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INTRODUCTION


Hot! Hot! Hot!


It was bound to happen. The regional food movement sweeping the nation had to arrive in Florida. After decades of dishing up “Continental” and “California” fare, Floridians have finally discovered the gastronomic treasures in their own backyard. In the process, we’ve captivated the taste of a nation that is hungry for fun, vibrant, tropical food that is loaded with flavor and healthy to boot.


If ever there was an area ripe for a culinary revolution, it is Florida. The Sunshine State has everything a cook could want: The Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico supply impeccably fresh stone crabs, spiny lobsters, Gulf shrimp, Apalachicola Bay oysters, and more than 500 varieties of finfish. The nation’s largest freshwater swamp, the Everglades, yields such rustic delicacies as alligator, frogs’ legs, and hearts of palm.


Florida’s semitropical climate supports a year-round growing season. (Where else can you find ripe farmstand tomatoes in December?) Citrus groves in central Florida furnish the rest of the country with the bulk of our oranges, grapefruits, tangerines, and kumquats. More recently, Homestead, Florida (a farming community near Miami) has become the nation’s exotic fruit capital, specializing in mangos, star fruit, lychees, passion fruit, sapotes, and mameys. The Spanish explorer Ponce de Leon had the right idea when he named the region Florida, which stems from the Latin word for “flowering.”


South Florida is the crossroads of the Caribbean and Latin America. Miami has the largest Cuban, Nicaraguan, Colombian, and Haitian communities in the nation. The majority of Dade County’s residents are Hispanic and Latin American food pervades the Floridian diet. Most street corners in Miami have their loncherias, Cuban snack bars. Mainstream supermarkets in Florida sell calabazas (West Indian pumpkins), boniatos (Cuban sweet potatoes), plantains, cassava, and other Hispanic produce.


Florida restaurant-goers have a staggering choice of Cuban, Colombian, Nicaraguan, Honduran, Peruvian, Argentinian, Haitian, Bajan, Jamaican, and Trinidadian restaurants. Miamians munch on arepas (Colombian grilled cheese sandwiches) and tres leches (Nicaraguan “three milks” cake) the way Texans eat burritos and San Franciscans down dim sum. Nor is Hispanic dining here limited to ethnic holes-in-the-wall. Nuevo Latino cuisine began here and many of our fine dining restaurants are redefining the American notion of Latin cooking.


Given the superlative raw materials, the cultural richness and ethnic diversity, the local preference for high-flavor low-fat cooking methods dictated by the warm weather (and craved by health-conscious Americans), it’s no surprise that the Sunshine State would give rise to a new regional cuisine. What is astonishing is that it didn’t happen sooner. Of the top twenty restaurants in South Florida, fifteen didn’t exist just a few years ago. Virtually overnight, Miami has gone from being a cultural backwater to an acclaimed culinary trendsetter.


But there’s more to Floridian cooking that just America’s latest food trend. The Sunshine State is pioneering foods that the rest of country will eat in the twenty-first century. Hispanic root vegetables, exotic tropical fruits, underutilized seafoods, seasonings from the Caribbean Basin: These are everyday fare in Florida. More and more of these foods are turning up in mainstream supermarkets across the U.S. As the Hispanification of American culture increases, so will the popularity of Florida’s Hispano-American cuisine.


What’s more, Floridian food is generally healthful food. Our collective fondness for salads and seafood and for marinating and grilling are very much in keeping with modern American health-consciousness. It’s only natural. We all but invented beach culture and our cuisine is designed to keep you looking good in the sun!





Thirst Quenchers


Victor’s Café occupies a sprawling neo-Colonial building on a busy street in Miami. But take a seat at the bar and you can imagine yourself in Havana in the glory days of the fifties. Musicians in guaracheras (puff-shouldered jackets tied at the waist) croon mambo songs of love. Bartenders in white jackets with pink bow ties expertly mix daiquiris, presidentes, and mulatas. And just about everyone, at some time or other, orders a mint-flavored thirst quencher known as a mojito. Welcome to one of the world’s best watering holes!


As Hemingway knew, Florida is a drinking man’s paradise. Even during Prohibition, smugglers, like the character Harry Morgan in To Have and Have Not, kept Sunshine Staters stocked with their favorite libation: rum. Their memory lives on in a pastel-colored drink popular throughout the Florida Keys, the Rum Runner. Today, Miami is the corporate headquarters of the world’s largest rum company, Bacardi.


Castro’s rise to power in 1959 marked a red-letter date in Florida mixology. For three decades, exiles have streamed to Miami from Cuba, bringing with them a thirst for such traditional island beverages as guarapo (sugarcane juice) and batidos (fruit shakes). The bartenders of Miami’s Calle Ocho (Little Havana) or Tampa’s Ybor City still make the drinks they enjoyed in the old country. Cubans are also passionate coffee drinkers. Thimble-size cups of sugary black café cubano can be sipped on virtually any street corner. Cuban coffee is Miami’s answer to espresso—enjoyed by Anglos and Hispanics alike.


But if Florida is a barfly’s paradise, it is also a haven for bartenders. The lime groves in the Redlands and orange groves in Indian River supply fresh fruit juices for mixing. We even make our own sugar, thanks to the cane fields around Lake Okeechobee. Twelve months a year, we have warm weather and plenty of sunshine to make you thirsty. Our 2,120 miles of stunning coastline offer a great waterfront setting for drinks to toast the sunset.


So, pull up a chair and reach for your glass. The party’s about to begin.


Mango Nectar


It’s hard to believe that a fruit as luxurious as a mango would be so cheap people practically give it away. But at the height of mango season in Florida, roadside stands sell the abundant fruit for as little as three for one dollar. Mango nectar is very easy to make at home, and it’s a great way to use up bruised or overly fibrous mangos.


MAKES 6 CUPS


1 large ripe mango (1¼ to 1½ pounds)


1 to 2 tablespoons sugar, or to taste


1 to 2 tablespoons fresh lime juice, or to taste


4 cups water


1. Peel the mango and cut the flesh off the seed (for easy preparation, see page 80). Place the flesh in a blender with the sugar, lime juice, and water. Purée until smooth. (This can be done in batches. Correct the seasoning, adding sugar or lime juice to taste.)


