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FOREWORD



PUERTO RICAN FOOD IS FULL OF COLOR AND FLAVOR and, in true spirit of the island, is to be shared with friends and family. For those who have parted, it is just that—the dishes, the flavors—that keep us close to our homes.


Chef Mia Castro was one of many young chefs who packed their bags and left the island to pursue her cooking career. A very successful one, I might add, having worked with some of the best chefs in Miami, Las Vegas and New York while fresh out of the Culinary Institute of America. Never shy from challenges, she beat Bobby Flay with her abuela’s Arroz con Pollo (here). That is where her true passion for cooking grew: with her Abuela Sara, in her kitchen. Through the warmth of a good guiso (stew), this fearless chef became a voice for the diaspora and an ambassador of Puerto Rican flavors.


In her first book, Cocina Puerto Rico, you realize that no matter how much you learn, and how much you experience, you always return to the foods you grew up with. This foundation is especially relevant if you’re Mia Castro. Whether she’s competing or creating recipes, every dish carries the unmistakable flavor of Puerto Rico. Every dish in this cookbook tells the story of her close-knit family—and food is their language. That is what I most enjoyed about Cocina Puerto Rico. I could feel the excitement behind every ingredient, every instruction, every addition. Any two of her recipes side by side spark a feeling of celebration.


Through detailed charts, she introduces, standard ingredients found in Puerto Rican kitchens, like plantains and our indigenous root vegetables, making it completely accessible for anyone starting to learn about our cuisine. Food also evolves—Mia tweaks and adds her own twists on our beloved recipes, modernizing them for cooks today. And if you’ve never prepared concoctions and seasonings like our sofrito and adobos (here), or used tools like a tostonera (see here), you’ll surely become an expert after reading this cookbook.


True to any day in a cocina in Puerto Rico, she makes space for el cafecito (here)—a small but sacred tradition many of us still hold dear, adhere to, and would feel disheartened to lose. So much so, it’s not uncommon to walk into some Puerto Rican homes and be greeted by the host asking, “Cafecito?” instead of saying “hello.”


These are the type of recipes I’m certain will become part of your repertoire for get-togethers, celebrations, and holiday gatherings. This cookbook is an invitation to a Puerto Rican dinner you can easily re-create at home, starting with welcome drinks, culminating with dessert, and even our famous holiday coquito (here). If you’re in the diaspora, nostalgic and longing to return, Mia welcomes you to savor and celebrate Puerto Rico through her cocina.


You’ll get to see Puerto Rico through Mia’s eyes and heart as she narrates her stories like a friend you haven’t seen in a while. She opens her kitchen and invites us to cook with her, to listen to the waves at the beach, the afternoon traffic, and the harmonious song of the coquíes (frogs) in the evening. These aren’t just recipes: Cocina Puerto Rico is a token of everything that defines Puerto Rican food—our ingredients, the aromas, and our flavor.


—Chef Giovanna Huyke
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INTRODUCTION



I was born in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and grew up in the town of Cupey. I was partly raised by my abuelos (grandparents) in their vibrant house, surrounded by tropical vegetation and fresh ingredients. Abuelo and Abuela purchased their property in 1980 to fulfill their dream of retiring in el campo (the countryside) with enough land to cultivate their own food. They built their house from the ground up, and together, they planted seeds that grew into bushes of fresh herbs and pigeon peas and trees that bore tamarind, banana, passion fruit, avocado, and coconut, among many others. He harvested, and she cooked. They’re a power couple of their generation. Their passion for food (and for each other) inspired me to learn how to cook at a young age, never imagining it would turn into my career and part of my identity. They instilled in me the importance of spending time around the dining table with loved ones.


My abuela Sara is a kind, energetic, and nurturing soul. She’s petite, barely five feet tall, with soft, delicate skin and a radiant smile deceptive of her true age. Her hairstyle is short and chic, and her hair as shiny and white as the dainty pearls that perpetually stud her ears. She’s funny and snappy, with a dark (and somewhat inappropriate) side to her humor. Abuela is a lot smarter than she lets on, so people (including other family members) often underestimate the extent of her knowledge. But she uses people’s assumptions to her own advantage, a skill I learned from her that gets me through challenging times in my own life.


Abuela is from el campo in Arecibo, in the northwest of Puerto Rico. She learned how to cook from her mother. Their style is, as we say, a ojo (by eye), which refers to adding amounts that look and feel right—by instinct—instead of measuring. As a child, I’d kneel on an old wooden stool next to the stove so I could see what she was doing. Now that I’m taller than she is (which isn’t saying much because I’m only 5 foot 1), I stand next to the stove and help her transfer hot liquids from one heavy pot to another, even when she refuses to accept help.


Watching her cook is fun. Not just because she’s so tiny she could fit into one of her calderos (cauldrons), but because at ninety, she moves like lightning. One of the qualities I admire most about her is her humility, which is reflected in her desire to learn new ways to evolve herself and her food. She’s very imaginative. She gets ideas about new dishes she wants to try or ways of revamping old classics—and she executes them. Her knowledge of food and instinctive nature allow her to elaborate her visions without using recipes. It’s a skill I’ve adopted from her and implemented in my life as a professional chef, a career path I wouldn’t have opted for if it weren’t for another influential matriarch in my life: my mother.


Mama is a strong, loving, self-motivated, intelligent, career-driven woman, and one of my biggest inspirations. In my later high school years, as I was preparing college applications and beginning to consider a professional path, Mama noticed the passion I was developing for food and nurtured it. She encouraged me to pursue the culinary field and empowered me to seek the best education, both in Puerto Rico and beyond. She weighed out the challenges residents face in Puerto Rico (which is even more relevant now than it was then) and made many sacrifices to provide me with better opportunities, something I’ll never take for granted. This meant leaving my island at eighteen years old, with a big push from her, to attend the Culinary Institute of America in 2006, and I’ve made my way in the culinary arts world since. Without her foundational support and constant nudging, I can’t say I’d be where I am right now. For that, I’ll be eternally grateful to her.


