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                To my parents, Belita and Etienne, who revealed to me how essential the table and its pleasures are.

                To my grandchildren, Shane and Maya: may they follow the tradition.
	

        



Foreword




    
    Brazil is a country the size of a continent. From the Amazon rainforest in the north to the Pampas in the south, the scenery sweeps like a cinemascope catalogue of breathtaking beauty. The people are as varied as the scenery: Native Indians, Portuguese, Africans, Japanese, Italians, Germans, Lebanese, and others come together daily to mix and mingle and make Brazil one of the most diverse nations in the world. I love Brazil. And I delighted in Yara Robert’s love of her native land the first time we met over a decade ago. We both understood that Brazil’s cooking was as amazing as its history.

    Brazil’s cooking holds no secrets for Yara. In The Brazilian Table, she takes the reader on a culinary tour of the country she obviously loves and knows well. From the palm oil–hued dishes created by the enslaved Africans of Salvador da Bahía to the dishes inspired by the Portuguese royal courts passing through the food of the native peoples of the Amazon region, with a gracious nod to the nation’s newer immigrants, and a salute to her home state of Minas Gerais, Roberts is an able tour guide. She not only tempts us with mouthwatering dishes, she also gives us a primer on Brazilian culinary history and regales us with anecdotes from her childhood along the way.

    The journey is a fascinating one filled with the bright tastes of mangoes, pineapples, and coconut. It intrigues the cook with dishes that put new twists on favorite foods such as Roast Chicken, King-Style, Stuffed with Farofa, and delights with innovations such as Corn Crème Brûlée that could only come from this country of bounty and wonder. It challenges the food historian with its revelation of a culinary culture that is little known to the English-speaking world. Finally, it thrills armchair travelers and culinary omnivores with its brilliant photography, much of it by Yara’s husband, Richard Roberts. Whether reading or eating, The Brazilian Table offers a satisfying meal that will delight eyes, mind, and palate.

    —Jessica B. Harris

    Professor, author, and culinary historian

    January 2009
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Preface




    
    It’s eight in the evening, “curtain time.” Within a few minutes, eight people will arrive
        at our house for dinner. Yara and I don’t know them nor do they know us—yet. We start with a
        brief preview of the evening as we serve caipirinhas, batidas, and soft drinks. Then Yara
        invites those who are interested to move to the kitchen with her and to help with or just
        watch the preparation of the dinner to come. A few minutes after she begins to show how to
        make each dish on the menu, many participants decide to don aprons, wash hands, and join in
        the preparation. After a half hour or so, a sense of play begins to enliven in the
        participants a desire to learn, and that sets off jokes, cheering, and gentle heckling. It
        has become fun.

    Characteristically, the food she prepares with our guests is all from Brazilian
        ingredients, with recipes that are traditional, adapted, or wholly created by a Brazilian:
        Yara Castro Roberts—your chef, writer, and guide through this book. During dinner, she tells
        the story of food in Brazil from its earliest days to the present.

    At the table, the conversation flows freely and ranges wide. Guests who are new to Brazil
        often question both of us about what it’s “really” like to live here, and we answer frankly
        according to their interests. We love it, and we can identify and communicate what we love
        about it, namely, its people and its beauty. With Brazilians, conversation quickly becomes
        one you would have with old friends.

    We’ve entertained people from a variety of backgrounds, interests, and nationalities.
        There have been vacationing businessmen touring Brazil on motorcycles, backpacking students
        staying at hostels, a king and queen, nobelauriate authors, artists, professors, chefs,
        couples with children, grandparents, the young, and the old. After a while, we wondered if
        there was some commonality in this variety. One day it dawned on us that all our guests had
        two simple but salient qualities in common. First, each one was curious about the world at
        large. Second, each had the quality of feeling “comfortable in his or her own skin” (a
        literal translation from the apt French phrase—bien dans sa peau). Now a dinner composed of
        people who share those two qualities is going to be . . . fun. And they have been. Toward
        the end of the evening at our Brazilian Table, guests often exchange addresses not just with
        us but also with each other. We call what we do here in Paraty the Academy of Cooking &
        Other Pleasures, and, by the time they leave, guests understand that we really mean it when
        we answer, “You are,” when we are asked the question, “What are the other pleasures?” Of
        course, there is also the visual pleasure of the table decoration that is set to fit each
        region, using only a natural palette of flowers, seeds, fruits, palm fronds, and local arts
        and crafts.