2. Strain the mango nectar into a pitcher and refrigerate until serving time. Stir well just before serving.



Tamarind Nectar



The fruity tartness of tamarind makes it an excellent refresher. Fresh tamarind is in season from May to November. If unavailable, look for packaged tamarind pulp in a Hispanic or Asian market.


MAKES 6 CUPS


6 to 8 fresh tamarind pods, or 4 ounces peeled tamarind pulp


2 cups hot water (heated, not tap)


4 cups cold water


⅓ cup sugar, or to taste


1. Skin the tamarind pods, scraping off the peel with a paring knife.


2. Place the pulp in the bowl of a blender with the hot water. Let stand for 10 minutes. Blend the mixture in short bursts at low speed until the seeds are free of pulp, 30 to 60 seconds.


3. Pour the tamarind mixture through a fine-mesh strainer into a bowl or pitcher, pressing hard with a wooden spoon to extract the juices, and scraping the bottom of the strainer with a rubber spatula. Set the tamarind water aside.


4. Return the seeds and pulp that remain in the strainer to the blender and blend with the cold water and sugar. Strain this mixture into the tamarind water and chill.


5. Just before serving, season the nectar to taste, adding sugar if it’s too sour or water if it’s too strong. Shake or stir well before serving.




PIQUANT PODS


When I first moved to Florida, I was puzzled by the crescent-shaped, fuzzy brown seed pods in the produce section of our local market. Our Cuban friend, Elida Proenza, explained their identity to me: tamarindo, fresh tamarind pods.


The tamarind tree grows throughout the Caribbean, where the orangish brown flesh of its seed pods is prized as a flavoring for drinks and sauces. Tamarind tastes like a cross between lime juice and prunes.


Tamarind is too sticky and fibrous to use in its natural state. The first step is to turn the stringy flesh into “tamarind water” (also known as “tamarind purée”). If you use fresh pods, trim off the skin with a paring knife. Hispanic and Asian markets sell plastic-wrapped packages of peeled tamarind pulp. To make 2 cups of tamarind water, you’ll need 6 to 8 fresh pods or 4 ounces of peeled pulp.


Break the pulp into small pieces and place them in a blender with 1½ cups boiling water. Let this mixture stand for 8 to 10 minutes, to soften the pulp. Run the blender in short bursts at low speed for 30 to 60 seconds to obtain a thick brown liquid. (Blend briefly: You don’t want to chop the seeds—they’re bitter.) Pour this liquid through a fine-mesh strainer into a bowl, pressing hard with a wooden spoon to extract the juices, and scraping the bottom of the strainer with a spatula.


Return the pulp from the strainer to the blender and add ¼ cup hot water. Blend briefly, again, and pour the mixture though the strainer, pressing well to extract the juices. You should wind up with about 2 cups of tamarind “water,” or purée. It will keep for 1 week in the refrigerator. I freeze it in ice cube trays to have 2-tablespoon portions of tamarind water whenever I need it.


If you live in an area with a large Hispanic population, you may be able to find frozen strained tamarind purée, thereby eliminating the above preparation steps. The Cuban grocery store in my neighborhood sells it by the name of pulpa de tamarindo. An 8-ounce bag costs less than $2.





Orange and Carrot Juice


I first tasted this drink in a now-defunct Nicaraguan restaurant called Momotombo. I’ve since enjoyed it at many Cuban and Colombian restaurants, not to mention at juice bars from St. Augustine to Key West. The combination may sound bizarre, but it’s really quite refreshing. The nutmeg is my touch and can be omitted for the sake of authenticity.


SERVES 1


Crushed ice


½ cup fresh orange juice


½ cup fresh carrot juice


Freshly grated nutmeg


Fill a large (12 ounce) glass with crushed ice. Add the juices and stir well with a long-handled spoon. Grate a little nutmeg on top, and serve at once.


Banana-Strawberry Batido


This is one of the most popular batidos. For the best results, use very ripe bananas and fragrant, ripe strawberries.


SERVES 2


1 cup hulled strawberries, plus 2 large berries for garnish


1 banana


1 tablespoon sweetened condensed milk


1 to 2 tablespoons sugar, or to taste


1 tablespoon fresh lime juice, or to taste


1½ cups crushed ice


1. Combine all of the ingredients except the strawberry garnish in a blender, and purée until smooth. Taste for sweetness, adding sugar or lime juice as necessary.


2. Pour the batidos into tall glasses. Garnish each with a whole strawberry and serve at once.


Melon-Papaya Batido


A slightly more exotic shake, this recipe unites watermelon and papaya. To check the latter for ripeness, squeeze it. It should be gently yielding to the touch.


SERVES 2


1 cup diced, seeded watermelon, plus 2 small wedges for garnish


1 cup diced ripe papaya


1 tablespoon sweetened condensed milk


1 to 2 tablespoons sugar, or to taste


1 tablespoon fresh lime juice, or to taste


1½ cups crushed ice


1. Combine all of the ingredients except the watermelon garnish in a blender, and purée until smooth. Taste for sweetness, adding sugar or lime juice as necessary.


2. Pour the batidos into tall glasses. Garnish each with a watermelon wedge and serve at once.




BATIDOS: MILK SHAKES THE HISPANIC WAY


When most North Americans think of milk shakes, they envision a thick ice cream-based beverage rich enough to double as dessert. Floridians are more likely to drink batidos. Served at juice bars and loncherias (Cuban snack bars) throughout the state, batidos are a cross between a smoothie and a milk shake. The name comes from the Spanish word bater, to beat or purée.


Batidos differ from milk shakes in two essential ways. The main ingredient of a batido is fresh fruit, not dairy products. The primary chilling agent is ice, not ice cream. This makes batidos lighter and lower in fat than their North American counterparts—no small advantage in the Florida summer, when it’s 90 degrees in the shade.