This cookbook summarizes my experience as a Puerto Rican living on the US mainland, and some of the challenges I’ve faced—times of joy, solitude, homesickness, loss, heartbreak, and love. These are the driving forces that inspire my creativity in mi cocina (my kitchen) and transport me back to Pe-Erre (PR). Most of the recipes in this cookbook began as staple meals at my beloved Abuela Sara’s house, and I’ve adapted them to fit my lifestyle in New York City. That they’re documented here, on paper, is a result of my incessant trailing of her as a child and my everlasting (and often irritating) FaceTime inquisitions as an adult.


Boricua


This cookbook celebrates the essence of my culture, rooted in resilience, community, creativity, adaptability, and evolution. Our cuisine, like mi gente (my people), is a vibrant fusion of cultures, races, and flavors. Puerto Rico was originally inhabited by the Taíno, the island’s Indigenous people. They named our island Borikén (later Borinquen), meaning “Land of the Valiant and Noble Lord.” Our Spanish colonizers changed the island’s name to Puerto Rico (Rich Port) upon discovering gold in our rivers. Later, with a decreasing number of Taíno to work the land for sugarcane, coffee, and tobacco exporting, Spain brought African slaves.


If you’ve ever heard the word “Boricua,” and didn’t know what it meant, then learning Puerto Rico’s original name should point to its meaning. A Boricua is anyone from Borinquen, la isla del encanto (the island of enchantment). You may have heard it in song lyrics—for older generations, in Noel Estrada’s 1942 song “En mi viejo San Juan,” and for younger generations, in interpretations by more current artists, like Marc Anthony’s “Preciosa,” and original songs such as Residente’s “Hijos del cañaveral,” and, more recently, Bad Bunny’s “El apagón,” “DtMF,” and “Lo que le pasó a Hawaii.” These songs manifest a collective sentiment of longing, heartbreak, and frustration for an island facing social and political hardships, natural disasters, and a general lack of equal opportunities. These injustices include the chronic instability and mismanagement of the island’s power grid—now overseen by a private, foreign-run company whose service has worsened conditions rather than improved them. They also include the displacement of local communities due to rising housing costs and gentrification, fueled in part by tax incentives that favor wealthy investors from the mainland United States, while offering little to no benefit to long-term Puerto Rican residents. These policies have deepened economic inequality and eroded local control over land, housing, and essential services, which make it nearly impossible for Boricuas on the island to stay or for those in the US diaspora to return. I’m one of the latter, and when I feel that aching nostalgia, I cook. These are the recipes that bring me back home.
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Our cocina criolla (Creole cuisine) is an amalgamation of three cultures—Taíno, Spanish colonizers, and enslaved Africans—and the ingredients that represent them. The Taíno harvested yuca (cassava) and yautía (taro root), beans, ají peppers, achiote (annatto) seed, and recao (culantro). Spanish colonizers introduced pork, beef, rice, oil, herbs, and ingredients found in our sofrito and adobos (seasoning blends/rubs). Enslaved Africans contributed plantains, bananas, and possibly gandules (pigeon peas), just to name a few.


Throughout this cookbook, you’ll find recipes that fuse all these ingredients and cultures. In a dedicated section, I provide a comprehensive guide to viandas, the root vegetables and starchy fruits considered the backbone our cuisine. I share how to make the perfect cup of cafecito (coffee) and the panadería (Spanish-style bakery) pastries we like to dunk in it. We take a road trip tour of Piñones in Loíza, one of the coastal towns distinguished for its rich African heritage and handmade frituras (fritters); I’ve included a guide to frying so you can perfect the art of making these at home. I share hearty, homey favorites from Abuela’s repertoire, like her Carne Guisada (beef stew, here) and Arroz con Pollo (chicken rice, here)—the dish I made on Beat Bobby Flay (and beat him with). I describe the experience of dining at a local restaurante criollo (Creole restaurant) and share recipes for some of my favorite classic menu items. I end the book with a chapter on our traditional desserts with cheffy twists that have become hits among my friends, family, and clients—like infusing Puerto Rican coffee into my flan.


All these recipes use ingredients available in American grocery stores, so US home cooks and Puerto Ricans on the island can easily bring these flavors home. Use of modern, more efficient tools and equipment like a food processor, a high-speed blender, and an Instant Pot will make them a breeze to execute, so you won’t need to bust out a box grater, a machete, or a pilón (wooden mortar and pestle), or wait hours for a cozy stew to develop depth of flavor.


This book is the culmination of my dream: to share with the world the comfort I’ve felt through re-creating Abuela’s food, and to honor her for the devotion and the unconditional love she pours out for me and everyone she loves. For my US readers, I hope you fall in love with our sazón and feel empowered to celebrate our culture in your own cocinas. And for my Boricuas—I hope these recipes and flavors bring you back a la isla.













HANDY TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT



Caldero


Ubiquitous in many Hispanic households, a caldero (Spanish for “cauldron”) is great for its durability and even heat distribution, which yields the best pega’o, the crispy, stuck-on rice crust that’s a delicious by-product of rice preparation. If you don’t have a caldero, you can use a heavy-bottomed pot like a Dutch oven or stainless-steel pot.


Greca


Also known as a percolator or moka pot, a greca is standard in most Puerto Rican households and we use it to brew espresso for our beloved cafecito. Puerto Rico’s rich terrain yields some of the best coffee in the world, so it’s no surprise that coffee comprises a big part of our culture. Grecas are inexpensive and easy to use, and make a bold cup without the need for a fancy, complicated espresso machine. More on this on here.