    We do all this in four languages when the need arises, since we’re both fluent in English,
        Portuguese, Spanish, and French. When there’s more than one language at our table, people
        tend to settle on some form of English, and the non-English speakers are more comfortable
        since they know they can retreat with us into their own language (as long as it’s not one of
        hundreds we don’t speak!).

    The fun that everyone has at our table is based in some part on the fact that it all looks
        effortless. And it is really, yet it’s our own particular set of skills and life experiences
        that help produce that ease. That life experience includes having lived and worked in four
        different countries on three continents. 

    Yara is Brazilian. She was born in Belo Horizonte, the daughter of a mother who directed a
        catering business and a father who was a newspaper journalist. Her professions have spanned
        ballet dancing in Brazil, a child development career based on a specialist degree from the
        Sorbonne and practice in Paris and the United States, and being a chef for the last twenty
        years with formal training at Boston University. The first article about her in the press
        occurred many years ago when Nancy Jenkins covered her in The New York Times. She went on to
        do a series of cooking programs for WGBH in Boston that was nominated for an Emmy. Six years
        ago, we moved back to Brazil and started the school. Again, the press has been generous, and
        we’ve been covered in newspapers, magazines, and travel guides in the United States and
        Europe.

    I am an American. I was born in Paris of a French mother, who later directed art galleries
        in New York, and an American father, who ran engineering companies in the chemical industry
        in Europe and the United States. I went to the university and graduate school at Princeton
        and Yale and made a career in business. First, I led divisions of large multi-national
        companies in the United States and in Latin America. Then I opened my own management
        consulting business and concluded that career by initiating a merger of two
        multibillion-dollar companies. Now I can and do devote full time to photography. 

    Each of us grew up in households where dinner was sacred, conversation was important, and
        guests were constant and cherished. So at dinner, we always draw out our guests and never
        leave anyone silent, since we’re likely to find something in common with almost
        everyone.

    We write this from beautiful Paraty—a seventeenth-century colonial village with
        cobblestone streets, sounds of children playing, no cars in its historic center, and the
        clip-clop of the horse-drawn carriages that regularly tour the village. In addition, the
        village is at the center of a twenty-mile-wide circle that contains some of the most varied
        natural beauty in the world. Behind Paraty is the lush and mountainous Atlantic coast forest
        (the Mata Atlantica) full of rivers, cool waterfalls, and wildlife. Along the coast are long
        white-sand beaches lined with fruit trees. Seaward is an array of thirty islands where we
        can anchor for a dive into emerald-green water, stop for lunch, and swim with the fish
        between courses. And most important are its residents. They are a friendly and talented
        group, including families who have lived here for generations, a true sample of Brazil. It’s
        because of the atmosphere they have created that we bought a house here twenty-four years
        ago. Six years ago, after rebuilding, we started living in it and we now spend nine months
        of the year here. We write of Paraty with gratitude, because its beauty and its consequent
        attraction for a broad range of people is what has enabled us to do what we do and now for
        Yara to write the book you hold in your hands.

    —Richard Roberts 

    To contact us:

    yara@chefbrasil.com

    richard@barclayimages.com
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            Whatever happens through the history of a country, regardless of its size, richness,
                or cultural or political importance, much happens at the table!

            Of course there are the wars, alliances, and misalliances; marriages between kings
                and queens; revolutions; climate changes; the fall and the rise of leaders; and the
                resettlement of peoples to be considered. 

