
These 2 spreads are great to serve at a party as a finger food, or for an appetizer at a 
multicourse dinner. For the mousse, you can replace the chicken with cooked ham or use a mixture 
of equal parts chicken and ham, as Maria Gonzalez suggested to me. The pepper spread, based on 
a recipe by Adelliala Bestard Moya, is a downright delicious option to serve with the mousse or even 

solo as a vegetarian appetizer.

Pepper Paste
• 3 r�� b��� p������ 
• 1 o����, d�c��
• 1 T��� o���� o��
• 1 c�� (240 m�) t�m��� pu�é�
• 1 T��� f��u�

• S��� t� t����
• 2 T��� v���g��
• 1 egg
• 3 g����c c��v��

Add all ingredients to the food processor and process until smooth. Then  
pass the mixture through a colander, separating the pepper peels. Add to a saucepan and heat over 
medium-low; stir for 3–5 mins to thicken. Serve with toasted bread or celery and carrot sticks.

Chicken and Pork Mousse
•  8 oz (230 g) c����� b������� 
ch�ck�� o� sm���� h�m

• 8 oz (230 g) c���m ch����
• 1 c�� (340 g) r������ r�� p������

• 1 ���� ch����� sw��� p�c����
• 2 T��� m���������
• ½ t�� T����c� s�uc�
• ¼ t�� s���

Combine all ingredients in a food processor and process until 
smooth. To serve, spread the mousse on saltines, thin slices 
of bread, or inside small rolls.

Smoked Pork ChoPS 
with PineaPPle ServeS 6

�  In a bowl, whisk together the orange juice, honey, paprika, and salt. Add pork 
chops and refrigerate for 1–2 hrs. 

�  Remove pork chops from fridge and blot dry. Reserve marinade.
�  Heat butter in a skillet over medium-high heat. Add pork chops and brown on 

both sides. Reduce heat and cook until chops are lightly caramelized, about 
10 mins. Transfer chops to a platter. 

�  Add pineapple to the skillet and cook, flipping once, until caramelized, about 
4–6 minutes. Top each pork chop with 1 slice of pineapple and garnish with 
green onions.

�  Serve with C��g�í (page 55) and P�á����� Fr���� (page 80).

Sm����g h�� a�w��� b��� a c�mm�� p����������� m��h�d i� Cu��, a�� th�p��c��� r����� e�h��c�� th� f����r of a s�mp�� p�rk ch��. �h� g������ p����pp��a�� h���� off��� a sw������� th�� p���� n�c��� w��h th� p�rk’� sm��� f����r.

›½ cup (120 ml) fresh orange juice
›3 Tbsp honey
›½ tsp paprika
›½ tsp salt

›4–6 cold-smoked pork chops, about ½-inch (13-mm) thick
›1 Tbsp butter
›4–6 slices fresh pineapple 
›3 green onions, finely chopped
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Ropa vieja t����l���� t� “o�� c��th��,” wh�ch i� app���r���� b�c�u��
th� m��� i� f���t u��� t� m�k� a b��th, b�f�r� g�����g a s�c��� l�f� sh������ 

a�� s������� w��h sofrito, m�k��g i� “s�c���h���”.
St�p 1: 
2–3 l� (900–1,350 g) f���k s���k, cu� ag����t th� g���� 

i��� 3-i�ch (7.5-cm) s���p�
6 cup� (1.5 L) w����
1 o����, qu�������
3–4 g����c c��v��
4 culantro l����� o� ½ cup (25 g) wh�l� c������� sp��g�

1 b�� l��f

St�p 2:
¼ cup (60 m�) o���� o��
1 g���� b��� p�pp��, s��c��
1 r�� b��� p�pp��, s��c��
1 o����, s��c��
3 g����c c��v��, m��c��
2 t�� cum��
2 t�� Sp����h p�p��k�
½ cup (120 m�) vino seco (d�� wh��� w���)
3 ���� t�m��� p��t�
4  l����� culantro o� ¼ cup (15 g) ch����� c�������
2 t�� wh��� v���g��
2 t�� s���
Wh��� r�c�, f�r s���i�g

St�p 1: �� m�k� th� b��th, P��c� th� m��� i� a l��g� h���y p�t a�� c�v�� 
i� w��h w����. A�� th� qu������� o����, g����c c��v��, a�� b�� l��f. Br��g 

t� a b�i� o��� h�gh h���, th�� r��uc� th� h��� a�� s�mm��, c�v���� f�r 
2 h��, u���� th� b��f i� v��� t�����. R�m�v� th� b��f f��m th� s��ck a�� s�� 

a�i�� t� c��l. (S��� th� s��ck f�r a��th�� u��.*) Wh�� th� m��� i� c��l e��ugh t� 
h�����, u�� tw� f�rk� t� sh��� i�. 