Handheld Mixer or Stand Mixer


Except for my Mallorcas (here), in any recipe that calls for a mixer, you can use a stand mixer or a handheld mixer interchangeably.


Tostonera


Tostoneras (tostones presses) are omnipresent in most Puerto Rican households, but they’re not essential for making tostones. Often made of wood or plastic, they give you leverage when smashing plantains, but you can achieve the same result by using a heavy pot, plate, or even a spatula. You can purchase them at Latin grocery stores or online.


Instant-Read Thermometer


This inexpensive tool makes it easier to control cooking temperatures, especially when deep-frying, roasting meats, or making caramel for my Silkiest Meringue (here). Look for one at your grocery store or order one online.


Pressure Cooker or Instant Pot


While this is not essential, for many of my stews, a pressure cooker or multicooker like an Instant Pot will reduce the cooking time to a fraction of the alternative method (cooking in a pot). Nowadays, they’re inexpensive (especially regular pressure cookers) and safe to use.
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ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS AND PANTRY MUST-HAVES



Achiote Seeds


Also known as annatto, these seeds grow in pods on the Bixa orellana shrub in tropical climates. Achiote (ah-chee-oh-teh) produces an intense natural red color, and was used by our Indigenous people, the Taíno, as body paint. It can also be used to dye clothes, for cosmetics, and as a food coloring. Many people in Puerto Rico use packets of store-bought sazón with artificial red and yellow food coloring to impart that reddish color to some dishes. But making Achiote Oil (here) is very easy and inexpensive, and a little goes a long way. You can find achiote seeds in most Latin grocery stores or order them online.


Ají Peppers


Ají (ah-hee) refers to both sweet and spicy small peppers. Ajíes dulces (sweet ajíes) resemble habaneros, but they’re mild and come in different colors; we use them in sofrito. Ajíes picantes (spicy ajíes), like the ají caballero, are teeny-tiny and resemble Thai chiles. Beware: These are very hot. We use them in Pique (here), a vinegary hot sauce. If you can’t source them, substitute sweet mini peppers or bell peppers for ajíes dulces and Thai chiles or habaneros for ajíes picantes.


Bouillon Cubes


In Puerto Rican cooking, when we say cubitos, we’re talking about those little flavor-packed bouillon cubes. I use cubitos interchangeably with broth to add flavor and depth to soups, stews, rice dishes, and meats. Bouillon also comes in powder and paste forms; popular brands in Puerto Rico include Maggi and Knorr, and in the US, I often use Better Than Bouillon paste. One bouillon cube is roughly equivalent to 1 tablespoon bouillon powder or paste, and 1 packet of bouillon powder contains about 1½ teaspoons (½ tablespoon). You’ll find different flavors like chicken, beef, vegetable, and ham, and I’ll specify which to use in each recipe. For a quick guide to replacing broth with bouillon, see the box below.




Bouillon-to-Broth Equivalents


To substitute bouillon for broth, stir it into boiling water following this simple formula:


4 cups boiling water + 1 bouillon cube


OR


1 tablespoon bouillon paste or powder


OR


2 packets bouillon powder





Banana Leaves and Plantain Leaves


Banana leaves (hoja de guineo, oh-ha deh ghee-neh-oh) and plantain leaves (hoja de plátano, oh-ha deh plah-tah-noh) are bright green and sturdy. Caribbean, Hispanic, and Asian cultures use them for cooking, especially for steaming, where they impart an earthy flavor to different dishes. In Puerto Rico, we use them for Pasteles (here), to steam rice, and in casseroles like Pastelón (sweet plantain lasagna, here). I’ve also used them as serving mats and as a tablescape decoration. You can source them at Latin and Asian markets.


Coconut Milk


Coconut milk is produced by extracting coconut flesh from mature coconuts (the brown ones). In Puerto Rico, some people grate the coconut meat and steep it with coconut water or water, while others chop it up and blend it with coconut water or water. Then it’s squeezed through a clean cloth to extract the slightly sweet, creamy liquid ever-present in Puerto Rican cocktails, desserts, fritters, and more. If you don’t feel like making it, you can easily find it in grocery stores. For the recipes in this cookbook, use full-fat canned coconut milk, which is often sold in the Latin or Asian food sections. Also, don’t confuse it for coconut cream (which has a higher fat content) or cream of coconut (see below).


Cream of coconut is a coconut milk derivative with added sugar and flavorings, resulting in an intensely flavored, sweetened coconut syrup. Coco López is a famous brand often used for piña coladas. Grocery stores stock it in their Latin foods section or near the premade cocktail mixers. Don’t confuse or substitute it with coconut milk or coconut cream (see above). If you can’t find cream of coconut, substitute sweetened condensed coconut milk.


Culantro


Also known as recao, culantro is in the same botanical family as cilantro, but its leaves are long, spiky, and tough, and I can best describe its flavor like cilantro on steroids. In Puerto Rico, we use it for our beloved sofrito. You can find it at Latin grocery stores, but in a pinch, you can substitute cilantro (including the stems, which are more intensely flavored than the leaves).


Garlic


Garlic (ajo) is ever-present throughout this cookbook. Please use fresh garlic, not prechopped or pureed garlic or garlic paste. There’s a huge difference in flavor between fresh and preprocessed, and preprocessed garlic tends to burn faster. If you don’t feel like peeling garlic, just purchase peeled garlic cloves and chop them or pulse them in a food processor.


Guava Paste


Guava paste, or pasta de guayaba, is made by cooking guava, sugar, and pectin down and letting it solidify into a sliceable paste. It has a chewy texture and provides sweetness and depth of flavor to many recipes. In Puerto Rico and many other Latin countries, it’s often paired with fresh, mild queso del país (farmer’s cheese) as a sweet-salty snack or dessert. You can find it in Latin grocery stores (labeled “guava paste” or “guava cake”), often shelved by the jams and jellies, and sometimes in the Latin section of regular grocery stores. You can also order it online.


