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Praise for The Latin Table
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“The Latin Table is more than cookbook; it is a compilation of beautiful photographs from the past to the present, easy-to-follow recipes that our family have all delighted in at our home celebrations, and beautiful stories revealing the human spirit. A nice combination of love in creation.”

—Deepak and Rita Chopra

“This book should be called The Latin ‘Friends & Family Table because it’s everything you’d want to make for people you love. From her must-have Black Beans to the Shrimp Boil Latina Style and the Ropa Vieja, you’ll get a real sense of the dishes that have influenced Isabel’s life—dishes you’ll want to make and share forever.”

—Sam the Cooking Guy

“Isabel, can you adopt me, please? Isabel’s boundless, infectious enthusiasm pairs with dead-simple recipes that are long on flamboyant flavor and color. This quintessential gateway book lets us get up close and personal with a delicious cuisine many of us already adore from afar.”

—Brigit Binns, author of Williams-Sonoma: Cooking in Season, Sunset’s Eating Up the West Coast, and The New Wine Country Cuisine

“A seat at Isabel Cruz’s Latin Table is an invitation to a world of flavor, fun, and nostalgia! Her recipes are healthy, vibrant, and filled with color. Isabel brings to life the sights, smells, and tastes of the cuisine from Latin America woven with their cultural roots and heartfelt stories. The Latin Table celebrates food, family, and life.”

—Chef Bernard Guillas, executive chef/Maitre Cuisinier De France, Académie De France, and author of Flying Pans and Two Chefs, One Catch
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To the sweetest, best person I will ever know. How did I get so lucky that you are my momma!
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Guava Rum Punch for Two, page 121


Introduction
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I am obsessed with Latin America: the warmth of the people, the architecture, the music, and especially the food! Latin cuisine is easy to make, tastes amazing, and is healthy—yes, healthy! I haven’t always appreciated it, though.

Growing up in a Puerto Rican family, I remember my mother, my two brothers, and I ganging up on my father because we wanted to eat like our friends and our American neighbors. We wanted TV dinners and the easy, fun packaged foods we saw advertised on TV and overwhelmingly present in the grocery aisles. Back then, one of my mother’s favorite ways to cook included dumping a can of cream of mushroom soup on pork chops and baking it in the oven or pouring a package of sloppy job mix into a pan of ground beef. Our vegetables were out of a can or frozen, too. Of course, it’s okay to use canned or frozen food on occasion (it’s so convenient), but during my childhood, this was an everyday thing—the way people regularly made home-cooked meals. The four of us loved that particular period of our food history; it was our Americana phase.

My dad, however, couldn’t stand it! He made his own food, roasting whole fish or chicken in the oven with garlic, cilantro, and chilies. He’d make steaming rice and pots of beans. Why would we (the new American eaters) want that when we could have mom’s mushroom soup pork chop, or a TV dinner with that little apple pie? He even had a garden, where he grew his own tomatoes and herbs—and this was way before the urban garden thing became trendy.

As much as we loved our Americana fare, the novelty soon wore off. Over time, my mother stopped making packaged food, and my brothers and I started to like what my dad was cooking up. We even grew to love cilantro, despite screaming about it constantly because my father used to put it on everything.

If you haven’t already figured this out, my family loves to eat. I mean, really loves to eat. To this day, every Sunday we get together at my mom’s house and have dinner with my cousins, aunts, uncles, and grandma. Over the years, the tradition has grown to include new people almost weekly. Sometimes I invite a friend or two, or someone else brings a friend, and it goes on from there. I’m lucky that, as much as we love to eat, most of us love to cook, as well. I took advantage of this to test many of the recipes in this book. My eleven-year-old niece even made many of these recipes herself. The food—these recipes—is simple. Latin food is simple!
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Just like our beloved rice and beans. I can say with some certainty that if you grew up in a Latino household, you ate rice and beans. Even though the basic ingredients are the same, the variations are endless, and the little differences make every version unique.