I� i� a��� p���i�l� t� u�� a p����u�� c����� f�r th�� f���t p��� of th� 
p��p�������. Br��g c����� up t� p����u�� a�� c��� f�r 15–20 m���. 
R������ th� p����u�� u�i�g th� qu�ck r������ v���� acc�r���g t� th� 
m��uf�c�u���’� d���c�����. 

St�p 2: H��� th� o���� o�� i� a l��g� sk����� o��� m���um h���. A�� th� b��� p�pp���, 
o�����, a�� g����c a�� c���, s������g occ��i������, u���� s�f����� a�� l�gh��� b��w���, 

6–8 m���. St�� i� th� cum�� a�� p�p��k� th�� a�� th� w���, t�m��� p��t�, culantro, 
v���g��, a�� 1½ cup� (350 m�) of th� r������� b��th. Simm�� f�r a��u� 

10 m���. St�� i� th� sh������ m��� a�� th� s��� a�� c��� 
g����� f�r 20 m��� m�r�. S���� w��h wh��� r�c�, Plátanos 
Fritos (p�g� 80) a�� La Ensalada Mixta (p�g� 95).

*S��� th� r�m�����g b��th f�r m�k��g o�� of th� b��� 
s�up�, such Caldo Gallego (p�g� 40).

B��f & P�t��� St�w • S����� 8
I� c������t t� m��t s���ch� tu���� (l�k� yuc�), wh�ch a�� a������l� 

y��� r�u�� i� Cu��, p�t����� a�� a������l� f�r o��� a f�w m���h�. 
Wh�� i� s�����, th��’�� a f���r��� a������� t� th� m���h�� f��d 

r������. I w�������� l���� of p���l� a� th� r����� d��t���u���� c����� 
n��� m� ap���m��� i� Ha����, r���� t� p�ck up th��� p�t�����, a�� w��h 
th��� libretas i� h���—th� n�t������ th�� r�c�r� th� m���h�� a���tm��� 
of g��d� p��v���� b� th� g�v���m���. �h�� r�c�p� w�� o�� of th� d��h�� w� 

m��� du���g p�t��� s�����. H�����, f�����g, su��t������, a�� ec���m�c��, 
Carne con Papas i� c�mf�r� f��d i� i�� pu���t f�rm.

•  3 lb (1.4 kg) beef top round or boneless pork shoulder  
cut into 1½-inch (4-cm) cubes
• Salt and pepper

• ¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil
• 1 large onion, chopped
•  2 ají c�chuch�, seeded and minced, 

or 1 green bell pepper, cored and chopped
• 3 garlic cloves, minced
• 1 Tbsp paprika
• 1½ tsp cumin
• ¼ tsp ach��t� (optional)
• 1 cup (240 ml) v��� s�c� (dry white wine) 
• 1 cup (240 ml) beef broth
• 1 cup (200 g) canned diced tomatoes
• 2 Tbsp tomato paste
• 4 whole cu������ leaves or ¼ cup (15 g) chopped cilantro
• 4 red or Yukon gold potatoes, peeled and cut into 1-inch (2.5-cm) cubes

• 3 carrots, cut into ½-inch (13-mm) rounds
• White rice, for serving

 Season the meat with salt and pepper. Heat the oil in a large pan over medium-
high heat. Working in batches, pan fry the beef on all sides, transferring to a bowl 

when browned. Add the onions, peppers, and garlic and cook, stirring occasionally, until 
soft, 5–7 mins. Add the paprika, cumin, and achiote, and cook for about 1 min. Return the 

beef to the pan, along with the wine, broth, tomatoes, tomato paste, and culantro. Bring to a 
boil, then reduce the heat to a simmer. Cover and cook, stirring every 20 mins, until meat is tender, 

1–2 hrs. Add the potatoes and carrots and cook until tender, about 30 mins more. Serve over white rice.

