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Introduction

Travel anywhere in the world, and people will ask you about your country’s most traditional food. Continue on, and they might ask about your dance, your flag, or your flower. In Chile the answers to most of these questions is simple. The dance? The cueca, a coquettish coupled folk dance, where dancers hold and twirl white kerchiefs. The flag? Not dissimilar to that of Texas, red, white, and blue, with a lone white star on a blue background in the upper left corner. Our flower is the copihue, or Chilean bellflower, a waxy pinkish bloom that hangs from a climbing vine that prefers the Valdivian rainforest in the mid-south of Chile.

But what about our food? You might know Chile best for wine, or maybe the bulk of your fruit that comes in the off-season—berries, and apples, and maybe avocado, depending on where you live. But these products tell the tiniest sliver of the story. There is no simple answer to describe our food, but this book is a good start. Reading it and preparing these meals will give you a better understanding of Chile’s dishes, history, culture, and language, and how they are all braided together to give us what we call comida chilena (Chilean food).

Chilean food traces its roots through our history, from indigenous cultures, pre-Columbian settlements, Spanish colonization, and waves of immigration since then. In the larger context of Latin American food, it can be described as criolla, a word used to mean the mix of Spanish and indigenous influences. But in day-to-day life, most people don’t choose to use the word criolla, and instead call it comida chilena.

Though we can more or less agree on what to call it, it’s important to point out that what is considered traditional is a bit of a moving target. Some of the dishes we consider to be most Chilean, and which even Oreste Plath, one of Chile’s most well-known folklorists and food historians, wrote about as early as the 1960s, trace back their roots to Germany, France, Peru, and Italy. And yet, our concept of Chilean food evolves, and it doesn’t take long for new foods to become new “Chilean favorites.” We have only to look at the popularity of desserts with blueberries in the south of Chile to see this. It may feel like we’ve eaten them forever, but blueberries were not cultivated here until the 1980s.

Chilean cuisine has been in a huge state of flux in recent decades. The introduction of new agricultural products is likely to continue to change the face of Chilean food, as will other global influences. Chileans who travel or live abroad and then come back to visit will introduce innovation, and importantly, the influx of people from other countries, such as the recent arrival of many Venezuelans and Haitians to Chile, will change the face of Chilean food.

Talking about what Chilean food is today requires a little bit of historical context. Chile was poor for much of its history, and the social climate during the dictatorship from 1973 to 1990 did not allow restaurant culture to proliferate in Chile as it did in Europe or North America during that period. Another defining feature of Chilean food is the country’s geography. Chile is only about 220 miles wide at its widest point, yet extends more than 2,600 miles along the Pacific coast. If you were to fold a world map in half at the equator, and superimpose Chile onto the northern hemisphere, Chile would extend from Alaska to Guatemala. Regional cooking styles have not mixed much from north to south due to great distance and the differing availability of products in each region. The long distance and historical lack of good infrastructure to move products around means we all tend to favor products that are locally and seasonally available.

What we present here in The Chilean Kitchen is a snapshot of comida chilena that you could find in Chilean kitchens from approximately the 1980s through today. It is the food we seek out in restaurants and cook at home. It is the food of grandparents and weekends in the country, of comfort food and así un plato (a serving thiiiis big).

Many of the recipes in this book are from the central region of Chile, where nearly half of the country’s 18 million residents live. There is a common refrain here, which is Santiago no es Chile (Santiago is not Chile). And we know this is true. But for practical reasons, we had to limit the scope of this book, even as we wish we’d had the space to more fully explore the cuisines of the far north, with its minty rica-rica and llama stews, or the lamb-rich culture of the far south and its delectable murta, murtilla, and calafate berries. We’d love to dedicate time to the island cuisines of Chile, their seriola (amberjack), crab, lobster, and sea snails that are seldom seen in central Chile. We have much love for these regional specialties and other favorites that did not make it into this book. We hope to continue exploring and writing about all of these, and so much more, at a later date.

We are so excited for you to use this book to learn about the homey, timeless classics of Chile, those to which we gravitate when the very best ingredients are in season. We are a culture of stews. Of squash and corn and tomatoes. Of meat (but not that much) and salads, so many salads. Of bread. Of celebrating with desserts and empanadas and completos (Chilean-style hot dogs).

Chilean food is not spicy. It is comforting and easily identifiable, with no hidden ingredients. We lean on the barely sweet flavors of cooked onions and oregano, and liven up winter dishes with cumin or a nice sofrito with red bell peppers. Nearly all of the ingredients we cook with will be familiar to you, but the combinations make all the difference, as you will soon see.