This goes for empanadas, tortillas, and even flan, churros, and more. If you have churros in Mexico, they will probably be slightly different then the churros in Portugal, but I am sure every version will be delicious.

Across Latin America, the food and ingredients are similar and so is the warmth and hospitality of the people. They enjoy good food and good drink, and they want to share it with everyone. In Latin communities, it is common for someone you just met to invite you to a home-cooked meal with their family.

The recipes in this book demonstrate the way I cook for myself and my family, but also, most importantly, the way I cook in my restaurants. Growing up in Los Angeles, I’ve enjoyed foods from all over Latin America, and the indelible influences of these cultures—as well as my father’s, mother’s, grandmother’s and aunts’ cooking—is present in each dish. The food is simple, fresh, and healthy, and the recipes are easy to follow. Good food doesn’t have to be complicated!

I hope you’ll appreciate the healthy twist I’ve given the food of my childhood. These days, remarkably, salsa outsells ketchup. Today, Latin food is a part of American culture. I hope you’ll enjoy this book as much as I’ve enjoyed the journey of creating it and conjuring recipes that blend so much of my childhood and that of my many and varied neighbors.

Good Food, Good Life!

—Isabel
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Latin Table
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For my first wedding, we decided to have a small ceremony at a church with a small group of family and friends and then a big reception the next day where we invited everyone. The day before the small ceremony, we changed our mind about going to a restaurant with the group (this was still about forty people) and decided last minute to have a dinner after the wedding ceremony at my parents’ house. This meant my father had to throw together dinner for forty people on the fly. He prepared it lightning fast and was as calm as a cucumber the entire time. This dinner ended up being one of the most memorable meals of my life.
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I know you want to know what he made, so here it is: Lechon Asado, black bean rice with sweet plantains, and a simple salad with tomatoes, red onion, and capers. He put everything on giant, colorful platters. It was a beautiful Latin Table. Our friends talked about this food for years. Everybody ended up dancing to salsa music all night and drinking Puerto Rican rum. That night is one of my fondest family, friend, and food memories.

This is what the Latin Table is all about. Latin food doesn’t take a ton of planning; it’s very basic and simple. It’s about enjoying yourself with friends. It shouldn’t be stressful to put together even if it’s an impromptu meal.
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Your Latin Kitchen Basics
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We often gather together at my mother’s house to cook, and she has a heck of a lot of stuff in her kitchen. She has two double-sided refrigerators, and they are always full to the brim—the freezers in both are full, too. In fact, I told her she’s not allowed to buy anything else that would go in the freezer (except, of course, high-quality ice cream because we will always find a way to cram that in) until some of that stuff gets used or given away.

This also goes for the spices in her cupboards. You would think that, with all this foodstuff, when we go to cook at her house, she would have the most basic Latin ingredients on hand, right? Well, she doesn’t. “What do you mean you don’t have any cilantro, Ma?”

I made a list for her of all the things she should always have on hand. Since I had this list, I thought I would share it with you, too. This is very basic but provides a good start for you aspiring Latin cooks out there.

•   A variety of salts. I could write a whole book on this, but my main rule is no table salt at all. At home I always have on hand sea salt, pink Himalayan salt, and I really like a nice flaked finishing salt. After that I am always experimenting with different fun salts. Keep in mind some salts taste saltier then others, so while experimenting with new salts and recipes it is always good to go with less at first and add more later, if necessary.

•   Best quality extra virgin olive oil for sauces, salsas, finishings, etc.

•   Good-quality olive oil for simple frying. Yes, I use olive oil for frying. I wouldn’t fry chicken for a hundred people with it, but for frying on a very small scale, I think it tastes good. As long as you keep the oil between 350-375 degrees (use your deep - fry thermometer for this) it is okay to fry with olive oil.