Ham Steak


Also known as jamón de cocinar (cooking ham), ham imparts a meaty, smoky, savory flavor to different meals. It’s used in many Puerto Rican dishes, like composed rices, soups, and stews. I like finding little chunks throughout my meals, so I purchase ham as bone-in steaks, cubes, or large chunks and cut them into smaller pieces. If you can’t find larger cuts, you can certainly use thick-cut ham slices or even bacon. If you have leftover ham steak, you can portion it into smaller pieces, wrap tightly in plastic wrap, and freeze for up to 1 month to use in other recipes.


Passion Fruit Pulp


Known as parcha in Spanish, you can find this in the refrigerated produce section (often by where they have precut fruit) or in the freezer section by the frozen fruit (labeled “passion fruit puree”). Always check the label to make sure that the only ingredient is passion fruit. You can also make it yourself if you can find fresh ripe passion fruits (see here).


Pigeon Peas


Also known as gandules, pigeon peas are small brownish beans with a nutty flavor. They descend from Africa but are a staple throughout the Caribbean. (They were once used to feed pigeons in Barbados, hence the name.) In Puerto Rico, we use them in many dishes, the most popular being Arroz con Gandules (here), a holiday staple. I use canned gandules throughout this cookbook; they can be found in most grocery stores. If not, you can find them at any Latin market or easily source them online.


Plantain


Plantains (plátanos in Spanish) are afruit in the same family as banana that grows in tropical climates throughout the Caribbean and Latin America. Though it looks like a colossal banana, the two fruits are not the same, and they can’t be used interchangeably. In Puerto Rico, we (mostly) use plantains at different stages of ripeness in savory applications (more on here).


Puff Pastry


A type of laminated pastry made by layering dough and butter to achieve a flaky texture when baked. In Puerto Rico, we know it as masa de hojaldre. When it comes to making puff pastry dough, I simply don’t. I wouldn’t make you do that, either. You can find it in the frozen food section of most grocery stores (by the cakes and frozen pie shells). Do not substitute pie dough or phyllo dough—they are not the same. Keep it frozen until you’re ready to use it to ensure the best, flakiest results.


Roasted Red Peppers


In Puerto Rican cuisine, we use pimientos morrones (preserved red bell peppers) to impart a sweet flavor and vibrant garnish to dishes like pasteles, rice, soups, and stews. Grocery stores stock them in cans or jars, which can be stored unopened in your pantry for months. If you can’t find products specifically labeled “pimientos morrones,” any canned or jarred roasted sweet red peppers will work as a substitute.


Rice


Medium-grain white rice is the default choice for most arroz (rice) dishes in Puerto Rico. The end result is tender and slightly sticky, making it ideal for classics like Arroz con Gandules (here) and Arroz con Pollo (here). In Puerto Rico, the most common brands are Arroz Rico and Sello Rojo, both known for their bright yellow labels. If you’re in the US and can’t find medium-grain white rice at your grocery store, head to a Latin market. Or swap in your preferred white rice—just make sure to adjust the rice-to-liquid ratio and the cooking time per the package directions. Lastly, the ever-lasting debate: to rinse or not to rinse. I don’t rinse—I enjoy its sticky starchiness. But if you prefer a fluffier, looser grain, feel free to rinse your rice through a colander until the water runs clear, shaking off excess water before proceeding with the recipe.


Salt


My salt of choice for overall seasoning is finely ground Himalayan pink salt. It’s minimally processed, with a natural pink color that comes from trace minerals, and the fine grains dissolve best and season food more evenly. You can use fine sea salt, Celtic salt, or Diamond Crystal kosher salt interchangeably in my recipes, as they have similar salinity levels. I do not recommend substituting iodized table salt. It has a sharper, more metallic taste and a much finer texture, which makes it behave differently in recipes and may throw off both the flavor and saltiness of the dish.


I like using flaky sea salt as a finishing salt for sweet and savory applications that need a cute little salty pop. The big crystals of salt often take the form of a pyramid, and the salt’s irregular shape has a flaky appearance—hence the name. Flaky salt is delicate and brittle, which makes it easy to crush with your fingertips as you sprinkle it into food so it dissolves faster. You can find it in most grocery stores, or substitute freshly cracked salt (ground with a salt grinder) or coarse sea salt.


Sugar


When I refer to “sugar” in this cookbook, I mean cane sugar, but you can use it interchangeably with granulated white sugar unless I specify otherwise. Cane sugar is similar to white granulated sugar, but it’s less processed and made solely from sugarcane. In Puerto Rico, we call it azúcar morena, which translates to “brown sugar” but is not the same as US brown sugar (refined white sugar with molasses added back in). Because cane sugar is less refined than regular white sugar, it has a slightly coarser texture and a light tan color instead of being pure white.
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VIANDAS



Viandas (vee-ahn-dahs), also known as verduras, are a broad range of starchy fruits, tubers, root vegetables, and squash, often consumed in Puerto Rico as a main dish or combined with meats and proteins for a hearty meal. The Taíno cultivated some of these prior to colonization, including apio (celery root) and yuca (cassava), the flesh of which they turned into a type of flatbread called casabe. Spanish colonizers and slave traders brought enslaved Africans to the island, along with viandas that would later become essential staples of our gastronomy.


In the US, you can find most of these near the potatoes or near other “exotic” ingredients in the nonrefrigerated produce section of most large grocery stores. If you can’t find them there, head to any Latin or Asian market. If you’re in Puerto Rico, you can source them at any grocery store or plaza del mercado (farmers’ market), and you may even spot verduleros (streetside vendors) displaying an array of fresh picks from their own patios (home gardens).