            Sometimes the table may not even look like a table; it might be a mat or a rug under
                the sky or a shady tree or in a tent. In spite of its mode, the table is the scene
                where appealing facts that are closely attached to the history of places and peoples
                are revealed. 

            And Brazil has not been any different. 

            It all started in the 1500s with the encounter between the Portuguese and the natives
                in coastal Brazil. The fact that the Portuguese didn’t bring women with them created
                an incomparable opportunity for cultural exchanges.

            One of those exchanges occurred because the cunhãs, the Indian women, were in charge of the cooking for the
                newly arrived. They cooked in the way they knew best, which was to grill: placing
                seafood, game, fruits, and vegetables directly on the moquém, a wooded platform above the fire that the Indians
                used for cooking. The food was often wrapped in leaves. The natives and the
                Portuguese ate together around a large woven mat of palm tree leaves. On it, the
                familiar Indian dishes were side by side with the new foods the Portuguese either
                had brought or had cultivated in the new land, all prepared by the hands of the
                cunhãs and served with large amounts of hot peppers and roasted manioc flour. 

            By sharing food around this rustic table, a strong cultural assimilation took place
                that probably helped to craft the fusion of races so important in the formation of
                Brazilian culture. 

            The Africans began arriving in Brazil in the mid-sixteenth century. Although they
                came as slaves, they had belonged to well-organized, developed societies with strong
                traditions and rich cultures expressed in agricultural methods, the manufacture of
                attractive cooking utensils, and a great cuisine. 

            The African women were skillful cooks, knowing how to stew and how to bake to
                preserve foods. Once living in Brazil, the African slaves looked around, as good
                cooks and chefs do, identifying ingredients that looked familiar. They also learned
                from the Indian women how to use the native herbs, fruits, roots, and vegetables.
                They then added the familiar coconut milk, palm oil, peanuts, and okra to the
                cooking . . . and soon they had taken over their master’s kitchen.

            In the master’s kitchen, the African woman learned new dishes, but she also slipped
                in the same ingredients she used in her own slave kitchen, enticing her master and
                his family’s palates. These ingredients then became indispensable to the slave
                owner’s table.

            In the kitchen of the senzala (the slave
                headquarters), the African woman cooked dishes with the leftover ingredients from
                the master’s kitchen and enriched them with her favorite fragrant ingredients. Most
                of these dishes were also cooked for the orixás (African gods) as part of the ceremonies of Candomblé, the religious rites that have since
                blossomed in Brazil. 

            Gathered around their respective tables, masters and slaves came to appreciate the
                same foods, and their ethnicities began to blend together.

            Not long after, news of gold and semiprecious stones being discovered in eastern
                Brazil spread to settlements and villages along the coast. Tens of thousands of
                people joined organized groups to find wealth thousands of miles away from their own
                homes. This movement inland dramatically changed the way the country developed.
                Primitive hamlets developed along the effluents of the São Francisco River and, to a
                lesser extent, along the effluents of the Rio Grande. This ensemble of mines and
                their settlements was named Minas Gerais, or General Mines.

            After decades of difficult times in this region, including shortages of food, a
                prosperous period followed in the mid-1700s. Towns sprouted, and richness and wealth
                began to pave the road for the Minas Gerais region to become the epicenter of
                colonial politics. 

            In wealthy towns such as Ouro Preto and Diamantina, some residents had access to a
                few ingredients that came from Portugal, such as apricots, prunes, and raisins, and
                spices such as cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves. The presence of these ingredients, used
                only on special occasions, was evidence that such a person had political connections
                with Portugal. 

            The table setting was also refined and elegant, with tablecloths embroidered by hand
                and made with linen and lace. Crystal, silver, and beautiful china were brought from
                England, India, and Macao. 

            Dishes such as marinated roasted pork loin, whole suckling pig, baked stuffed quail,
                chicken stews, and dazzling desserts, all with strong Portuguese influence, became
                part of the Brazilian table. The African women in charge of the cooking paired with
                the Portuguese ladies to master the use of sugar to make candied fruits, caramelized
                desserts, and sumptuous cakes. 