•   Coconut oil

•   Chili flakes

•   Ground cumin

•   Ground chili (mild)

•   Ground ancho chili and or ground chipotle chili (these two are both spicy)

•   Chipotle chilies in adobo sauce

•   Panko bread crumbs

•   Red onion

•   Garlic

•   Tomatoes, best you can find

•   Cilantro

•   Jalapeños, both red and green

•   Dried Guajillo chilies

•   Short-grain brown rice

•   Black beans, both dried and canned (in case you’re in a time crunch)

•   A bag of good-quality shrimp in the freezer (they thaw quick if someone stops by unexpectedly)

Since you got me going, let me list a few kitchenware items:

•   A variety of mason jars with extra plastic lids, to store spices and sauces.

•   Cast-iron pans. I love my cast-iron pans and I have just about every size and shape they make. They will last more than a lifetime and you can cook and serve with them.

•   A deep-fry thermometer.

•   Good knives. Good-quality knives are a real investment and one I totally encourage you to make. It spells the difference between a fun, easy time in the kitchen and a frustrating one. Also, if you take care of your knives, they can last for a lifetime.
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•   Blender or food processor. Handheld blenders also work well for sauces, in addition to being a great way to purée soups. Good blenders will work, too. A small food processor is also a great and inexpensive gadget.

•   Cutting board. Most every budding cook has a cutting board. In addition to big wooden ones, I like to have a variety of small and large plastic ones. Having separate cutting boards for meat, poultry, and fish is a brilliant way to prevent contamination in your clean kitchen.

•   Measuring cups and a good assortment of utensils. Most of you probably have these basic, necessary kitchen items. These are usually the first things we buy or the little gems we inherit when someone moves or gets better stuff. Every time you cook, you need to measure, stir, or whisk something or other and it’ll be a lot easier if you have the proper tools.

•   Rice cooker. I rely on the rice cooker to make perfect rice while I devote my attention to other parts of the meal. You can definitely make rice without one, but it is inexpensive, almost foolproof, easy to clean, and it saves me a ton of time in the kitchen.

•   Salad spinner. Using the salad spinner is the easiest and gentlest way to clean your lettuce. Because the salad spinner is easy to clean and inexpensive, it is a great little gadget to have in the kitchen.

•   Strainer. Besides the usual strainer business, I like to rinse my fresh veggies and then let them drain for a bit before putting them in the salad spinner.

•   Small and medium saucepots, sauté pans, and a stockpot. It is wise to buy good-quality stove and ovenware. As with knives, good pots and pans can last a lifetime.

•   Stand mixer.

•   Graduated stainless steel bowls.

•   Assortment of glass and metal bowls and baking pans.

•   Kitchen scale.
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Family, Friends, and Food
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I feel blessed—I have a wonderful family and amazing friends. We thoroughly enjoy each other’s company and centering our gatherings around food. We cook together, go to restaurants together, travel together, and shop together (for food!). If we plan a trip, you can bet a big part of it revolves around eating and cooking. Holidays and parties are taken seriously; planning and preparing could go on for weeks, even months, if the occasion is big enough.

Besides my family’s Sunday dinners, once a year, all of us (Grandma, aunts, uncles, cousins, and always some friends) go to our family farm. We hike, swim, and go into the city and explore. What we enjoy the most is being able to go into the field and pick our produce; there is nothing like making chili rellenos with chilies you picked yourself earlier in the day or roasting freshly picked corn. Going to the local butcher for our meat and to the local fishermen for our seafood is all part of our routine.

Getting up early and making cowboy breakfasts outside, over an open fire, is one of our favorite things about this annual trip. Even the coffee tastes better when you make it outside. Dinners include big salads, chickens on the rotisserie, or fish over the grill.
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This trip is about much more than just good food and a great family vacation, though. In the process, we are teaching our kids where our food comes from. The huge amount of time, effort, and hard work farming requires can’t be truly appreciated unless you see it firsthand. I didn’t have the chance to experience this until I was an adult. I grew up in Los Angeles; we thought our food came from big-box stores. I tell the same silly joke all the time—Now that I know how hard farming is, I think a cucumber should cost $40. Letting your kids plant seeds, take care of the plant, and then pull a carrot out of the ground creates a valuable lesson.

