVINGS




Arrange the tomato and onion slices overlapping on a serving platter. Spoon some of the spicy pepper sauce, including some of the vegetables if you like, over the tomatoes and onions. Drizzle the oil over the salad and season with salt and pepper. Serve immediately.







4 large, ripe tomatoes, cored and sliced ½ inch thick


2 small red onions, thinly sliced


Spicy Pepper Sauce (see below)


Olive oil to taste


Fine sea or kosher salt to taste


Freshly ground pepper to taste










 


SPICY PEPPER SAUCE


AJI (AH-HEE)




Aji is the ketchup of much of Latin America. It goes on vegetables, into soups and stews, and over grilled meats and poultry. You will find a million uses for it once you have a batch sitting around. It will last up to five days or so. Start with the fresh hot chili peppers of your choice—“bird” peppers, habaneros, cayenne, or even jalapeño. The more kick the pepper has, of course, the zippier the finished condiment. You can also adjust the level of heat by finely chopping some of the peppers, seeds and all. The more you chop, the more heat in the aji. Leaving all the peppers whole will make a milder sauce. Take the amount of peppers you pick and put them in a glass jar with a tight-fitting lid. (Remember to chop some of them if you like spice.) Squeeze enough lime juice to cover the peppers. Add finely chopped red onion and finely chopped garlic to taste.









The details are up to you, but here’s a suggestion: For 2 cups of chilies use 1 small red onion, 6 cloves of garlic, and about 2 cups of lime juice.













 



ROMAINE, BEET, AND BLUE CHEESE SALAD



ENSALADA DE LECHUGA, REMOLACHA, Y QUESO CABRALES




The dressing for this salad doesn’t contain as much vinegar as I usually use for salad dressing. I like the fruitiness of the olive oil to dominate. If you have fresh thyme on hand, chop a small handful and add it to the dressing.


Talk about a perfect match: This salad features crunchy green romaine, earthy-sweet beets, and the piquant twang of blue cheese, all bound together with fruity olive oil.





MAKES 4 LUNCH OR 6 FIRST-COURSE SERVINGS






1. Cut off the beets’ stems, peel the beets, and cut them in half. Place the beets in a medium saucepan, cover with plenty of cold water, and toss in a small handful of salt. Bring the water to a boil, then adjust the heat so it is boiling gently. Cook until the beets are tender but not mushy, 20 to 35 minutes, depending on the beets. Drain the beets and let them stand until cool enough to handle but still a little warm.


2. While the beets are cooling, prepare the lettuce: Separate the head into leaves and remove any thick ribs from the leaves. Tear the leaves into 2-inch pieces. Wash and dry the leaves, preferably in a salad spinner.


3. Cut the beets into ½-inch dice. Toss the beets with the sherry vinegar and a kiss of oil. Place the lettuce in a bowl large enough to hold it comfortably. In a separate small bowl, whisk the white wine vinegar into ½ cup of oil. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Pour the dressing over the lettuce and toss until it is coated. Scatter the beets and cheese over the top.












[image: image] DAISY’S PANTRY Cabrales, a semisoft blue-veined cheese from the Asturias region of Spain, is my cheese of choice for this. It is a fairly mild cheese made from a mix of goat’s, sheep’s, and cow’s milk, and is worth searching for.










2 medium beets (about 12 ounces) (see Note)


Fine sea or kosher salt


1 head romaine lettuce


2 teaspoons sherry or other vinegar


½ cup olive oil, plus a little more for the beets


1 tablespoon white wine vinegar


Freshly ground black pepper


4 ounces blue cheese (see Daisy’s Pantry), crumbled (about 1 cup)











NOTE: If your beets have bright, bushy leaves, use them instead of (or along with) the chard to make Chickpeas and Swiss chard here.
















 



ORANGE, RED ONION, AND OLIVE SALAD



ENSALADA VALENCIANA




1. Remove any wilted or yellow leaves from the head of romaine. Separate the head into leaves and trim the thick center ribs from the leaves. Tear the leaves up into bite-sized pieces. Wash and dry the leaves, preferably in a salad spinner. You can prepare the lettuce up to a few hours before serving it; refrigerate it in the serving bowl covered with a damp towel.


2. Cut a small sliver off the top and bottom of the oranges. Remove the skin and as much of the white pith as you can without cutting into the orange. Remove the orange sections from between the membranes with a paring knife. Work over a medium bowl to catch any juice from the oranges and let the orange segments drop into the bowl. Set the orange segments aside in a small bowl.
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