Stewed Shredded Beef
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Salad:
1 lb (450 g) dried white beans

1 Tbsp salt
8 oz (230 g) small potatoes

1 medium onion, thinly sliced
¼ cup (25 g) coarsely chopped green olives

¼ cup (36 g) chopped parsley

Aliño (Dressing):
1 garlic clove, finely minced
½ cup (120 ml) olive oil
¼ cup (60 ml) white vinegar
Salt to taste 

Optional: Place the beans in a bowl, cover with plenty of water, and let soak overnight. Drain and rinse.
Conventional cooking method: Place beans and salt in a pot, cover with fresh water, bring to a boil, and then lower to 
a simmer. Presoaked beans should be tender after 1 hr; unsoaked beans may take 2 hrs to become tender. Add the 

potatoes and more water if needed to cover, and cook over low heat for another 30–40 mins until the 
beans are tender, but still intact, and the potatoes are soft. Drain and let cool.
Pressure cooker method: Rinse dry, unsoaked beans, place in pressure cooker with salt, and add 

8 cups (2 L) water. Lock lid, bring up to pressure, and cook for 15 mins. Release pressure, add 
potatoes, and bring up to pressure. Cook for another 5 mins, then release pressure, drain, and cool.

To make the aliño (dressing), stir together garlic, oil, vinegar, and salt to taste. When the potatoes 
and beans are cool, peel the potatoes and cut into bite-size cubes. Place the potatoes and beans in 

a mixing bowl, along with the onions, olives, and parsley. Pour the aliño over the salad and gently 
mix to combine. Cover and chill until ready to serve.

This dish embodies what is a classic Cuban plato fuerte (main course): a one-pot meal cooked in a 

cazuela (a large heavy pot, like a Dutch oven), in which pork, vegetables, starch, and carbs all simmer 

together, offering up a satisfying meal. When avocados are in season, they make a delicious and eye-

catching finishing touch to each serving. For Cooking:
•  ¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil, plus 1 Tbsp

•  1 onion, chopped
•  1 green bell pepper, cored and chopped

•  2 garlic cloves, minced
•  1 tsp cumin

•  1 cup (240 ml) vino seco or dry white wine
•  ½ cup (120 ml) tomato sauce
•  2 cups (350 g) frozen corn 
•  2 Tbsp water 
•  3 cups (700 ml) chicken stock 

•  1½ cups (207 g) fine cornmeal
•  Juice of 1 lime
•  ½ tsp achiote oil (optional)

•  Salt and pepper to taste
•  2 scallions, chopped

•  ½ cup (25 g) cilantro leaves

For Pork:

•  1½ lb (675 g) pork shoulder, cut into  
½-inch (13-mm) cubes

•  1 garlic clove, minced 
•  1 tsp salt
•  ½ tsp cumin
•  ½ tsp freshly ground pepper

� Combine the pork, garlic, salt, cumin, and pepper in a bowl and toss together until the pork is seasoned all over. Cover 
tightly and marinate, refrigerated, for at least 3 hrs or overnight. 
� Heat ¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat and brown the pork. Add the onion and bell pepper 
and cook until softened; then stir in the garlic and cumin and cook for 1 min more. Stir in the wine and tomato sauce, 
cover and reduce the heat. Simmer for about 30 mins, allowing flavors to meld. 
� Meanwhile, combine the frozen corn with 2 Tbsp water and remaining 1 Tbsp olive oil in a food processor and pulse 

until coarsely ground. Scrape the corn into a large pot; whisk in the stock and cornmeal. Cook over medium heat, 
stirring frequently, until thickened, 5–10 mins. Add ¾ of the cooked pork 
(reserve the rest to add on top), the lime juice, and the achiote oil, and 
continue to cook for about 30 mins. Season to taste with salt and pepper. 
Serve with some of the remaining pork on top and garnish with scallions 
and cilantro.
� Serve with avocado slices and Plátanos Fritos (page 80).

White Bean Salad
Make this salad with navy or cannellin i beans or black-eyed p

eas,

known as frijoles de carita (beans with little faces).