This chapter is a comprehensive guide to these nourishing ingredients, which you’ll use throughout this cookbook. I encourage you to swap these in for potatoes, implementing the skills you learn here to transform them into delicious meals that become part of your repertoire.


Plantain


What they are: Plantain, or plátano (plah-tah-noh), is a starchy fruit in the same family as bananas, but much bigger.


How to select them: Plantains have three stages of ripeness: green, yellow, and ripe. The stage you select will depend on how you intend to cook it. The chart below explains how to pick and use them:






	Ripeness

	Verdes (Green)

	Pintón (Green to Yellow)

	Amarillo ó Maduro (Ripe)






	Application

	Starchy/savory

	Savory/sweetish

	Sweet/sweet






	Visible

	Green peel

Creamy white flesh



	Green to yellowish peel

Yellowish flesh



	Yellow peel, yellow peel with black freckles, or black peel

Bright yellow flesh








	Taste and Texture

	Heavily starchy texture when cooked; absorbs savory flavors well; a hint of tropical sweetness

	Soft, starchy texture when cooked and mild banana sweetness; may caramelize a bit from its natural sugars when cooked

	Soft, creamy texture and sweet flavor; very sweet, like banana; will caramelize and possibly get syrupy from its natural sugars when cooked







How to prep and store plantains: Off the tree, plantains go from green to ripe very quickly. Keep unpeeled plantains in a cool, dry place until you’re ready to use them or they’ve reached the desired ripeness level. To stop the ripening process, place them in the fridge; to accelerate it, place them in a brown paper bag at room temp. To peel a plantain, place it on a cutting board and use a sharp knife to cut off both ends (plantain can stain your skin, so wear gloves if you like). Using the tip of the knife, cut two or three long, shallow slits in the skin from end to end, rotating the plantain to space the cuts evenly. Holding the plantain under hot running water, slide the tip of your finger into one of the slits, under the skin, guiding it from one end to the other to release the skin. Repeat until you’ve peeled off all the skin. If there’s any peel left behind, scrape it off with the back of a knife. If you don’t plan on cooking it right away, submerge the peeled plantain in water until ready to use to keep it from browning.


Vianda vocab: Mancha de plátano (“plantain stain”) is a term used to describe a birthmark, a reference to how plantain sap can stain your skin: “Él lleva una mancha de plátano en el muslo.” (“He has a birthmark on his thigh.”)


Green Bananas


What they are: Also known as guineos verdes (ghee-neh-ohs ver-dehs) or guineítos (ghee-neh-ee-tohs), these are underripe bananas. Their texture is firm and starchy, and they have an almost nutty flavor.


How to select them: Look for unripened mature bananas. Make sure they are completely green—don’t substitute a ripe yellow banana for a green one. In a pinch, you can swap in green plantain.


How to prep and store green bananas: See “How to Prep and Store Plantains” at left.


Vianda vocab: Estar pelao (“being peeled”) refers to being in a financial pinch. In Puerto Rico, we use the phrase pela’o como un guineo (“peeled like a banana”) to state that we’re strapped for money: “No puedo salir a janguiar esta noche porque estoy pelá como un guineo.” (“I can’t hang out tonight because I’m peeled like a banana.”)


Breadfruit


What it is: Breadfruit, also known as pana (pah-nah) or panapén (pah-nah-pen), is a starchy fruit that grows on tall trees in tropical climates. When cooked, mature (but not ripe) breadfruit has a texture similar to potato and a subtle sweetness and breadlike flavor, hence the name.


How to select it: Look for breadfruit with yellowish, light green skin with a white, powdery latex drip from the stem down and brown lines between its polygonal sections. The surface should feel flat and firm.


How to prep and store breadfruit: Store whole breadfruit in a cool, dry place. If you don’t plan on using it immediately, place it in the fridge to delay the ripening process for a day or two (don’t worry if the skin gets brown).


To break down a breadfruit, cut it in half lengthwise with a large, sharp knife, then cut each half lengthwise into 4 wedges. Turn each wedge skin-side down and use a thin, sharp knife to cut out the porous core; for boiling, Abuela removes most of the core (about 2 inches); for tostones, she removes less (about 1 inch), which results in a starchy interior and crispier edges. Remove the skin with a vegetable peeler. If not using immediately, break it down into chunks, then store them submerged in water for up to 2 days to prevent browning, or freeze the chunks in zip-top bags for up to 3 months.






[image: Close-up of a cluster of green bananas hanging from a banana plant, with a flower bud below. Banana leaves surround the fruit.]
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[image: Bunches of plantains, both ripe and unripe, hang at the front of a shop. A weighing scale hangs nearby. Bottles of liquid are placed on a table below, among other fruits and vegetables.]
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[image: A halved breadfruit featuring a central core and seeds.]
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Vianda vocab: Pana is a slang term to refer to a close friend, pal, or buddy: “¿Conoces a Pepe?” “Sí, él es mi pana.” (“Do you know Pepe?” “Yes, he’s my pal.”)


Yuca


What it is: Yuca (jooh-kah), aka cassava, is a starchy root vegetable with a firm, slightly chewy texture that grows in tropical climates.


How to select it: The skin should look dark brown, waxy, and tough, but not cracked. It should feel heavy (not hollow) and firm throughout. The interior should look uniformly white and be odorless. To check this, tear off the tip or ask a grocer to cut a piece off for you.


How to prep and store yuca: Store whole yuca in a cool, dry place. If you don’t plan on using it immediately, place it in the bottom drawer of your fridge for up to 1 week.


To break down yuca, place it horizontally on a cutting board. Using a large, sharp knife, cut it crosswise into manageable pieces (about 4 inches long). I wear gloves to protect my mani. Cut a shallow slit lengthwise through the skin, just until you reach the white flesh. Slide a butter knife between the white casing and the interior flesh, guiding it through from side to side to separate the casing from the flesh. Shave off any peel left behind with a sharp knife. If not using immediately, break it down into chunks, then store them submerged in water in the fridge for up to 2 days to prevent browning, or freeze the chunks in zip-top bags for up to 3 months.