Some juice bar jockeys enrich their batidos with a spoonful of sweetened condensed milk. This, too, is dictated by the climate. Before the widespread availability of refrigeration (still the case in parts of the Caribbean and Central America), this was the only dairy product that wouldn’t spoil in the heat.


Batidos are made with a cornucopia of exotic Floridian fruits. Where else in the U.S. would you find shakes made with atemoya or mamey? The former looks like a puffed-up artichoke and tastes like a cross between melon, grapes, and vanilla pudding. The latter has the shape of an elongated coconut and the flavor of a baked sweet potato. These and other tropical fruits are whirred into creamy shakes that evoke the flavor of the Caribbean.


Of course, batidos are also made with more plebeian ingredients, like pineapples, strawberries, and bananas. Then, there are more offbeat versions, like batido de trigo, a curious “wheat” batido, made by blending ice, sugar, milk, and puffed wheat breakfast cereal.


Wherever the sun creates thirst and there’s an electrical outlet handy for plugging in a blender, you will find someone serving these refreshing Floridian drinks.





Puffed Wheat Batido


Of all the batidos enjoyed by Florida’s Hispanic-Americans, this is the most unusual. I like to think of it as a liquid breakfast. The recipe comes from one of the best places to sample batidos, Las Islas Canarias restaurant, located on Ocean Drive in the heart of the Art Deco District of Miami Beach.


SERVES 1


1 cup puffed wheat cereal


½ cup milk


½ cup crushed ice


2 tablespoons sugar, or to taste


Pinch of salt


Combine all of the ingredients in a blender and purée until smooth. Serve at once.



Pineapple-Mint Batido



This recipe is a cross between a piña colada and a Mojito (see page 12). Batidos don’t normally contain rum, but you could always add an ounce or so to this one, if you like.


SERVES 2


1½ cups diced fresh pineapple


1½ cups crushed ice


⅓ cup canned sweetened coconut cream, such as Coco Lopez


¼ cup fresh mint leaves, or 1½ teaspoons dried, plus 2 large sprigs for garnish


1. Combine all of the ingredients except the garnish in a blender, and purée until smooth.


2. Pour the batidos into tall glasses and garnish each with a sprig of mint.





CUBAN COCKTAILS



Like so much of Caribbean culture, the Cuban cocktail began with the fateful encounter of the Old World and New World in 1492. Columbus and his successors brought many Old World and African foods to the New World, foremost among them sugar cane. By the eighteenth century, sugar cane was cultivated throughout the Caribbean, and by the nineteenth century, it was Cuba’s primary industry. And wherever sugar cane grows, you find rum.


Columbus was also responsible for bringing the second crucial cocktail ingredient to the Caribbean: the lime. It arrived here in 1493 and its antiscorbutic properties were much prized by European seafarers. Within a century, it had spread across the Caribbean to Central and South America.


The harshness of the early rums made mixing desirable, if not mandatory. With lime juice and sugar in place, the stage was set for the invention of Cuba’s most famous drink: the Daiquiri. History books credit an American, one Jennings S. Cox, with the drink’s discovery. Cox belonged to a contingent of American engineers who ran the Daiquiri iron mines in southeast Cuba after the Spanish-American War. Legend has it that Cox created the drink at the Venus Hotel in Santiago de Cuba. In all likelihood, he simply coined a name for a drink that had been enjoyed throughout Cuba for decades if not for centuries.


The Daiquiri wasn’t the only Cuban cocktail invented by Americans around the time of the Spanish-American War. Roosevelt’s Rough Riders introduced Cuba to a new soft drink invented by Atlanta pharmacist Dr. John Smyth Pemberton: Coca-Cola. Originally, coke and rum were combined with sugar and lime juice to toast the liberation of Havana. The result was the Cuba Libre (free Cuba).


If Cuban bartending was born during the Spanish-American War, it reached its heyday during Prohibition. Pan Am seaplane flights would roar off from Dinner Key, a tiny peninsula in Coconut Grove, ferrying American revelers to Havana. Bartenders became celebrities, creating new drinks, which they named for American movie stars. The Mary Pickford (rum, pineapple juice, grenadine, and maraschino liqueur) dates from this period, as does the Douglas Fairbanks (apricot brandy, lemon juice, egg white, and gin). Hemingway was both a fan and symbol of Prohibition-era Havana, where, legend has it, he would stop at the Floridita Bar for his daily Daiquiri, then La Bodeguita del Medio for his mojito.


The mojito is the most famous Cuban cocktail, although it’s ignored by most Anglos and virtually unknown in the States outside of Miami. A rum and lime spritzer, it owes its unique flavor to an herb called yerbabuena, a cousin of North America’s spearmint. One theory holds that the mojito is named for the popular Cuban table sauce mojo. Alternatively, the name may come from the Spanish verb mojar, to wet or moisten.


The traditional accompaniment for a mojito is chicharrónes, bite-size nuggets of deep-fried pork rind. While chicharrónes may not fit into the health-conscious North American diet, the fat helps slow the body’s alcohol absorption—and the speed with which you get drunk!





Rum Runner


Rum running was a widespread and honorable profession in the Florida Keys during Prohibition, immortalized in Hemingway’s novel, To Have and Have Not. Rum is legal, of course, these days, and an enormous amount of it is consumed in the Florida Keys in the form of the Rum Runner, a frozen drink made with three types of rum and an assortment of fruit liqueurs. Warning: Rum Runners go down with astonishing ease. When partaking, make sure you have a designated driver!


SERVES 2


1 ounce light rum


1 ounce dark rum


½ ounce 151° rum


1½ ounces banana liqueur


1 ounce blackberry brandy or sloe gin


½ ounce grenadine


1½ ounces fresh lime juice, plus 2 lime wedges for garnish


1½ cups crushed ice


1. Combine all of the ingredients except the lime wedges in a blender, and purée until smooth.


2. Pour into tumblers and garnish with the lime wedges.



South Beach Sangria



Sangría turns up at innumerable Spanish, Nicaraguan, and Cuban restaurants in South Florida. This one features the tropical fruits for which Dade County is becoming so famous.