Deconstructed  Tamale • Serves 8 

Serves 6–8



Shrimp in Tomato & Pepper Sauce • Serves 4
The word enchilados refers to the 
sauce; in Cuba, this is a mild tomato-

based mixture with bell peppers. 
•3 ¼ cup (60 ml) olive oil
•3 1 medium onion, diced
•3 1 red bell pepper, diced 
•3 1 green bell pepper, diced
•3 ¼ cup (23 g) chopped ají cachucha
•3 3 garlic cloves, minced
•3 1 tsp paprika, divided
•3 1 tsp cumin

Heat olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat and 
sauté onion and peppers until soft. Add garlic and 
sauté for 1 min, then add ½ tsp paprika, cumin,  
1 tsp salt and pepper and cook for 1 min or so. Add 

tomatoes and half the cilantro and continue to cook, 
2 more mins. Reduce heat, add vino seco, and 

simmer for 15–20 mins.

In a small bowl, stir together remaining ½ tsp 
paprika and ½ tsp salt; sprinkle over shrimp.

Heat butter in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Add 
shrimp and cook about 1 min per side. Stir in the sauce 

and cook for another minute—until shrimp are tender, 
but not overcooked.

Serve over white rice or Harina de Maíz, (page 45). 
Garnish with lime wedges, the remaining cilantro, and 

avocado slices.

Stuffed Blue Crab Shells • Serves 6-8

This meal is typical of Gibara and I really like the presentation—it’s a fun party 
dish. Although they are similar in size, these blue crabs should not be confused with the 
land crabs of Cuba. The latter species of crab migrates every spring, traveling across 
wooded areas to the coastline to hatch their eggs, flooding the roads and even 
covering the walls of buildings! Though they are quite a sight, land crabs contain a harmful toxin 
and are not to be eaten by humans, but are a hearty meal for some mammals and birds.

• ¼ cup (60 ml) vegetable oil 
� 1 green bell pepper, diced
� 1 red bell pepper, diced
� 1 onion, diced
• 3 garlic cloves, minced
� 1 cup (200 g) tomatoes, diced (canned okay)
� 2 Tbsp white vinegar 
• 2 Tbsp vino seco (dry white wine)

Heat oil in a large pan over medium heat; add bell peppers, onion, and garlic and sauté until 
translucent. Add tomatoes, vinegar, vino seco, pimentón, ½ tsp salt, and ¼ tsp 
pepper, and stir until warmed through, about 5 mins. Remove from heat.  
Fold in the crabmeat, bread crumbs, and lime juice. Adjust salt if necessary. 
Use a spoon to stuff the crab shells with the mixture. Serve with 
hot sauce on the side.

•3 1 tsp salt, divided
•3 ½ tsp pepper
•3 4 plum tomatoes, seeded and chopped
•3 ½ cup (25 g) chopped cilantro, divided
•3 ¼ cup (60 ml) vino seco (dry white wine)
•3 1 lb (450 g) large raw shrimp, peeled and deveined 
•3 4 Tbsp (57 g) butter 
•3 Garnish: lime wedges, cilantro, and sliced avocado

� ½ teaspoon pimentón (smoked paprika)
� Salt and pepper
•  8 cooked blue crabs, crabmeat picked out and 

drained; shells saved for presentation  
(yields ½ lb (230 g) fresh lump crabmeat)

� ½ cup (56 g) dry bread crumbs
• ¼ cup (60 ml) lime juice
�  Tabasco or other cayenne-based  

hot sauce
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Serves 6

Smashed Fried Plantains
These smashed, fried plantains are named after the Spanish coins that 

were used in many colonies in the New World during the 16th century. 
Today, it’s almost impossible to imagine Cuban food without tostones, a 

typical complement to most main dishes. 
Most Cuban kitchens are equipped with a tostonera—a tool made of 2 

wooden boards attached by a hinge used for mashing the tostones; they’re 
available at many Latin American grocery stores.

•24 green plantains
•1Oil, for frying
•21 cup (240 ml) water
•11 tsp salt

Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Cut off ends of the plantains and score lengthwise.
Follow steps 1 and 2 for making Tostones Rellenos, on opposite page. 

After the first fry, let tostones cool for 5 mins, then gently smash each tostón using 
a tostonera. Alternatively, use a cup with a wide base to press each tostón so that it 
is about ¼-inch (6-mm) thick. Fry as directed in step 4 of opposite page. Lightly salt and 
serve. Tostones always taste best hot! 