Vianda vocab: Yucas is a slang term used to refer to feet: “Tienes las yucas apestosas.” (“Your feet stink.”)


Yautía and Malanga


What they are: Yautía (jow-tee-ah), or taro root, and malanga (mah-lahn-gah), or cocoyam, are starchy tubers that we often use interchangeably in Puerto Rican dishes. They have a mild sweetness and nutty flavor. The chart below explains their key differences.





	 

	Yautía (Taro Root)

	Malanga (Cocoyam)






	Shape

	Smaller, with one bulby end and one tapered end

	Bigger, wider, and more evenly cylindrical, with two bulby ends






	Flesh

	White, yellow, purple

	White with purplish flecks/fibers scattered throughout; light purple/pinkish when cooked






	Flavor

	Neutral, nutty

	Sweeter







How to select them: Yautía has hairy, rough, bumpy, ridged, dirty skin. Malanga is smoother-looking and less hairy, with larger ridges. In either case, make sure they feel firm throughout, not mushy, with no cracks in their skin that may expose their flesh.


How to prep and store yautía/malanga: Store whole yautía/malanga in a cool dry place for 1 to 2 weeks. Use a vegetable peeler to remove the skin, then rinse the yautía or malanga. If not using immediately, break it down into chunks, then store them submerged in water in the fridge for up to 2 days to prevent browning, or freeze the chunks in zip-top bags for up to 3 months.


Apio


What it is: Apio (ah-pee-oh), aka Creole celery root, arracacha, apio criollo, or Puerto Rican celery, is a starchy root. Although it’s a type of celery root, it’s not the same as celeriac, the kind of celery root you typically find in US grocery stores. This chart explains the key differences:





	 

	Apio (Creole Celery Root)

	Celeriac (Celery Root)






	Shape

	Ranges from curved, gnarled, and abstract to long and tapered

	Round and bulby






	Skin

	Dirty, yellowish, and wrinkled

	Dirty whitish to light green






	Flesh

	Pale to bright yellow

	Creamy white






	Aroma

	Earthy, sweet, and pungent (like a parsnip)

	Earthy and slightly sweet, but less pungent






	Texture

	Starchy and soft, like a potato

	Lightly starchy and waxy, like a carrot






	Taste

	Sweet, nutty, earthy flavor

	Mildly sweet, earthy flavor







How to select it: Apio should feel firm throughout, not mushy, and heavy, not hollow. The skin should not have cracks that may expose its flesh. In a pinch, you can substitute parsnips, which offer a closer flavor and a starchier texture than the waxier—though seemingly more logical—US celery root.


How to prep and store apio: Store whole apio in a cool, dry place for up to 1 week or in the fridge for 2 to 3 weeks. Remove the skin with a vegetable peeler to expose the yellow flesh. Shave off rough areas with a long, sharp knife, then rinse it thoroughly. If not using immediately, submerge it in water and store in the refrigerator for up to 1 day to prevent browning.


Calabaza


What it is: Calabaza (cah-lah-bah-sah), aka West Indian, Caribbean, or Puerto Rican pumpkin, is a type of winter squash. They’re large, round, and stubby, with thick but smooth skin that can be tan, brown, and/or greenish in color. Calabaza flesh is bright orange, with a mildly sweet flavor and creamy, melt-in-your-mouth texture.


How to select it: Calabazas are so big, they’re often sold precut into portions. Make sure the plastic is tightly wrapped and in direct contact with the flesh. The flesh should feel firm to the touch, not mushy, and should look vibrant (not dry or slimy), smooth, and bright orange, not pale. In a pinch, you can substitute butternut squash, or even kabocha squash, which is a bit starchier and takes longer to cook.


How to prep and store calabaza: Store whole calabaza in a cool, dark place for 1 to 2 months. Precut pieces should be kept tightly wrapped in plastic and stored in the bottom drawer of the fridge for up to 1 week from the date they were cut.


Use a large, sharp knife to cut the calabaza in half and scoop out the seeds with a spoon. Cut the halves into manageable portions you can hold in one hand. I like to shave off the peel with a sharp knife, but you can leave it on. If not using immediately, cover and store in the fridge for up to 3 days, or wrap tightly in plastic wrap (preferably in larger chunks) to prevent freezer burn and freeze it for up to 3 months.















SABOR Y SAZÓN


FLAVOR AND SEASONING


When I think of what it means to be Puerto Rican, two words come to mind: sabor y sazón (flavor and seasoning). In Puerto Rico, these words can also describe a person who has a bold, spunky, or sexy personality. You could say, “Esa chica tiene sazón” (“That girl has flavor/zest/seasoning/is full of color”)—it’s one of the best compliments. On the contrary, soso or sosa means bland and flavorless, and I’d take that as the ultimate insult. These same principles apply to our cocina, which makes this the most important chapter in this book.


One of the biggest components to our sazón is sofrito—a pureed blend of herbaceous vegetables and aromatics that becomes the flavor base for many dishes, including soups, stews, rice, and sauces.


Our adobos (dry seasoning blends/rubs) provide meat with that craveable, go-back-for-more quality. Sazón can be any ingredient that will add or enhance flavor. It’s also the name for a reddish ready-made dry rub. That, and achiote oil add color and make our food as visually stunning as the red or yellow flowers on the flamboyanes (flame trees) that adorn our mountains and highways.


These recipes are simple, but essential, as they’ll become ingredients you’ll use throughout the book. Once you learn how to make sazón, you can use the rubs and blends daily and inventively to flavor up your own recipes.