When possible, we source our food close to home. For fruit and vegetables, if we don’t have our own chacra (vegetable garden), we choose ferias, or farmers’ markets, following calls of “casera, caserita” (something like: valued customer) to the stands we know and love, featuring locally grown fruit and vegetables. Maybe a vendor will tempt you to buy his fruit, by calling out a price, “a mil a mil a mil las frutillas” (strawberries for 1,000 pesos), or naming the dishes you might make with their products, saying “ricas las cebollas, para la cazuela, para las empanadas, para la ensalada chilena” (delicious onions, for soup, for empanadas, for Chilean salad).

Once our carts or bags are full, we head home, which is where it all unfolds. Chilean cooking takes place indoors and outdoors, on stove tops in urban apartments, on wood-burning stoves in the far south, or, where we have the luxury, outside in a separate area with a barbecue, clay oven, or a type of grill made from a metal drum.

Ovens are mainly reserved for baking cakes and other desserts, because using a gas oven is more expensive than cooking on the stove top. Also, most of Chile uses propane tanks, delivered by truck or cargo tricycle, to fuel the stove, so we’re always mindful of the possibility of running out of gas. Soups and stews can be turned off and on again without suffering in quality, but a fallen cake is not so easily disguised.

Cooking and eating and home are central parts of Chilean community and family life. Wander through the kitchen and you might be given a preview snack, or be asked to shell beans into a metal bowl. Long, after-meal conversations at the dining room table are such an integral part of our culture that we have a special word for it, the sobremesa.

Our food, language, and culture are so interwoven that even our language is peppered with food-related expressions. We have en todas partes se cuecen habas (literally, “people cook fava beans all over the world”), meaning that bad things happen everywhere. And there is one of many Chilean expressions meaning that someone is getting on your last nerve, which is me sacaron los choros del canasto (literally, “they took mussels out of my basket”).

This book of Chilean recipes is about so much more than just the foods we eat. It is an invitation to understand Chilean culture. For each dish, we have looked at the historical, linguistic, and cultural roots and written about what it means to Chileans. We have relied on dozens of years of our own experiences and countless conversations with the larger Chilean community both in person and through Pilar’s sizeable online community.

Pilar, who wrote the recipes, grew up surrounded by fearless home cooks in Rancagua, a small Chilean city, and also on the coast at her grandparents’ home. Life and work took her to Houston, Texas, in 2003, far away, for the first time, from her extended Chilean community. She turned to re-creating Chilean cuisine in the United States and started what is now one of the most well-known blogs from Chile (En Mi Cocina Hoy), which now has a sister site in English called Chilean Food and Garden. However, through the community engagement that formed around her blog, Pilar soon found that she is not alone in wanting to cook comida chilena. It has become an invaluable resource for people who—for reasons of time or distance—find themselves without access to these elemental foods of their own Chilean identity.

Pilar’s experiences throughout childhood of visiting and eating meals with people of every stripe in nearby communities taught her the value of being a good listener and member of the community. She remembers her family homes as inclusive places where everyone was always welcome. She attributes her own spirit of generosity to how she is raised, and hopes to pass it along to her own children as well.
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With her blog, Pilar has also contributed to the canon of Chilean cookery. She started with traditional recipes that serve up to twenty, and winnowed them down and reinvented them to be suitable for modern households and kitchens. Her methodical, scientific approach to recipe development and testing (after all, she is trained as a physician) have helped her develop a significant body of reliable recipes, imbued with the spirit of the community in which she was raised. The blog has allowed Pilar to keep a strong connection with Chile as well as establishing her as part of a community of Latina bloggers in the United States, which she also relishes.

For good or bad, many Chileans have a tendency to overvalue things from outside of the country and undervalue things that are homegrown. In that sense, you could say Pilar is a bit of a maverick when it comes to Chilean cooking. She is notoriously food-trend-averse and stands by these recipes that will last for generations, long after the fascination with kombucha or grain-free cooking have passed out of fashion.

Eileen, who wrote the text for the book, is originally from Brooklyn, New York, but has lived on the east and west coasts of the United States, never more than a few hours from the ocean. Before moving to Chile in 2004, she spent time in several Spanish-speaking countries, and came to Chile in part to help solidify her Spanish. She is trained as a lawyer and worked as a journalist before coming to Chile. Eileen writes about the things that make us human, including food, drink, culture, travel, design, and language. She writes for different websites, companies, guidebooks, apps, and magazines in addition to writing on her own website, bearshapedsphere.com.

When she moved to Chile, Eileen found herself routinely trying to re-create the home cooking of her Ashkenazi Jewish childhood, often traversing wide swaths of Santiago by bike to pick up hard-to-find ingredients. Over time, her favorites expanded to include newer dishes, and the day she first tasted Chilean porotos granados (Bean, Corn, and Squash Potage, see page 29), she knew she had found a new comfort food.