Stuffed Plantain Cups
Serves 6

These cute little 1-bite bowls filled with savory goodness are one of my favorite appetizers. I’ve 
included 2 types of fillings: Camarones Criollos (Shrimp Creole) and the classic Picadillo (Spiced 
Ground Beef). Note: You will need a tostón maker to form small 2-inch (5-cm) diameter cups. If 
you don’t have one, a handheld citrus press makes a great alternative.

•24 green plantains
•1Oil, for frying
•21 cup (240 ml) water
•11 tsp salt

To Remove the Peel of Green Plantains More Easily:
Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Cut off ends of the plantains and score lengthwise 

through the skin along their natural ridges. Add the plantains to the water and boil for 1–2 mins 
(they will turn a darker, dull green). Drain and run the plantains under cold water until cool enough 

to handle. Peel and cut plantains crosswise into 1½-inch (4-cm) thick pieces.
First Fry:

Start heating oil in a deep pan over medium-high heat and add the plantains as the oil is 
heating. Fry the plantains, turning as necessary, until light golden on all sides. Transfer 

the pieces to a paper towel–lined plate to drain. Reserve the frying oil.

Shape the Tostones:
Place the freshly fried plantains, 1 at a time, in the center of the tostón 
maker and press into a bowl shape. Set aside on a plate.

Second Fry:
Heat the oil to 370 °F (188 °C). While oil is heating, mix the water and salt in a bowl. Working 
1 at a time, quickly dip each tostón in the salted water, pat dry, then use tongs to place it 
carefully in the hot oil, taking care not to overcrowd the pan. Fry the tostones until they are 
golden brown, 1–3 mins. Place them on a fresh paper towel–lined plate to drain. Fill each 
tostón with a spoonful of the desired filling, garnish with scallions, and serve immediately.

•2 Shrimp Creole (page 65) or 
Picadillo (page 38), for filling

•1 2 scallions, finely chopped,  
for garnish
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For my first recipe learned in Cuba, Carol and I walked to the corner produce 
market and bought everything that we needed, except for the sugar, which I had 
picked up the day before at the government-run supermarket. Make sure you 
select a firm, unripe papaya for this; when you shake the fruit, you shouldn’t 
hear the seeds bouncing around inside.

1 large green, unripe papaya (about 2 lb/900 g) 
6½ cups water, divided
2 cups (400 g) sugar

1-inch (2.5-cm) strip lime peel
1-inch (2.5-cm) strip orange peel

1 cinnamon stick 
8 oz (230 g) cream cheese or Gouda cheese, for serving

1. Peel the papaya, remove the seeds, and cut the fruit into 2-inch (5-cm) chunks; rinse.
2. Place papaya and water in a pressure cooker, bring to pressure, and cook for 5 mins. 
(Or simmer in a pot until tender, about 20 mins.)
3. After the papaya is soft, transfer it to a heavy pot. Add sugar, 2½ cups (600 ml) 
water, citrus peels, and cinnamon stick to the pot and cook over medium heat. Stirring 
occasionally, cook until syrup starts to thicken, then reduce heat to low and simmer until 
syrup is somewhat reduced, about 1 hr.
4. Using a slotted spoon, scoop the cooked papaya onto a plate. Cut the cheese into 
1x½-inch (25x13-mm) pieces and arrange around the papaya. Pick up a piece of cheese 
and a piece of the papaya with a fork and enjoy! 

Tropical Fruit Salad
Serves 6

Simple Syrup:
•3½ cup (50 g) sugar
•3½ cup (120 ml) water
•3¼ cup (60 ml) fresh lime juice
•3Zest of 1 lime
•3Pinch of salt

To make the syrup, heat sugar and water until sugar is dissolved. Stir in lime juice, 
citrus zest, and salt. Cool completely.

Combine all the fruit in a large bowl. Add the cooled syrup and refrigerate 
for at least 3 hrs before serving.

Note: The simple syrup is optional. In place of it, stir ½ cup 
(50 g) sugar into the fruit and refrigerate overnight 

before serving. Or omit sweetener all together!