SERVES 8


1 bottle (750 ml/25.4 ounces) dry red wine


¼ cup (packed) light brown sugar, or to taste


4 cinnamon sticks, 2 inches each


1 cup fresh orange juice


1 orange, thinly sliced and seeded


1 lemon, thinly sliced and seeded


2 star fruits, thinly sliced


1 mango, peeled, seeded, and diced (see page 80)


1 atemoya, peeled, seeded, and diced, or other exotic fruit


16 ounces club soda or 7-Up


1. Combine the wine, brown sugar, and cinnamon sticks in a large pitcher. Stir with a wooden spoon until the sugar dissolves. Stir in the orange juice and fruits. (The sangría can be prepared up to 30 minutes ahead to this stage. Indeed, it will taste richer if you let the fruit macerate for 30 minutes.)


2. Just before serving, stir in the club soda. Correct the flavorings, adding sugar or orange juice to taste.


Mojito (Rum Spritzer)


Mojito is one of the most refreshing drinks ever to grace a bar glass. To be strictly authentic, you’ll need yerbabuena (Mentha nemorosa in Latin), an herb in the mint family, whose name literally means “good herb” in Spanish. If you live in a city with a Cuban neighborhood, yerbabuena can be found at a botanica (herb shop) or Hispanic food market. It’s a little less sweet than American mint and has a slightly bitter aftertaste. Fresh spearmint, peppermint, or even sweet basil make acceptable substitutes.


SERVES 1


3 sprigs yerbabuena or mint (10 to 12 leaves), plus 1 large sprig for garnish


1 tablespoon sugar, or to taste


1½ tablespoons fresh lime juice


1½ ounces light rum


1 cup ice cubes


About 1 cup club soda


1. Strip the leaves off the 3 yerbabuena sprigs and place them at the bottom of a large highball glass. Add the sugar and lime juice. Gently pound these ingredients with the end of a wooden spoon: The idea is to bruise the yerbabuena leaves to release the aromatic oils.


2. Stir in the rum, followed by the ice cubes. Add enough club soda to fill the glass. Stir the mojito with a long-handled spoon until the sugar dissolves. Garnish the glass with the remaining yerbabuena sprig and serve at once.




GUARAPO: FRESH SUGAR CANE JUICE


Sidle up to a Cuban snack bar and you’ll observe a curious ritual. When a customer orders guarapo (wa-RA-po), the vendor takes a 3-foot length of fresh sugar cane and feeds it into a stainless steel box-like pressing device. A minute later a greenish liquid emerges from the chute at the bottom: guarapo—fresh sugar cane juice.


Cane juice isn’t nearly as sugary as you’d expect, for the sweetness is offset by an earthy mineral flavor and a delicate green taste, like alfalfa sprouts. Served over ice in a paper cup, it’s one of the best thirst quenchers under the Florida sun.


Guarapo can be purchased at many Hispanic markets and juice bars. Canned cane juice can be found in Asian markets. Boiled down to a thick, honeylike syrup, it is delectable on tea breads, pancakes, and waffles. You can also use it for curing fish. Guarapo is also the starting point of a famous Cuban cocktail. Just add light rum and fresh lime juice in equal portions.





Banana Mojito


Here’s a drink of my own invention, which is really a cross between a mojito and banana batido.


SERVES 4


1 very ripe banana


3 ounces light rum


3 tablespoons fresh lime juice


3 tablespoons sugar, or to taste


3 tablespoons chopped fresh mint leaves, plus 4 mint sprigs for garnish


1 cup crushed ice


2 cups club soda


1. Peel and dice the banana and place it in a blender with the rum, lime juice, sugar, chopped mint, and ice. Blend until smooth and creamy.


2. Add the club soda and blend for a few seconds to mix. Pour the mojito into 4 tall glasses. Garnish each with a sprig of mint.


Mamey Daiquiri


Frozen daiquiris have, of course, become standard fare at any North American bar. There’s no mistaking the Cuban origins of this daiquiri, a specialty of Miami’s cutting-edge Cuban restaurants, made with a tropical fruit that looks and tastes like a cross between a melon and baked sweet potato. A similar daiquiri could be made with mango, papaya, or strawberries. The nutmeg—my own addition—is optional.


SERVES 1


5 tablespoons chopped mamey, or other fruit mentioned above


1½ ounces light rum


2 tablespoons half-and-half


2 tablespoons fresh lime juice


1 to 2 tablespoons sugar, or to taste


1 cup crushed ice


Freshly grated nutmeg


1. Combine all of the ingredients except the nutmeg in a blender, and blend until smooth.


2. Pour the daiquiri into a shallow champagne glass and lightly dust with freshly grated nutmeg.


Saoco


Saoco (sa-OH-ko) is traditionally made with the water (the clear liquid) of a green coconut. Green coconuts can be found at Hispanic markets. To open them, whack off the top with a cleaver or large chef’s knife. You can also make saoco with the liquid in a ripe (hard brown) coconut. To open the latter, punch in the “eyes” (round dots on the top of the shell) with a screwdriver, then drain the coconut over a glass.


SERVES 1


2 to 3 ounces coconut water


1½ ounces light rum


2 teaspoons fresh lime juice, or to taste


2 teaspoons sugar, or to taste


Ice cubes


Combine all of the ingredients except the ice in a shaker glass, and stir with a spoon until the sugar dissolves. Pour the mixture into a stemmed glass filled with ice.


Mulata


Chocolate and lime aren’t ingredients one would readily think of combining, but they go together well in this classic Cuban cocktail. Traditionally, a Mulata is served straight up, but you can also make a frozen Mulata by puréeing the ingredients in a blender.


SERVES 1


1½ ounces light rum


¾ ounce dark crème de cacao


1 tablespoon fresh lime juice, or to taste


1 cup ice cubes


Combine all of the ingredients in a bar shaker, cover, and shake well. Strain the Mulata into a martini glass.