Eileen is very interested in memoir and how we experience nostalgia on a daily basis. After reading many lackluster reports of Chilean food that she felt failed to capture the context, history, and importance of Chilean cuisine to the culture, she decided to throw her hat in the ring. She soon realized that she could also help tell the story of Chilean food, not just through her own observations, but by helping to provide a signal boost to the voices of Chileans involved in food. She started interviewing people in the food and wine industry, using her own observations to shape the questions and using her connections in publishing to showcase other people’s stories.

Pilar and Eileen met in the most modern of ways—through social media, each having read the other’s blog sometime in the late 2000s. Some years later, Eileen pitched an article to NPR’s The Salt about the marraqueta, a type of bread popular in central Chile. She hoped to write a piece that Chileans would identify with and to imbue the piece with the attachment that Chileans have to their own cuisine and traditions, and she interviewed Pilar for the piece. A couple of years later, Pilar approached Eileen to work together on an idea she’d been brewing: writing this cookbook of recipes and stories of the Chilean kitchen that would one day make it into your hands.

Together we have collaborated on The Chilean Kitchen over a period of nearly two years. We have spoken about our experiences in Chile, in the United States, about foods, traditions, nostalgia, similarities and differences, misunderstandings and mischaracterizations of our home cultures in our new, adopted ones, and about all the things that make food taste like home.

When we signed the book contract, we already had a photographer in mind. Araceli Paz is a talented Chilean food photographer, visual artist, and adventurer, and we knew she would know as much about and be just as passionate about Chilean food as we are. We flew in from far corners of the globe and worked together for a solid ten days in Pilar’s kitchen in Houston. There, we cooked, styled, shot, talked about, reminisced, wrote about, and enjoyed seventy-five recipes’ worth of food and drink in short order. Every evening we packed out huge takeaway containers to nearby Chilean friends and family. Later at night, we reread the recipes and texts, making changes so that we could bring you the truest iterations of these stories and recipes.

The Chilean Kitchen is our love letter to the food of a country that has molded who we are today. We are so excited for you to cook these traditional recipes, to fill your kitchens with the enticing smells and warmth, and share Chilean food with your own communities, new and old. We can’t wait to hear how it goes.
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Chilean Pantry

Most of the ingredients and utensils you will need for the recipes in this cookbook you will already have in your kitchen. A few “essentials” are listed below. First, we’ve listed Chilean ingredients that are commonly found in the United States, followed by lesser-known ones. Then we talk about the kitchen implements that no Chilean kitchen would be without.

COMMON CHILEAN INGREDIENTS

Aceitunas de Azapa: These Chilean olives come from the Azapa Valley, in the north of Chile. They are purple in color, and have a less dense flesh, but a similar bite to kalamata olives. Aceitunas de Azapa have a denomination of origin.

Ají cacho de cabra: A red pepper called “goat’s horn pepper” in English that is mainly used dried. Substitute cayenne pepper.

Ají verde/cristal: This is a mild-to-medium pepper that is used from green to red. It is about four inches long. We use it raw in salads and sometimes cooked. A good replacement available in the United States is a sweet banana pepper or yellow Thai pepper.

Blue eggs: These come from the Araucana chicken, a breed that comes from the Araucanía Region in the mid-south of Chile. We see these commonly even in Santiago, but they are considered a specialty item, as most eggs in Chile are white or brown.

Camarón de barro: These are crawfish, which are dug from beside rivers, and are a regional specialty. We include them as an option in Chupe de Mariscos/Baked Seafood Casserole (page 95).

Chilean corn: The corn we use in Chile is starchy and much larger than the corn on the cob you might be familiar with in the United States, being more similar to the corn used to make pozole in Mexican cooking.

Chilean mustard: The prepared mustard we eat in Chile is much sweeter and less tangy than the mustard people generally eat in the United States.

Chilean Pisco: In Chile, pisco has a denomination of origin, and may only be produced in certain regions in the near north of the country, and with certain grapes. Look for smaller production for more flavorful, fruity Chilean piscos, as many of the mass-market ones tend to be milder in flavor.

Color: This seasoning is made by melting pork fat and adding sweet paprika to it. At room temperature, it is solid, and it can be used to start a sofrito, and in some cases, scooped on top of soups. It adds a warm color and a mild flavor.

Cornmeal: We use cornmeal in Chile primarily to thicken soups and stews. Traditional Chilean cornmeal, called chuchoca, is cooked and dried in the sun in artisanal production. Do not substitute polenta or grits, which, though also dried, are coarser and uncooked.