Candied Pa
paya • Serves

 6–8

Salad:
•3Zest of 1 orange
•32 large mangos, peeled and cut into chunks
•32 oranges, peeled and sliced
•31 papaya, seeded, peeled, and cut into chunks
•31 pineapple, peeled, and cut into chunks
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2½ cups (300 g) unbleached all-purpose flour 
2 Tbsp sugar
½ tsp salt 

2 cups (450 g) cold unsalted butter or 1½ cups (350 ml) vegetable oil
(which is easier to find in Cuba than butter)

6 Tbsp cold water 
1 (14-oz/400-g) bar pasta de guayaba (guava paste)

1. Sift the flour, sugar, and salt into a large bowl. Using a knife, cut the butter into the flour mixture and combine 
until the mixture resembles coarse cornmeal with pea-size lumps of butter. This can also be done with a stand 

mixer fitted with the whisk blade. Add the water and mix with a fork just until the dough pulls together.
2. Cut the dough in half and shape into discs. Dust the top of 1 disc with a little flour and roll out on a floured 
counter into a 12-inch (30-cm) diameter, about ½-inch (13 mm) thick circle, flipping halfway through. Repeat 

with the 2nd disc, then cover both with plastic wrap and chill in the fridge for about 30 mins.

Serves 6

For the Almíbar (Syrup):
•3 1½ cups (300 g) sugar
•3 1 cup (240 ml) water
•3  1 Tbsp vino seco 

(dry white wine)

For the Torrejas (Toast):
•3 2–3 eggs
•3  2 tsp cinnamon, divided
•3  ¼ cup (60 ml) vino seco 

(dry white wine), divided 
•3 1 cup (240 ml) milk 

To make the syrup, combine 
the sugar and water in a saucepan 
and cook over low heat until 

reduced and syrupy, about 30 mins. Remove 
from the heat and stir in vino seco.

Melt 1 Tbsp butter in a frying pan over 
medium heat. Working quickly so the bread does not 

get too soggy, dip 1 slice of bread in the milk mixture 
then in the egg mixture. Place the bread in the pan, not 

overcrowding the spices of bread. Fry the torrejas 
until golden brown on both sides. Transfer to 
a plate. Fry the remaining pieces of 
bread, adding more butter for 
each batch. 

In a shallow bowl, lightly beat the eggs with 1 tsp 
cinnamon and 2 Tbsp vino seco. In a 2nd shallow 
bowl, combine the milk with the remaining 1 tsp 
cinnamon and 2 Tbsp vino seco.

Once all the torrejas have been cooked, spoon 
some of the almíbar over each piece then refrigerate. As 

they cool, the syrup will soak into each torreja. Serve 
remaining syrup in a small pitcher with the torrejas. 
This makes a great late-night snack! 

Carol Perez Bengochea, my neighbor in central Havana, remembers sitting at the kitchen table at age 7 or 
8, watching her mother prepare torrejas. It was from this vantage point that she learned to cook. This is a 

delicious treat to make with bread that is a few days old.

“Hay gente que le gusta mas quemada . . . hay gente que las prefiere mas doradita.”  
“There are people that like them a bit more charred and others that prefer them more golden.” 

—Carol Perez Bengochea

Makes 1 (9-inch/23-cm) Guava Pie

pinch. It’s simple to make, quick, and calls for only a bar of guava paste (available at Latin markets) as filling.
looks, and touches the dessert to determine when it’s done—using her senses all the while. This is a dessert prepared in a

temperature. Carol Perez Bengochea, with whom I baked often in central Havana, smells, opens the oven door, In Cuba, gas ovens are simple affairs, often lacking a pilot light or any sort of a controlled

3. Preheat oven to 420 °F (216 °C). Lay 1 piece of dough in a pie plate; remove the excess  
dough around edges. Cut the bar of guava paste into ¼-inch (6-mm) pieces and lay them in the pie.

4. Top the pie with the 2nd piece of dough and press down around the edges to seal. Use a  
fork to create a pattern along the edge and to poke a few ventilation holes in the top. 

5. Bake until golden, 20–30 mins. Let cool completely before serving.

Egg-Battered Sweet Toast

•3  4 Tbsp (56 g) butter, 
divided

•3  14 slices of sandwich bread 
(pan en rebanado)
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Serves 6

CUSTARD
2 Variations: Lemon Cream and Chocolate
Natilla is a rich and creamy egg-based custard that is great 
because it can be made completely ahead of a meal. The classic 
is a plain sweet milk flavor with a touch of lemon, but my favorite 
is chocolate. I will never forget Chef Antonio Solo’s chocolate 
natilla served in a halved cacao pod, showcasing the finest 
chocolate from Baracoa. 