THE IMPORTANCE OF SABOR Y SAZÓN


Whether I’m sitting down at a fine-dining restaurant or back home at Abuela’s, when it comes to food and cooking, sabor (flavor) is everything (and precedes presentation). Sazón (seasoning) shouldn’t be an afterthought in the form of salt sprinkled on at the end of a recipe. Sofrito, adobo, and sazón are the building blocks of sabor and are ubiquitous in my kitchen. They can turn an average dish into something unique and extraordinary. Perhaps you’re unsure of what you’re looking for when it comes to sazón. Here are a few rules of thumb I follow when conceptualizing meals:




	
1. The objective of adding salt is to amplify the flavor of ingredients, not to make food taste salty. I’d say sofrito is the MVP of our sazón. When I stir-fry it, I add a pinch of salt to enhance its flavors.


	
2. Adding salt at many stages is imperative for developing flavor. Many of my recipes call for adding salt at various steps. This allows you to season each component to boost their flavors individually.


	
3. Flavor is a balancing act. Sazón isn’t just about enhancing flavor with salt, it’s about balancing it. I use contrasting elements to add complexity. I contrast saltiness and acidity with sweetness, like adding a little sugar or honey to a tangy sauce. I balance richness with acidity, spice, or herbs, such as a squeeze of citrus, splash of vinegar, or a handful of fresh cilantro. These techniques can transform a bland, monotone dish into a well-rounded one.


	
4. Tasting. As a chef I often get asked the question: “How do I know if I’ve seasoned my meal properly?” For me, the answer is simple: You taste it! I learned to cook from Abuela, who solely relies on her senses and intuition for cooking. Getting into the habit of tasting your food as you prepare it will help you develop your palate, and eventually, you won’t need to rely on recipes and measurements.
























[image: Various seasonings arranged in bowls. Text on the image reads "Adobo. Sofrito. Aceite de achiote. Sazon con culantro y achiote. Adobo mojado.]




















ADOBO



SAVORY DRY SEASONING




MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP




In Puerto Rico, we use adobo interchangeably with salt, which gives our dishes umami and lip-smacky savoriness. If you head to our grocery stores, you’ll find a whole section dedicated to adobos in the spice aisle. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with buying prepared adobo—I have my whole life. But if you’re unable to find it, here’s my homemade version, which is a breeze to make and allows you to control the quality of the ingredients.







½ cup salt


¼ cup garlic powder


2 tablespoons dried oregano


1 teaspoon ground turmeric









In a blender, combine the salt, garlic powder, oregano, and turmeric. Blend on high speed until the salt and spices are well combined and look powdery, 30 seconds to 1 minute. Allow the dust to settle before opening the lid. Transfer the adobo to a jar or shaker and store in a cool, dry place for up to 6 months.























ADOBO MOJADO


GARLICKY WET RUB




MAKES ABOUT ¾ CUP




I called Papa for this recipe; while it seems very simple, it’s very bold and assertive, like him. Papa uses this rub to marinate all the meats he’s perfected over the years: lechón de Noche Buena (roast pork on Christmas Eve), pavochón (lechón-flavored turkey) on Thanksgiving, pork ribs at any given Friday cookout at Abuela’s, and many other robust meat dishes that can stand up to the boisterous nature of Papa’s personality—sorry, I mean his sazón.







½ cup peeled garlic cloves (from about 2 heads)


⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil


¼ cup adobo, homemade (opposite) or store-bought


¼ cup fresh oregano leaves, or 1 tablespoon dried


3 tablespoons distilled white vinegar, rice vinegar, or apple cider vinegar


1½ teaspoons freshly ground black pepper









In a blender or food processor, combine the garlic, olive oil, adobo, oregano, vinegar, and pepper. Blend on high speed until a smooth paste forms, 30 seconds to 1 minute. Use immediately or transfer to a jar and store in the fridge for up to 1 week.
























ACEITE DE ACHIOTE



ACHIOTE OIL




MAKES ½ CUP




The use of achiote (also known as annatto seed) in Puerto Rican cuisine dates back centuries in our cultural history to when the Taíno used it as body paint. Some believe this practice could be based in the West African tradition of coloring food with palm oil. Others think it started as an inexpensive alternative to saffron, an ingredient that came to our island by way of Spanish colonizers. Nowadays, we use it daily in our meals, and it’s what imparts that characteristic reddish-orange hue to some of the dishes you’ll find throughout this book. In a pinch, you can use prepackaged achiote oil, but making your own is easy, it stores well, and a little goes a long way.







½ cup olive oil


2 tablespoons achiote seeds









In a small pot, combine the olive oil and achiote seeds and bring to a simmer over low heat. Simmer until the oil looks red, 5 to 10 minutes. Let cool completely, then strain the oil and discard the seeds. Transfer the oil to a small jar or bottle and seal. Store at room temperature for up to 1 month or in the fridge for up to 4 months.
























SOFRITO



FLAVOR AND AROMATICS PASTE




MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS




Sofrito (soh-free-toh) is a blend of aromatics that is used as the flavor base of many dishes in Puerto Rican cuisine. The word comes from the verb sofreír, meaning “pan-fry” or “sauté.” Like mirepoix in French cuisine or curry paste in Thai cuisine, sofrito exudes most of its flavor when cooked in oil at the beginning of a dish. It’s loud, bold, and in-your-face, just like us. Most households have their own señora de sofrito (sofrito lady) they source it from or their own family recipe. In my case, it’s Abuela’s. She uses a combination of different ajíes and culantro from her garden, which makes her sofrito magical. It can turn any mundane dish into something complex and extraordinary. Be ready to use it in throughout this book, and be creative with it in your own kitchen. I’ve used it in guacamole and pico de gallo, and to spruce up a soy dipping sauce for store-bought Chinese dumplings.