Longaniza: When we talk about longaniza in Chile, we are talking about an artisanal pork sausage in a beef casing. Normally they would be made in butcher shops, where they are hung to dry. The mid-southern city of Chillán is considered to be the capital of this type of sausage, and it is common for travelers to bring it back to their hometowns when passing through that city.

Merkén: A smoky pepper powder made of ají cacho de cabra (see above) and sometimes cilantro seeds and salt. It comes to us from the indigenous Mapuche people and is first dried in the sun, and then smoked over a wood fire. It is used as a rub, and in soups, and some people sprinkle it on sandwiches or stews.

Miel de palma: Chilean palm syrup. A dark caramel-colored syrup made from boiling the sap of the Chilean palm tree. It is easily replaced with palm syrup or coconut nectar you can find in the United States.

Miel de ulmo: In Chile, we distinguish among the many different types of honey, and this one, made by bees that gather nectar from blooms of the ulmo (Eucryphia cordifolia) tree, is especially prized.

Mote: This is the peeled and cooked wheat kernel that we use in Chile in savory dishes and one dessert (Mote con Huesillos/Sweetened Dried Peach Punch with Barley, see page 131). As it can be difficult to source in the United States, we have substituted barley with very similar results.

Pasta de ají: A vinegar and hot pepper condiment that is thicker than Tabasco but smoother than salsa. It is often purchased commercially, and may be added to pebre or other sauces or put on empanadas.

Quinoa: The ancient grain of the Inca, which is high in protein and traditionally eaten in the north of Chile. It has become more popular all over Chile in recent years and is often presented as part of a risotto-like dish.

Sea salt from Cahuil: This is another product that has a denomination of origin in Chile, It dissolves easily, and contains magnesium and other trace elements. It is preferred by many home cooks and restaurant chefs.

Vegetable oil: In Chile we commonly use vegetable oil, not olive oil, especially for cooking. Sunflower oil or grapeseed oil are commonly used, though this may vary by household.

HARDER TO SOURCE CHILEAN INGREDIENTS

We hope that in using this book, you will be inspired to learn more about Chilean food. If you continue your research, you will come across some ingredients and preparations that we did not include because they are not easily available in the Untied States. Below we have listed some that represent the north, south, middle, and island territories of Chile. Because you are unlikely to be able to track down these products locally, you might just have to come for a visit and try these delicacies straight from the source.

Starting with products that grow aboveground, we include here a variety of lemon from an oasis in the north, called limón de pica, the piñon, a large pine nut from the araucaria (monkey puzzle tree), nalca, which is the crunchy stem of a giant-leaved plant which resembles (but is unrelated to) rhubarb, the chagual, a vegetable product that’s part of a giant bromeliad flower, the avellana chilena, also known as the Chilean hazelnut, which is actually the seed of an evergreen tree, and penca, often translated as cardoons, a type of edible thistle.

Moving on to items that grow underground, we’re big fans of ajo chilote, a huge type of garlic grown on the island of Chiloé that is similar to elephant garlic. Also native to Chiloé, the ancestral home to many potatoes are the papas chilotas, several varieties of knobby potatoes that come in many colors including an eye-catching purple.

From the ocean, there is a plethora of seafood that is well known in Chile including piures (red sea squirts), locos (Chilean abalone) specialty lobsters from the Juan Fernandez islands and Easter island, picorocos (giant barnacles), centolla (king crab), and lapas (limpets). Not to be outdone by the seafood, we also have two parts of the same giant bull kelp (Durvillaea antarctica) which are commonly eaten in Chile, cochayuyo, which is the long tentacle-like part, used in soups, stews, salads, and empanadas, as well as given dried to children to teethe on, and the anchor of the same seaweed, ulte which is sometimes used in pebre.

After these cultivated products are a few items that take a human touch to create. These include chicha, a type of cider made from apples or grapes depending on the region, harina tostada, a toasted flour sprinkled on watermelon or mixed with hot water to make a porridge eaten for breakfast or a snack, and charqui, which is a simple jerky of salted dried meat without additional flavorings. In Chile, this is most commonly made from horse or llama meat. Aliño completo, a dried flavoring mix, may be called for in some recipes, but we prefer to doctor our recipes to taste, using cumin, oregano, and onions separately. Motemei is a type of hominy-like corn prepared as we would prepare pearled barley or mote (peeled wheatberries), and is the starchy backbone of many specialty savory dishes.

KITCHEN EQUIPMENT

Box grater: For Chilean food you mainly only need the coarse side, and no well-equipped Chilean kitchen would ever be without a box grater. It is most commonly used to grate carrots or occasionally beets.
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