•1 4 cups (950 ml) whole milk
•  2-inch (5-cm) strip of lemon zest 
OR ½ cup (40 g) powdered baking chocolate

•1 1 cinnamon stick
•2 1/4 teaspoon salt

In a saucepan heat milk, lemon zest (optional), cinnamon stick, and 
salt over medium heat and bring to a simmer, then remove from heat. 
In a large bowl using an electric mixer, on medium speed stir the sugar 
and egg yolks into a light yellow paste. Slowly add the cornstarch 
and baking chocolate (optional), and mixing constantly at low speed, 
integrate 2 cups (475 ml) of the hot milk.

Put the saucepan back over low heat, and combine the egg-and-milk 
mixture with the warm milk in the saucepan. Stir the mixture constantly 
with a whisk for 15–20 mins until the natilla is very thick. When 
texture is achieved, stir in the vanilla and discard the cinnamon stick 
and lemon zest.

Transfer the custard to serving bowls (or 
cacao pods if you have them). Cover with 
plastic wrap and refrigerate until chilled 
(2–3 hrs). Before serving, sprinkle the 
top with ground cinnamon as garnish. 

Sweet Cornmeal Pudding • Serves 6

This is a dessert very familiar to guajiros 
(a term for country folk in Cuba), who utilize 
the ground corn abundant in the countryside 
to make a sweet polenta pudding. When fresh 

milk isn’t available, Cubans often substitute 
powdered milk, sweetened condensed milk, 

or just water to make this basic 
dessert. Adjust sugar and salt 

to taste when using these 
alternate ingredients.8 cups (940 ml) water

1 tsp salt
1 cinnamon stick
1-inch (2.5 cm) strip  
 lemon zest
2 cups (280 g) fine cornmeal
1½ cups (350 ml) whole milk
1 cup (200 g) sugar
1 tsp vanilla

Bring the water to a boil in a saucepan, 
then add salt, cinnamon, and lemon zest. 
While whisking, slowly add the cornmeal and 
keep whisking as the mixture thickens. Add 
the milk, sugar, and vanilla. Continue to gently 
cook over very low heat for about 30 mins, stirring 
occasionally, until mixture is creamy. 

Drizzle a little honey and a sprinkle of ground cinnamon 
over each portion to serve. 

• 11/4 cups (250 g) sugar
•2 8 large egg yolks
•  1/4 cup(28-g) cornstarch, dissolved in ¼ cup 
(60 ml) water

•1 1 tsp pure vanilla extract
• Ground cinnamon, for garnish
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CÓCTELES
Cocktails

• Mojito page 140
•1 Daiquiri page 141 
•2 Cuba Libre page 142
• Piña Colada page 143  
• Leche de Coco page 145  
•2 Cubanito page 146
•1 Canchánchara page 147
• Crema de Vie page 148
•1 Sangria page 149

Spiced

Ron en la Isla
Rum on the Island

The sugar industry increased steadily 
throughout the 16th century on the island of Cuba. 

At the time, molasses, the byproduct of sugar production, 
was considered waste that was fed to livestock and rarely 

consumed by people. However, the sugar farmers had more of this 
sticky substance than they knew what to do with. It wasn’t until the 

1600s that people discovered they could mix molasses with some of the liquid 
from the sugarcane juice during its initial boiling to make an alcoholic spirit. This 
mixture was left to ferment and then distilled—and a predecessor of rum was born. 
They soon knew they were onto something, and rum production continued to evolve. 

By 1860, there were more than 1,000 distilleries in Cuba, including one owned by 
Spanish entrepreneur Don Facundo Bacardí in partnership with French distiller and 
confectioner José León Bouteiller. The men were among those who experimented 
widely and implemented methods to create a more palatable, lighter-bodied alcohol. The 
use of charcoal filtration gave way to the first light-colored rum. Copper stills, storage 

in oak barrels, and the use of specific strains of yeast to accelerate the 
fermentation process further improved the flavor and depth of the rum. Today, rum 
is produced all over the world, but everyone knows the best rum comes from Cuba. 