Cuban Coffee


Let the Italians have their espresso, the French their café au lait: I raise my cup for café cubano. I’m certainly not alone. This dark, dulcet brew is one of the official drinks of Miami, sipped by the thousands from thimble-size plastic cups. In most American cities, only “Yupscale” restaurants or cafés have commercial espresso machines. In Miami, such equipment is found at the lowliest lunch counter. Elsewhere in the country people pay 1 to 2 dollars for a cup of espresso; Miamians pay an average of 30 cents a shot for café cubano!


Cuban coffee is something of a misnomer, as the most popular brands, Café Pilon and Café Bustelo, use beans from Ecuador, Colombia, Brazil, and other countries, but not Cuba. What makes the coffee Cuban is its intensity and sweetness. Cuban coffee is always served presweetened. To make true Cuban coffee, with the characteristic froth on top, you really need a commercial espresso machine. But good results can be obtained with a home model.


SERVES 4


3 tablespoons finely ground dark roast coffee


1 cup water


2 to 3 teaspoons sugar, or to taste


Make the coffee in an espresso machine, following the manufacturer’s instructions. Have the sugar in the receiving cup. Stir well and serve at once.




HOW TO DRINK COFFEE LIKE A CUBAN


Black as night, sweet as sin, frothy as a sea squall, and dear to Floridians of all ethnic persuasions, that’s café cubano—Cuban coffee.


Cuban coffee comes in a variety of forms and sizes. Here’s the lingo you need to drink it like a native.


CAFE CUBANO: Sweetened black coffee for one person. (In other cities, it would be called espresso.) It’s usually served in a demitasse and is always served sweetened. (To order it without sugar, say sin azúcar.)


COLADA: An order of Cuban coffee to be shared with office companions or friends. Coladas are usually ordered to go. You will be given a small styrofoam cup of coffee and a half-dozen thimble-size plastic serving cups.


CAFE CON LECHE: Roughly equal parts Cuban coffee and hot milk. This is the Cuban equivalent of French café au lait.


CAFE CORTADITO: Cuban coffee with a little milk.


CAFE CARAJILLO: Cuban coffee with brandy.








Starters, Snacks, and Fritters


In Spain they’re known as tapas, in Nicaragua antejitos. But whatever you call them, they mean bar food unlike any you’ll find elsewhere in the U.S. Floridians are great fans of Hispanic hors d’oeuvres, partaking of them with gusto at Nicaraguan steak houses, Spanish and Cuban restaurants in Miami’s Little Havana, and seaside pubs from Panama City to Key West.


The term tapas comes from tapar, the Spanish verb meaning “to cover.” The first tapas were served on small plates that acted as covers for drink glasses. In time, the food on these plates became delicacies in their own right. Spanish tapas have profoundly influenced Floridian bar fare. Popular hors d’oeuvre flavorings, for example, include chorizo (Spanish sausage), jamón serrano (mountain-style ham), and queso manchego (Spanish sheep’s milk cheese).


Other Floridian starters have more direct Caribbean roots. Consider the Caribbean vegetable chips served at popular Hispanic restaurants, such as Miami’s Yuca and Cafe Tu Tu Tango. Chips and dips have been around, of course, as long as potatoes and tortillas have. But only in Florida are they made with such exotic vegetables as yuca, malanga, boniato, and plantain.


Fritters, too, loom large on Florida’s culinary landscape. Hush puppies are a mainstay among rural Floridians from the central and northern part of the state. Key Westers are partial to conch fritters, made with giant sea snails that once teemed in south Florida’s waters. (Today, most of our conch comes from the Bahamas.) Salt cod fritters turn up in our Bajan (Barbadian) and Jamaican restaurants. Fried plantains and plantain fritters are immensely popular among Miami’s Hispano-Americans. But Floridians will turn just about any food into fritters, from alligator to olives.


Also popular with Florida snackers are tamales, empanadas, and arepas. The first are savory snacks cooked inside corn husks. Empanadas are crisp-fried turnovers that come with a variety of fillings, from spiced beef to guava paste and cheese. Arepas are a gift of our Colombian community, a cross between polenta and a grilled cheese sandwich. All turn up at street fairs, where they’re enjoyed by Anglos and Hispanics alike.


Here’s a look at some of the most popular Floridian snack foods. It’s a long way from nachos!


Floridian Tuber Chips


To most Americans, a chip means one of two essential American snack foods: a potato chip or a corn chip. Here in Florida we make chips from a host of tropical vegetables, from boniatos to plantains. You don’t even have to go to an ethnic restaurant to enjoy our unusual chips. Stop at a traffic light in a Hispanic neighborhood in Miami and you may be approached by a mariquita man, selling paper bags of crisp plantain chips.


SERVES 4


3 to 4 cups canola or peanut oil, for frying


1 pound boniato, malanga, yam, dasheen (taro), or other Hispanic root vegetables


Salt


1. Pour the oil to a depth of 2 to 3 inches in a deep-fat fryer, dutch oven, or deep heavy skillet and heat to 350°F.


2. Peel the tubers. Slice them as thinly as possible across the grain on a mandoline. If you have a lightweight mandoline, slice the chips directly into the hot fat in small batches so as not to crowd the pan. Alternatively, slice the chips onto a plate or dish towel, then add them to the fat.


3. Fry the chips until golden brown, a total of 1 to 2 minutes, turning with a wire skimmer. Drain the chips on paper towels. Sprinkle with salt and serve at once.


Note: A mandoline is a flat wooden, metal, or plastic slicer with an adjustable metal blade in the center. Slice the chips as thinly as possible. The fine slicing blade of a food processor will work in a pinch, but the slices won’t be as even. Most Hispanic grocery stores sell inexpensive wooden mandolines.




HISPANIC TUBERS


You may have seen them at the supermarket. Strange looking tubers. Bizarre roots. Inscrutable produce arranged alongside the more commonplace potatoes and carrots. They are Latin American vegetables and they are being added to America’s melting pot with increasing fervor and frequency.


These foods were once available only at ethnic markets and specialty shops. Due to the influx of Hispanic immigrants in the last fifteen years, they’ve become available closer to home. For the cook, it’s a whole new ballgame. Here’s a scorecard to help you identify the players.