            These elegant tables with the refined dishes might have set the ideal stage for the
                exchange of ideas about power and politics, one of those being the first movements
                for the independence of Brazil.

            On a rainy November day in 1808, the Portuguese Prince Regent Dom João VI, with the
                royal family and thousands of members of his court, hurriedly left Lisbon and
                boarded ships for Brazil. The motive was Napoleon. Due to the alliance between
                Portugal and England, Napoleon’s invasion of Portugal had become inevitable. When
                Napoleon’s army landed in Lisbon, they found the city poor and near-empty, the
                treasury and the royalty gone. By evacuating, the prince had guaranteed the throne
                and avoided the humiliation of being conquered. 

            What followed next were disagreeable times for the royal family and their courtiers,
                who found themselves in the tropics suffering from the heat—and everything else!

            Rio de Janeiro, their final destination, was a dormant town totally unprepared to
                welcome such honorable residents. The Paço
                    Imperial—the administration center and São Cristovão Palace—became
                the official residence, and it was not suitable to accommodate the royal family and
                their entourage. But improvements were made rapidly. Elegant houses and official
                buildings were constructed, the town streets were cleaned daily, and soon Rio de
                Janeiro became an attractive town with theaters, public gardens, paved streets, and
                squares—all with European influence.

            With the arrival of the royal family and thousands of nobles, new food ingredients
                such as almonds, tea, and pistachios began gracing Brazilian tables. While black
                pepper, wheat flour, olive oil, wine, and spirits had been available earlier, their
                supply and quality had been very inconsistent. With the arrival of the court this
                changed, and regular supplies and higher quality of these products were ensured.

            Even though most of his food came from Europe, Dom João introduced Brazilian food
                such as guava to the meals of the palace. Likewise, his son Pedro I developed a
                preference for the combination of rice and beans. Dom João’s favorite dish was roast
                chicken, which, apparently, he could eat more than once a day. According to the
                Portuguese historian Ana Roldão, among the many cooks who came with the royal
                family, Alvarenga was said to be the one the king preferred to make his chicken. 

            Rio’s society became used to the elegant dinners given by the royal family, where
                important visitors from Europe were also entertained. The royal cuisine included
                sauces, decorated dishes, the consumption of breads, salads, complex desserts, and
                wine—all indicating a strong French influence. Gradually, Brazilian ingredients were
                incorporated into the dishes, helped along by the African women who participated in
                the cooking, who threw their zest as well as new ingredients into the royal pots and
                pans. 

            The court banquets usually lasted three to four hours, and a strict etiquette code
                and an intimidating set of restrictive formalities dominated the accompanying
                ceremonials—procedures unfamiliar to almost everyone living in Brazil.

            It didn’t take long for the Brazilians and the Portuguese living in colonial Brazil
                to insinuate their natural exuberance, spontaneous behavior, and informal attitude
                into the dining experience, gracefully circumventing the usual habits of European
                royalty and thus redefining the Brazilian royal table.

            Immigrants from other countries started to arrive in Brazil at the end of 1808, but
                the great majority came in the mid-nineteenth century as a consequence of the
                long-awaited abolition of slavery. 

            Brazil was then a young republic with a work force that was insufficient for the
                country’s growth. This coincided with a wave of emigration that was sweeping Europe.
                The Brazilian government attracted German and Italian immigrants to the south by
                giving away land to families who would work it. Later immigrants worked in the
                extensive coffee plantations in the state of São Paulo.

            With the Germans came dishes of smoked pork and cold cuts, and beer. The German women
                brought their home recipes for pastries and coffee cakes, which are commonly found
                today in many bakeries and cafés all over Brazil. Beer, the most popular alcoholic
                beverage in Brazil, was probably Germany’s most important contribution and has
                become a flourishing industry in the country. 