3 cups coarsely chopped onion (about 1 large)


2 cups coarsely chopped sweet ajíes or sweet mini peppers (about 20)


1 cup coarsely chopped cubanelle or green bell peppers (about 2)


¾ cup peeled garlic cloves (about 40)


3 cups coarsely chopped fresh cilantro (about 1 bunch)


20 culantro leaves, or an additional 3 cups coarsely chopped fresh cilantro


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil









In a food processor, combine the onion, ajíes, cubanelle, garlic, cilantro, culantro, and olive oil and pulse on medium speed, stopping occasionally to scrape down the sides with a spatula, until the ingredients are broken down into a paste that resembles salsa. I prefer my sofrito a little chunky, so I stop pulsing right before it turns into a puree. (Alternatively, combine the ingredients in a blender and blend on low speed, simultaneously pushing the ingredients down with the tamper.) Transfer the sofrito to jars and store in the fridge for up to 1 week. Or divide the sofrito among four quart-size freezer bags, squeeze out the air, and seal, then freeze flat for up to 2 months. Break off chunks for cooking as needed.
























SAZÓN CON CULANTRO Y ACHIOTE



COLOR AND SPICE DRY SEASONING




MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP




In Puerto Rico, and many other Latin countries, sazón comes in a little foil packet and is sprinkled into pots of food to add flavor and bright red color. It contains some spices, but for the most part, it’s MSG and artificial coloring. Like adobo (here), Puerto Rican grocery stores carry different brands and variations, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with buying premade sazón. But if you’re unable to find it, or you prefer to cut out the fake stuff, here’s my easy homemade version.







3 tablespoons salt


3 tablespoons achiote seeds, or 2 tablespoons ground achiote


2½ tablespoons garlic powder


1½ tablespoons ground turmeric


1½ tablespoons ground coriander


2 teaspoons ground cumin









In a blender, combine the salt, achiote, garlic powder, turmeric, coriander, and cumin. Blend on high speed until the salt and spices are well combined and look powdery (if you’re using whole achiote seeds, they’ll stop banging around and sounding rocky), 30 seconds to 1 minute. Allow the dust to settle before opening the lid. Transfer the sazón to a jar or shaker and store in a cool, dry place for up to 6 months.


























SALSITAS DE ABUELA


GRANDMOTHER SAUCES


Just as French cuisine is built on five classic mother sauces, Puerto Rican cocina has its own foundation of bold, unfussy, deeply flavorful staples. I call them “grandmother sauces”—a tongue-in-cheek nod to the French mother sauces I learned to perfect as a young cook at Chef Thomas Keller’s Bouchon, reimagined through the lens of the island flavors I grew up with and learned from Abuela. These salsitas—fresh, humble, and full of sabor—are the building blocks of many recipes in this book.


Take Mayo-Ketchup (here), for instance: Found on nearly every table in Puerto Rico, it’s as simple as it sounds, but every household has its own spin. At Abuela’s, we add grated garlic for a punchy, pungent bite. Or Pique (here), the vinegary hot sauce that helped me win on Beat Bobby Flay—bright, fresh, and the perfect contrast to the richness of many Puerto Rican dishes. I reference these salsitas throughout the book, and unlike the French mother sauces, they are simple to make—but they don’t skimp on sazón. They’re versatile, flavor-packed, and meant to be used your way.
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PIQUE



SWEET AND TANGY HOT SAUCE




MAKES 1½ CUPS




The word pique (peeh-keh) derives from picante, which means “spicy” (in the heat sense). We make ours with pickled hot ajíes (see here), spices, and aromatics. In Puerto Rico, you can purchase pique at grocery stores or from verduleros (streetside fruit-and-vegetable vendors), or make it yourself. Abuela Sara makes our family’s pique à la minute by mashing fresh ajíes from her garden with vinegar. It adds a great kick and tangy contrast to many dishes, especially fried foods like Alcapurrias (here) and Pastelillos (here). Puerto Rican cooks often use recycled canecas (flask bottles) to bottle their pique. The condiment’s long shelf life makes it a special, personal gift and great conversation topic.







1 cup white wine vinegar


½ cup sugar


1½ teaspoons salt


5 hot ajíes, or 3 Fresno peppers or jalapeños, thinly sliced


1 tablespoon stemmed whole ajíes caballeros, or 1 Thai bird chile, thinly sliced (optional, for an extra-spicy pique)


15 pearl onions, peeled and halved


1 tablespoon coriander seeds, lightly crushed









In a medium pot, combine the vinegar, sugar, and salt and bring to a boil over high heat, stirring until the sugar and salt have dissolved. Remove from the heat and add the sliced ajíes, ajíes caballeros (if using), onions, and coriander. Cover and let cool to room temperature, about 1 hour. If you used ajíes caballeros, smash a few with the back of a spoon to release more of their spiciness. Transfer the pique to a bottle or jar, seal, and store in the fridge for up to 3 months.
























MAYO-KETCHUP





MAKES 1½ CUPS




Mayo-ketchup, my condiment of choice, is a universal sauce used in many different applications in Puerto Rican cuisine. The basic recipe consists of just what the name says: mayonnaise and ketchup. Add-ins vary from home to home, including hot sauce, garlic, mustard, vinegar, spices, and herbs. Abuela always makes it for me to enjoy alongside her tostones (here), as shown here, and Sorullitos (here). I use it in place of straight ketchup for burgers, hot dogs, fries, etc. I’m also sharing my recipe for cashew mayo, a plant-based alternative that you can use in place of the mayo, if you prefer.







1 cup mayonnaise or Cashew Mayo (recipe follows)


⅓ cup ketchup


1 tablespoon grated or chopped garlic (from about 2 large cloves)


2 teaspoons sriracha (optional)









In a medium bowl, whisk or stir together the mayo, ketchup, garlic, and sriracha (if using) until homogeneous. Transfer to a jar, cover, and store in the fridge for up to 2 weeks.
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