BONIATO: Sweet-potato-like, but harder, drier, and considerably less sweet than the North American varieties. Also known as batata, camote, and Cuban sweet potato, this turnip-shaped or elongated root has patchy reddish or purplish brown skin. The flavor has the mealy sweetness of chestnuts.


DASHEEN: This barrel-shaped tuber with its shaggy, barklike skin and concentric, ringlike markings is known by a myriad of names, including tannia, tannier, taro, and eddo. (Dasheen is a corruption of the French words de la Chine, “from China.”) The flesh may be white, cream colored, or even lavender and turns purplish or gray when cooked. The flavor is similar to potato, with hints of artichoke and chestnut.


MALANGA: Also known as yautia, this gnarled, elongated, brown-skinned root looks like a carrot that’s been through the wringer. The pink, yellow, or cream-colored flesh has an aroma reminiscent of a musty cellar. For me, this one is an acquired taste, but it’s much beloved in Miami.


YAM: Most of what passes for yam in the United States is actually sweet potato. There’s no mistaking the Afro-Hispanic yam (also called ñame or gname). Its color ranges from white to ivory to pale yellow, and when freshly sliced, it exudes a sticky juice. The flavor recalls potato with a faint hint of chestnut. But yams are never sweet. Yams can grow up to 6 feet in length, so it’s customary to buy them in pieces.





Mariquitas


Mariquita is the Cuban name for a crisp-fried green plantain chip, reminiscent in taste to the potato chip. Nicaraguans call them tajadas. The plantains are sliced lengthwise to create a long, slender, wavy chip. Stand the chips upright in your favorite dip to create a whimsical hors d’oeuvre.


SERVES 4


3 to 4 cups canola or peanut oil, for frying


2 green plantains


Salt or garlic salt


1. Pour the oil to a depth of 2 to 3 inches in a deep-fat fryer, dutch oven, or deep heavy skillet and heat to 350°F.


2. Peel the plantains (see the sidebar, page 28). Slice lengthwise as thinly as possible on a mandoline. If you have a lightweight mandoline, slice the strips directly into the hot fat in small batches so as not to crowd the pan. Alternatively, slice the chips onto a plate or dish towel, then add them to the fat.


3. Fry the strips until golden brown, a total of 1 to 2 minutes, turning with a wire skimmer. Drain the mariquitas on paper towels. Sprinkle with salt and serve at once.


Black Beans Salsa


The Southwest meets the Sunshine State in this colorful “Floribbean” salsa. Serve it with the Mariquitas or Floridian Tuber Chips in the preceding recipes or even with tortilla chips.


SERVES 4 TO 6


2 cups Firm-Cooked Black Beans (see page 269)


2 to 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


3 to 4 tablespoons fresh lime juice, or to taste


½ cup cooked corn kernels


1 ripe avocado, peeled, pitted, and finely diced


1 poblano chili or ½ green bell pepper, cored, seeded, and finely diced


½ red bell pepper, cored, seeded, and finely diced


½ cup finely diced red onion


½ scotch bonnet chili or 1 to 2 jalapeño chilies, seeded and minced


½ teaspoon ground cumin


½ cup finely chopped fresh cilantro or mint leaves


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


Combine all of the ingredients in a mixing bowl and toss well. Correct the seasonings, adding salt or lime juice to taste. The salsa should be highly seasoned.


Gator Guacamole


Florida avocados, or alligator pears, as they’re sometimes called, are larger, rounder, and sweeter than the California varieties, but either will work fine. I like to serve Mariquitas (page 20) with this guacamole, which is medium-hot to hot, depending on the amount of chili you decide to use.


SERVES 4 TO 6


2 ripe avocados (preferably Florida avocados)


3 to 4 tablespoons sour orange juice (see page 72) or fresh lime juice


1 clove garlic, minced


½ to 1 scotch bonnet chili, seeded and minced


4 scallions, trimmed and finely chopped


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro or mint leaves


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1 cup Firm-Cooked Black Beans (see page 269)


1. Peel, pit, and finely dice the avocados, then toss them with 1 tablespoon of the sour orange juice to prevent discoloring.


2. Place half the avocados in a bowl with the garlic, chili, and scallions. Mash with a fork to a smooth paste. Beat in the olive oil, the remaining sour orange juice, cilantro, and salt and pepper.


3. Gently fold in the black beans and remaining diced avocado. Correct the seasonings, adding salt, olive oil, or sour orange juice. Spoon the guacamole into a bowl and stand some of the plantain chips upright in it. Arrange the remaining chips in a basket at the side of the guacamole.


Smoked Mullet Dip


Smoked mullet is a specialty of the northwest coast of Florida, especially Cedar Key, where it’s mixed with cream cheese and sour cream to make an outrageously savory dip. Smoked mullet can be found at select fishmongers and some Greek markets. If unavailable, smoked bluefish or mackerel make acceptable substitutes. Serve with crackers, bagel chips, or thin slices of crusty bread.


SERVES 4


8 ounces smoked mullet


4 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature


½ cup sour cream


Dash of Tabasco sauce


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1. Remove the skin and any bones from the mullet and purée the fish in a food processor. Work in all of the remaining ingredients.


2. Correct the seasonings, adding Tabasco sauce and salt or pepper to taste. Transfer to a serving bowl and refrigerate, covered, until serving time.



Floridian Tortilla



In most parts of the country, tortilla means a Mexican-style flatbread made of cornmeal or flour. In Florida, the term often refers to a traditional Spanish snack, a sort of frittata made with onions and potatoes. My version differs from traditional tortilla espagnola in two ways. First, I use boniato (Cuban sweet potato) in place of potato. (If boniato is unavailable, use Yukon golds or Idaho potatoes.) Second, to make the dish lighter, I cook the boniatos by boiling instead of deep-frying.


SERVES 8 TO 10


3 pounds boniato or potatoes, peeled and cut into ¼-inch-thick slices


Salt


3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


2 onions, thinly sliced


6 eggs, beaten


Freshly ground black pepper


1. Preheat the oven to 375°F.


2. Place the boniato slices in a large pot with cold water to cover and 1 teaspoon salt. Bring to a boil. Reduce the heat and simmer the boniato until tender, 10 minutes. Drain in a colander and rinse with cold water. Drain well.


3. Heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in a 10-inch nonstick ovenproof frying pan. Add the onions and cook over medium heat until golden brown, about 5 minutes.


4. Transfer the onions with a slotted spoon to a mixing bowl. Stir in the boniato, eggs, and salt and pepper to taste. The tortilla mixture should be highly seasoned.


5. Heat the remaining 1 tablespoon oil in the frying pan over medium heat. Add all of the tortilla mixture and pat with a spatula into a pancake shape. Lightly brown the bottom of the tortilla, about 2 minutes. Transfer the frying pan to the oven and bake the tortilla until the egg is set, about 30 minutes. When cooked, an inserted skewer will come out clean.


6. Remove the pan from the oven and let cool for 5 minutes. Invert the tortilla onto a round platter. The tortilla can be served warm or at room temperature. Cut into wedges for serving.


Conch Fritters


Conch fritters are a mainstay in the Florida Keys, and there are probably as many versions as there are seaside bars to serve them. Conch has a mild, sweet taste—like an ethereal scallop. If it tastes fishy or ammoniated, it’s no good. Virtually all the conch sold in the U.S. comes trimmed, but if any black or orange membranes slipped by the processor, they should be removed. (For a full discussion of conch, see page 174.) Should conch be unavailable in your area, you could use equal parts shrimp and scallops. The Caribbean Cocktail Sauce on page 113 makes a good accompaniment.


MAKES 24 TO 28


8 ounces conch (see page 172), cut into ½ inch pieces


1 cup all-purpose flour


1 teaspoon sugar


1 teaspoon baking powder


1 egg, beaten


6 to 8 tablespoons buttermilk or milk


1 pickled jalapeño chili, minced


¼ cup finely chopped onion


¼ cup finely chopped red bell pepper


¼ cup minced celery


1 clove garlic, minced


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


About 2 cups vegetable oil, for frying


1. Finely grind the conch in a food processor or meat grinder.


2. Combine the flour, sugar, baking powder, and egg in a large bowl and beat well, adding buttermilk as necessary to obtain a thick paste. The mixture should be the consistency of muffin batter. Stir in the conch, vegetables, and salt and pepper.


3. Just before serving, pour the oil to a depth of at least 1 inch in a small frying pan or electric skillet, and heat to 350°F. Using 2 spoons or a small ice cream scoop, drop 1-inch balls of batter into the oil. Fry, turning with a slotted spoon or wire skimmer, until golden brown, about 2 minutes total. Work in several batches, so as not to crowd the pan.


4. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the fritters to paper towels to drain. Arrange the fritters on a platter lined with a doily and serve at once.




OUT OF THE FRYING PAN


Deep-frying is hardly a fashionable cooking method in these health-conscious 1990s. But without it, there would be no conch fritters, no hush puppies, and none of that Cuban snack favorite, croquetas. In short, Florida’s cuisine would be considerably impoverished without fritters. Eat them in moderate quantities and the pleasure you derive may well offset any deleterious effects from the fat.


There’s no great mystery to the popularity of fritters here in the tropics. Quick to prepare and cooked at the last minute, fritters are the ideal street food. The speed of preparation makes them ideal party fare as well. Most fritters are highly seasoned, making them the perfect companion to Florida’s bounty of festive mixed drinks.


Deep-frying is easy, but there are a few watchpoints. First, use a neutral-tasting oil with a high smoking point: peanut or canola oil is ideal. Second, heat the oil to the proper temperature (350° to 375°F). If the oil is too cool, the fritters will be soggy. If too hot, the exterior of the fritter will burn before the inside has a chance to cook.


There’s a simple way to test the temperature of the oil, even if you don’t have a deep-frying thermometer. Add a slice of garlic: If bubbles dance around it vigorously for 20 seconds without browning the garlic, the oil is the proper temperature for frying. If the garlic sinks to the bottom, the oil is too cool. If it browns immediately, the oil is too hot.


Cook fritters in small batches: Crowding the pan lowers the overall temperature of the oil and prevents the fritters from cooking properly. Let the oil reheat before adding another batch. Finally, place the fritters on paper towels to drain before serving.






Plantain Fried Olives



This recipe uses ripe plantains, which are sweet and fruity, like bananas. Cuban tradition calls for them to be filled with picadillo (spiced stewed ground beef or other meat). If you have the time, such fritters are delicious. This recipe achieves the same contrast of sweet and salty in considerably less time by stuffing plantains with olives, capers, and raisins. For the best results, use pintones, sweet, semi-ripe plantains. The Banana-Molasses Ketchup on page 128 would make a good accompaniment.


MAKES 24


2 semi-ripe plantains (skin is yellow with black spots)


24 bottled pitted jumbo green olives


24 raisins


24 capers


About 1 cup all-purpose flour


1 egg, beaten


About 1 cup fine dry bread crumbs


About 2 cups vegetable oil, for frying


1. Peel the plantains (see sidebar, page 28) and cut them into 1-inch pieces. Cook in 1 quart of boiling water in a medium-size saucepan until soft, 10 to 15 minutes. Drain the plantains well in a strainer and return to the pan. Mash the plantains with a potato masher or fork and let cool.


2. Stuff each olive with a raisin and a caper. Pinch off 1 inch pieces of mashed plantain and pat each into a 2-inch disk. Wrap each olive in a plantain disk, rolling it between the palms of your hands to form a smooth ball. (The fritters can be prepared up to 6 hours ahead to this stage and stored, covered, in the refrigerator.)


3. Place the flour in a shallow bowl, the egg in a second bowl, and the bread crumbs in a third.


4. Just before serving, pour the oil to a depth of at least 1 inch, in a small frying pan or electric skillet and heat to 350°F. Using 2 forks, dip each plantain ball in flour to cover. Shake off the excess and dip the balls in the beaten egg to cover, then roll in the bread crumbs, shaking off the excess.