            The Italians flooded the country with their down-to-earth culinary techniques from
                both northern and southern Italy: the fabulous pastas and pizzas, cheeses, and ice
                creams in their cuisine; the care of private vegetable and herb gardens; and a savoir-faire that is imprinted today in
                Brazilians’ souls! Italians participated directly in the creation of robust food
                businesses, the early basis for the food industry in Brazil. 

            In the 1930s, Japanese immigrants arrived in the states of São Paulo and Paraná to
                work in the coffee plantations. Gradually they turned into small- and mid-size
                landowners and now dominate the fruit and vegetable industry of the whole country.
                In recent years they have migrated to urban centers, where they occupy important
                positions in science and service industries. To picture the city of São Paulo
                without the Japanese is impossible, not only because of the presence of 1.5 million
                Japanese and Japanese descendants (the largest Japanese population outside Japan),
                but because of their participation in all aspects of Brazilian life.

            The high quality of fresh produce and flowers found in Brazil today is certainly due
                to the dedication of the Japanese and their knowledge of farming. Their crops of all
                kinds have shaped the cooking of the whole country, establishing standards of
                quality. Japanese food shops in São Paulo are literally on every other corner. They
                are cheek by jowl with traditional Brazilian food shops, and sushi counters are
                especially popular in all the major Brazilian cities. 

            The Lebanese started to immigrate to Brazil at the end of the nineteenth century,
                escaping from the difficult economic situation in their country. Most went to Rio de
                Janeiro and São Paulo, and small numbers went to the states of Minas Gerais,
                Amazonas, and Pará. They initially played an important role in the textile trade and
                also in the retail clothing business. More recently, the Lebanese have become
                prominent in the medical world as well as in politics.

            Today there are around 7 million Lebanese descendants in Brazil, a higher number than
                the Lebanese population living in Lebanon. Most of them are Christians, but there is
                also a large number of Muslim and Jewish Lebanese living harmoniously in Brazil.
                Arab foods or Arab ingredients can be purchased in almost every town in Brazil.
                Brazilians perceive those foods and ingredients as common, rather than exotic, and
                they are included in their usual cooking. 

            There are fancy Lebanese restaurants with extensive menus as well as fast-food places
                that serve Arab finger foods, which Brazilians enjoy as snacks between meals. 

            Immigrants to Brazil have played an invaluable role in the country’s culture and
                economy, and Brazilians have welcomed them in such a way that the immigrants don’t
                think of themselves as non-Brazilian. The immigrants who have brought their foods
                and dishes to Brazil have enriched forever the country’s already fascinating
                cuisine. 

            Arriving in a Brazilian home for a typical Sunday family lunch, one may find a
                succulent lasagna, a mint-flavored cracked wheat salad named tabbouleh, a platter of colorful sushi from a take-out
                place, and a flaky strudel—all alternating with salads, a roast pork with tutu Minas
                Gerais-style, the Bahían chicken xim-xim with
                palm-oil farofa, and a stewed fish with pirão
                from the Amazon cuisine. All of these savory dishes are placed on the table at the
                same time; the presentation is family-style.

            There is no right or wrong to the order in which Brazilian food is eaten. Each person
                makes his or her own selection from the dishes presented—akin to a painter who
                chooses from a palette of colors. Since there is no defined order or process to the
                serving or eating of food, it can be said that the people at the table are the
                ultimate chefs at the Brazilian table!
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Manioc

            The manioc, a plant from the Euphorbiaceous family, once called the Queen of Brazil
                by historian Luis da Câmara Cascudo, is the backbone of Brazilian cuisine. From
                north to south, east to west, Brazilians from all social levels use the plant in
                many ways and in a variety of forms, resulting in a range of fabulous dishes. The
                love story between Brazilians and manioc is illustrated in the tale told by an
                Englishman traveling on the Negro River in 1849: 

            
                
                     . . . we found this native who was lost in the forest. He looked
                        undernourished, confused, and covered with blisters; he said he was starving
                        because he didn’t eat for ten days since there was no manioc flour! With all
                        the gifts from the forests and the rivers, the native didn’t consider them
                        as food: if there was no manioc flour, there was no food (Cascudo
                        1983).
                