Although most locals imbibe their rum simply on the rocks (usually crushed ice), many 
cocktail recipes abound—developed for the tourist trade. Most of these recipes are 
inspired by the island itself, including the Cuba Libre and the Cubita. In the US, 
rum cocktails gained popularity during World War II, when grain rations restricted 
whiskey and beer production. After the war and into the 1950s, the little 
island 90 miles off the coast of Florida became America’s 
playground, and rum drinks were all the rage.

So called because of the

herbs, such as rosemary or cloves
,

that complement the spirit
’s

butterscotch tones. Spiced rums
are usually sipped over ice or

topped with ginger beer.

addition of citrus fruits and fragrant Distilled for a short period

charcoal to make it clear,
this is the mildest and most

delicate rum and complements
fruity drinks.

of time and filtered with

White
Aged in oak barrels,
this rum is ideal in

Gold

robust, sweet cocktails,
like the Cuba Libre.

This dark rum is aged
in charred oak barrels

Black or Dark

for longer than the
gold rum varieties.

The 
Types 
of 
Rum



Perhaps Cuba’s most loved 
song, “Guantanamera” was written by Julián 

Orbón who adapted it from a poem by José Martí. Famous for his 
dedication to the goal of Cuba’s freedom from Spain, Martí ’s 

heartfelt and powerful writings have inspired those 
fighting for independence all over Latin America. 

The song is written from the perspective of 
a common man in love with a woman from 

Guantánamo who eventually leaves him. Though sad, the 
song has a very positive side in its patriotic symbolism and uplifting melody.

La Canción
Yo soy un hombre sincero 
De donde crece la palma 

Y antes de morirme quiero 
Echar mis versos del alma

I am a truthful man 
From where the palm tree grows 

And before dying I want 
To let out the verses of my soul

Guantanamera,  
guajira Guantanamera

Mi verso es de un verde claro 
Y de un carmín encendido 

Mi verso es un ciervo herido 
Que busca en el monte amparo

My verse is light green 
And it is flaming red 

My verse is a wounded stag 
Who seeks refuge on the mountain

Guantanamera,  
guajira Guantanamera

 Fresh coconut milk tastes so much better than 

canned—the flavor is rich, bright, and well worth 

the effort. Making a batch doesn’t take too long, 

especially if you use a food processor! I learned 

how in Baracoa, on the east end of the island, 

the region known for its coconut production 

and dishes showcasing coconut milk. 

•  1 brown, mature coconut (not the green kind with the shell still on) 
When selecting a coconut, make sure you can hear the 
coconut water inside and that the “eyes” are firm, not at all soft.

1. Use a screwdriver to make holes through the eyes of the coconut and drain out 
the water inside. Reserve.

2. In a dry pan, heat the whole coconut over medium-high heat, rotating every minute 
until it cracks open, about 10 mins. Seal the coconut in a bag and hit it with a hammer. 
Pry the meat carefully out of each piece of the shell. Using a vegetable peeler, peel off any 
remaining bits. The meat should be bright white. 

3. Measure the coconut water and add enough hot tap water to 
measure 2 cups (475 ml) total; pour into a food processor along with the 
coconut meat. Process until the mixture is frothy and thick, 4–6 mins. The 
hot water helps extract as much of the flavor as possible. (Alternately, 
finely shred the coconut and combine with the liquids to soak for 10 mins.)

4. Strain the mixture through a fine-mesh sieve lined with cheesecloth, 
pressing on it to extract as much of the coconut milk as possible. You will 
be left with dry shredded coconut, which can be reserved for another use. 
Coconut milk will keep for up to 3 days in the fridge. 

HU
SK

CORE

SHELL
MEAT WATER

Cultivo una rosa blanca 
En julio como en enero 
Para el amigo sincero 

Que me da su mano franca

I grow a white rose 
In July just as in January 

For the honest friend 
Who gives me his open hand

Guantanamera,  
guajira Guantanamera

Con los pobres de la tierra 
Quiero yo mi suerte echar 

El arroyo de la sierra 
Me complace más que el mar

With the poor people of the earth 
I want to cast my lot 

The brook of the mountains 
Gives me more pleasure than the sea

Guantanamera,  
guajira Guantanamera
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