5. Fry the fritters, turning with a skimmer, until golden brown on all sides, about 2 minutes total. Work in several batches, so as not to crowd the pan.


6. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the fritters to paper towels to drain. Arrange the fritters on a platter lined with a doily and serve at once.


Plantain Spiders


These crisp, garlicky fritters make a great introduction to green plantain. The long strands of grated plantain look a little like the legs of a spider, whence the fritter’s curious name. This recipe was inspired by Puerto Rican-born Miami chef Carmen Gonzales. The Tamarind Cream Sauce on page 126 would make a good accompaniment.


MAKES 24 TO 30


2 large green plantains


1 piece (1 inch) fresh ginger, peeled


6 cloves garlic, minced


About 2 cups vegetable oil, for frying


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1. Peel the plantains as described in the accompanying sidebar and grate on the coarse side of a hand grater or in a food processor fitted with the julienne disk. Cut the ginger into the thinnest possible slivers.


2. Combine the plantain, ginger, and garlic in a mixing bowl and toss with 2 spoons to mix.


3. Just before serving, pour oil to a depth of at least 1 inch in a small frying pan or electric skillet, and heat to 350°F.


4. Using 2 spoons or your fingertips, form 1-inch balls of the plantain mixture and lower them into the oil. Don’t pack the plantain shreds too tightly; the fritters should look spiky and lacy. Fry the spiders, turning with a skimmer or slotted spoon, until golden brown, about 2 minutes total. Work in several batches, so as not to crowd the pan.


5. Transfer the fritters to paper towels to drain. Sprinkle with salt and pepper and serve at once.





THE BANANA’S JUMBO COUSIN


To the untrained eye, the plantain (accent on the first syllable) could easily be mistaken for a banana. But woe betide the unsuspecting eater who slices one onto his corn flakes! Shaped like a banana and with a banana smell, the plantain is rarely eaten in its raw state. But fry, boil, or bake it and it becomes an epicure’s morsel.


I didn’t realize how popular plantains were until I moved to Miami. This jumbo cousin of the banana turns up at our ethnic grocery stores and mainstream supermarkets, at humble sandwich shops and exclusive restaurants, at ethnic eateries of a dozen nationalities. Tostones, mariquitas, maduros, and other plantain preparations are as popular here in the Caribbean basin as french fries are in the North.


When green, the plantain is bland and starchy, like a yuca or potato. As it ripens, it becomes sweeter, tasting more and more like a banana. But even when fully ripe, it remains firm, which makes it very useful for cooking.


As the name suggests, a green plantain will have a hard bright green skin. A semi-ripe plantain (known as pinton in Spanish) will be yellow with black spots, while a ripe one will be completely black. Like many tropical fruits, the plantain is at its sweetest when it is so ripe it looks like you should throw it out! It takes 6 to 8 days for a green plantain to ripen fully.


Plantains are more difficult to peel than bananas, especially when green. With a paring knife, slice off the ends and cut the fruit into 3-inch sections. Make a lengthwise slit in the skin of each section. Slide your thumbnails under the slit to pry off the skin. Some chefs soak the plantain sections in a bowl of ice water before skinning. Others skin the plantains under running water to wash away the milky liquid that sometimes seeps from the skin. If you do, pat the plantain sections dry with paper towels.


Plantains are widely available—even in northern cities. Look for them in the produce section of your supermarket or in any store that caters to a Caribbean or Latin American clientele.





Black-Eyed Pea Fritters


I first tasted these fritters at a streetside fry shop in Key West, where they go by the Cuban name bollos. Made from ground black-eyed peas, they resemble a famous Brazilian fritter called acarajé. The traditional recipe calls for the peas to be skinned, a process that’s as boring as it is time-consuming, but I prefer the speckled effect that results from leaving the skins intact. I’ve jazzed up the traditional recipe by adding cilantro and scotch bonnet chili.


MAKES ABOUT 40


1 cup dried black-eyed peas


8 to 10 cloves garlic


1 very small onion, quartered


½ scotch bonnet chili or 1 to 2 jalapeño chilies, seeded and minced (optional; for even spicier fritters, leave the seeds in)


3 tablespoons minced fresh cilantro or Italian (flat-leaf) parsley


2 eggs


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


½ teaspoon baking powder


About 2 cups vegetable oil, for frying


1. Spread out the black-eyed peas on a tray and pick through them, removing any stones or stems. Place the peas in a colander and rinse thoroughly under cold water. Transfer the peas to a large bowl with cold water to cover by 2 inches. Soak overnight in the refrigerator.


2. The next day, thoroughly drain the peas in a colander. Place the peas, garlic, onion, and chili in a food processor and grind to a smooth paste. You’ll need to run the machine for several minutes, stopping to scrape the sides of the bowl several times with a rubber spatula. Add the cilantro, eggs, and plenty of salt and pepper. Purée again to a smooth paste, 2 to 3 minutes. Transfer the batter to a bowl, cover, and let rest for 30 minutes.


3. Beat the baking powder into the batter with a wooden spoon. Continue beating the batter for 1 to 2 minutes to incorporate air and make the fritters light.


4. Just before serving, pour the oil to a depth of at least 1 inch in a small frying pan or electric skillet, and heat to 350°F. Using 2 spoons, drop 1-inch balls of batter into the oil. Fry, turning with a slotted spoon or wire skimmer, until golden brown, about 2 minutes total. Work in several batches, so as not to crowd the pan.


5. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the fritters to paper towels to drain. Arrange the fritters on a platter lined with a doily and serve at once.


Note: Unused batter can be kept for several days in the refrigerator. Stir in an additional ½ teaspoon baking powder for every cup of batter you have left. Beat well before frying.


Yuca Fritters


Crisp on the outside, soft and chewy inside, these fritters exemplify the delectably doughy texture of cooked yuca. You can spice up these fritters virtually any way you desire: with chopped cilantro or other herbs, minced chilies, saffron, or grated cheese. The Sunshine Aioli on page 122 makes a good dipping sauce.


MAKES ABOUT 20


1 pound yuca


3 cloves garlic, chopped
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