            

            The manioc is a perennial shrubby plant that can grow up to ten feet (three meters).
                It has joined stems and shiny, dark green leaves, and its thick roots grow parallel
                to the ground, spreading in all directions like a gigantic hand with wide-open
                fingers. The roots are enlarged by the high concentration of starch and are the
                principal source of nutrients for the plant.

            Manihot esculenta originated in Central and
                South America maybe five thousand years ago, most probably in Brazil. It likes
                tropical climates with high levels of humidity, although it may grow wild almost
                anywhere. It is among the ten most important edible plants, and it is also the
                starchiest one.

            Throughout Brazil, manioc, which is also known as aipim and macaxeira,
                grows on small farms. Just like the Amerindians have been doing for hundreds of
                years, the farmers cut stakes from mature plants, sticking them in the ground on
                lands that are not suitable to cultivate other crops. Although the plants require
                sufficient moisture the three first months, they can resist and survive extreme
                drought, being highly adaptable to soils with low fertility. Manioc has also proven
                to be extremely resilient to bugs, insects, and plagues. 

            The plant matures to its harvest stage between six and twelve months. The crop is
                still reaped manually, by cutting off the top three-fourths of the plant, pulling up
                the roots, and then separating the roots from each other. Once harvested, the roots
                need to be consumed immediately or processed into flour or juice to be properly
                stored. The fresh roots start to deteriorate within three to four days after
                harvesting, so, in order to reach the markets, they have to be waxed, packed in
                plastic bags, or frozen.

            The leaves, called maniva, are also used in
                cooking. In Brazil, they are picked at any time during the growth of the plant, and,
                because the leaves also deteriorate rapidly, they have to be cooked or prepared the
                same day. Sellers in the local markets in major Amazon region towns finely grind the
                leaves in a meat grinder and then boil them many times for several hours to remove
                the toxins present in the plant. The resulting paste (maniva) is then sold to
                customers. One exceptional dish using maniva is called maniçoba,  which is made with various cuts of pork and is
                usually prepared for special celebrations.

            The Portuguese, during the time of slavery, took manioc to Africa, first in the form
                of a flour provision and then to cultivate it. Manioc grew along the coast of West
                Africa until the 1700s, when it spread to East Africa, Madagascar, India, Ceylon,
                and Indonesia, where it is known as cassava.
            

            Among the hundreds of species known today, there are two main types that are used in
                cooking. The small, sweet manioc requires a simple process to remove the toxins. It
                is used in cooking to make soups, purées, dumplings, and stews. The larger, bitter
                variety is used to make flour or starch and requires a longer process to remove the
                cyanide. This variety is used to make cakes, breads, and desserts.

            The manioc roots are rich in highly digestible carbohydrate (up to 30–35 percent),
                but are low in protein (1–2 percent) and fat (less than 1 percent). They also have
                significant amounts of calcium (50 mg/100 g), phosphorous (40 mg/100 g), and vitamin
                C (25 mg/100 g). Although the root is low in protein, the leaves are a good source
                of it (23 percent), plus vitamins and minerals.

            Manioc and its various products play an important role to people who have wheat
                allergies and coeliac (celiac) disease. The manioc has become a great resource
                because of its versatility. It can be used in a variety of dishes; the fresh manioc,
                for instance, is used to make soups, salads, stews, and side dishes. The starchy
                flour can substitute for wheat to thicken sauces and to bake cakes, pies, and
                cookies; the roasted coarse flour makes dishes that resemble Moroccan couscous and
                is used to stuff vegetables, fowl, fish, and meat. The tapioca is a great basic
                ingredient for all kinds of soups and for desserts such as custards, ice cream, and
                    tapioquinha,  a Brazilian version of the
                crepe. It was in all fairness that, when traveling in Brazil in the 1600s, Phol
                called the plant Manihot utilissima (the most
                useful manioc). 
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