I also feel extremely lucky to live and work in San Diego. Besides being a beautiful place to live, this town has a tight-knit culinary community. We do events together, we go to restaurants together, we go on trips together. The culinary scene is exploding throughout Mexico; in San Diego we are so lucky to be able to drive to Tijuana or the amazing Valle de Guadalupe. Tijuana isn’t just for tacos anymore; it is home to hipster food trucks, breweries, and outstanding restaurants. Valle de Guadalupe, Mexico’s wine region, is unique and truly amazing with its fantastic resorts and world-class restaurants. Many of the restaurants in Valle have their own organic farms and outdoor kitchens where they cook over an open fire.

After my years of spending time with this remarkable chef community, that plays and travels together, I now know we share most of the same goals and beliefs: we want to live joyful lives doing what we love to do while respecting the planet and taking good care of its resources and doing our best to spread the good word.
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Starters

This chapter is about fun food, feisty food, and yummy little bites (though some may not be so little). These starters don’t have to be nibbles before the main course; these recipes really can hold their own. They can be the party!

You can pick three, four, or even five of these recipes, add a couple of cocktails, and you’ll have a pretty snazzy soiree. How about Chipotle Chicken Wings, Roasted Cauliflower, and Plantain Fritters along with a pitcher of Blackberry Chili Margaritas? If you get really ambitious, add the Shrimp Cakes with Chipotle Mayo and Mezcaladas!
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Roasted Cauliflower with Chili Flakes

Shrimp Cakes with Orange Chili Oil Dressing

Simple Ceviche with Olive Salsa Fresca

Queso Fundido, Three Ways

Crispy Plantains with Heirloom Tomato Pico de Gallo and Chipotle Cream

Sopes with Baked Carnitas and Pickled Red Onion

Seared Ahi Tostadas with Avocado

Shrimp Salpicon

Baked Chipotle Chicken Wings

Plantain Fritters


Roasted Cauliflower with Chili Flakes
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SERVES 4

Cauliflower is the new it vegetable. I don’t know if there is another vegetable that restaurants are cutting into steaks and charging $19 for (I did actually see that on a menu). This recipe is especially good when you let the cauliflower get nice and caramelized.

Olive oil

1 large cauliflower head, cleaned and sliced into cauliflower steaks

3 tablespoons butter, cubed

1 teaspoon red chili flakes

Salt

Heat oven to 375°F.

Drizzle generous coating of olive oil over a rimmed baking sheet or other ovenproof baking vessel. Arrange cauliflower steaks on desired vessel. Lay cubes of butter over cauliflower. Sprinkle with chili flakes and salt.

Bake until cauliflower is tender and a deep golden brown color, about 25 minutes.
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Shrimp Cakes with Orange Chili Oil Dressing
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SERVES 4–6

These cakes are the real deal. They aren’t loaded with breadcrumbs as a filler, so they are plump with shrimpy goodness. They can be made gluten-free if you omit the flour; just use 2 tablespoons to form shrimp cakes, then slowly slide the shrimp mixture into the pan. Personally, I like the bit of crispiness the light coating of flour adds.

If you’re not a fan of Chili Oil, many sauces in the sauce chapter go well with these shrimp cakes, such as chipotle mayo or cilantro lime sauce. Or if you feel like a chunky salsa, try the chipotle corn salsa. My whole family loves these, and when I make them, they are gone in no time.

1 pound shelled deveined shrimp, chopped

¼ cup red onion, finely chopped

¼ cup cilantro, chopped, more to garnish

Salt

1 egg, beaten, more or less as needed

2 cups all-purpose flour, more as needed

Vegetable oil, for frying

Orange Chili Oil Dressing (page 97)

Transfer chopped shrimp, red onion, and cilantro to a mixing bowl. Lightly sprinkle with salt. Pour beaten egg over the other ingredients; the egg will help bind everything together. Gently mix.
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