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MIAMI -- In a bygone era, recreating an ethnic recipe used to take some finesse.  Even here, in the heart of Little Havana, you had to begin by collecting groceries in one shop, then heading  across town for baked goods, and finally to an ordinary supermarket for all the in-betweens.  Obligatory, of course, was a phone call to so-and-so’s auntie to make sure you were doing everything right.  

With nostalgia for the cooking back home as their driving force, today’s assorted South Florida immigrant families have helped to define a regional cuisine.  A dynamic cultural ebb and flow has put items like cilantro, fresh arepa cakes, and chorizo sausage on grocery shelves everywhere.   Cooks from South Beach to the Everglades have made room for an inventive, seductive jumble of ingredients.  This combination of high-quality, local ingredients with Caribbean and Latino peasant traditions is often dubbed “Nuevo Latino” or “Florribean” cuisine.  The essentials include plantains, cilantro, exotic tubers, coffee (see related story), an impressive array of fresh fruit and seafood, and a backyard grill.  

Today’s shoppers can savor coffee breaks and garlicky, roasted pork from Cuban merchants, find Haitian rice with its tiny djon-djon mushrooms, Bahamian conch salad, Jamaican scotch bonnet peppers, Brazilians marinated hearts of palm, Puerto Ricans bacalao (salt cod), Colombian ajiaco soup, Nicaraguan and Argentinean grilled specialties, and Trinidadian fragrant curries.  
South Florida is not so much a melting pot as it is a topic for a doctoral thesis in cultural anthropology.  What this means for regional cuisine is that mojitos (minty rum cocktails) are sipped at every bar, maduros (sweet plantains) turn up at fast food restaurants, guarapo (sugar cane juice) and conch fritters are festival foods, and beans and rice are served at Thanksgiving.  

Plantains have quickly gone from a ‘yuck’ to a ‘yum’ food because of the Cuban influence.  A firm variety of banana used in cooking, plaintain is as ubiquitous as potato might be in other regions and just as versatile.  When green and unripe, plantains are boiled in soups, mashed, or sliced and fried. 
Over-ripe plantains with soft, spotted skin are pan-fried or baked for side dishes, or used in desserts with honey or rum.  Markets always carry both green and ripe because there is a demand for both.  Plantains are typically served alongside beans and rice –black beans, red kidney beans, or pigeon peas (technically peas but cooked like beans)—but they also appear in more unexpected recipes such as for omelets fillings.

Bananas show up for dinner, and so do many exotic tubers.  Yuca (pronounced ‘YOU-kah’) is a starchy root vegetable often fried or boiled, and doused with a garlic-lime sauce.  A brown, gnarled, carrot-shaped tuber, malanga, is prepared like yuca.  Boniato is like a dry sweet potato and can be boiled or baked as a pleasing side dish.   A West Indian pumpkin, calabaza, is another hearty addition to this cuisine that adds an immediate coziness to any dish—not unlike butternut squash.

To cope with the tropical heat, frozen fruit pulps and canned fruit juices of mamey, guava, papaya, mango, and coconut water are always on hand.  Fruit preference varies from household to household, but everyone loves batidos (Latin American fruit shakes.)  
The hot drink of choice is café cubano; the most refreshing drink is guarapo, freshly squeezed sugar cane juice.  Stacked beside a juicing contraption in many markets, sugar cane, when pressed into juice, offers a mildly sweet drink on a warm day.  The stalks can be cut into skewers that can be used for grilling small pieces of food such as shrimp or chunks of pineapple.


The meat of the conch is everyday fare, especially in Key West.  It comes from an oversized, spiraling, pink and white shell and is prepared like squid and used in soups and chowders, salads, or fritters.  Fishermen bring home Florida lobster (a drier, clawless variety), shrimp, and the warm weather favorite, red snapper.     

South Florida cuisine has an undeserved reputation for being spicy; most dishes are flavorful, not hot.  The bite usually comes from a sauce or condiment such as mojo, made with sour orange juice (from an acidic, thick skinned orange) and garlic, or chimichurri, a spicy pesto used on grilled meats.

Even though citrus and seafood are fundamental ingredients, no home-cooked meal is the same without some packaged products such as guava paste, banana leaves, and spices.  As much as the locals love fresh tastes, may traditional recipes include a Goya product, mostly because that’s what cooks at home use.
Many say that the flavors are practically indispensable to the cooking.

Goya Sazon (a mixture of garlic and spices that includes MSG, cumin, and turmeric) is one ingredient some cooks won’t do without – they claim it’s the only way to mimic grandma’s cooking.
Many old-fashioned cooks who make chicken stock from scratch labor over the pot all day, and when the stock is done, add a cubito (chicken bouillon cube) to the pot.

Some things never change.
Mojito
A genuine version of this old-time Hemingway favorite would use leaves of yerba buena (a variety of mint) and guarapo (fresh sugar cane juice,) garnished with a tall sliver of sugar cane.   Serves 1.
3 fresh mint leaves and 1 sprig for garnish

3 tablespoons lime juice

2 teaspoons sugar

2 ounces white rum

Crushed ice (for serving)
1 cup club soda 

1.  In a tall glass, place the mint leaves and add the lime juice and sugar.  With the back of a spoon, lightly bruise the mint and stir until the sugar dissolves.  

2.  Add the rum and ice, then top the glass with club soda.  Garnish with a mint sprig.

Plantain Soup

Comforting during the rainy season, this is South Florida’s version of a simple potato soup.
Serves 4.
2 tablespoons dry white wine

2 tablespoons olive oil

3 cloves garlic, chopped
1 carrot, chopped

1 small onion, chopped
3 green plantains
1 teaspoon ground cumin, or to taste

6-8 cups chicken stock

1 bay leaf

3 sprigs fresh cilantro, plus extra (for sprinkling)
salt and pepper, to taste
1 lime, cut into wedges (for garnish)
1.  In a large, flameproof casserole, combine the wine, oil and garlic.  Cook over low heat for 2 minutes, stirring occasionally.  
2.  Turn up the heat and cook the carrots and onion over medium heat for 4 minutes or until soft.

3. Meanwhile, peel the plantains:  Slice off the ends and cut the rest into thirds.  Make a lengthwise slit along the inner seam of the peel and strip it off with your fingers.  Remove the plantain flesh and slice it into ½-inch pieces.

4. Stir the cumin into the wine mixture.  Add 6 cups of the chicken stock, the bay leaf, and the cilantro sprigs.  
5. Bring to a boil.  Add the plantains, salt, and pepper.  Lower the heat, and simmer for 50 to 55 minutes or until plantains are tender.  If the soup seems too thick, add the remaining 1 cup chicken stock.

6. Remove the bay leaf and cilantro sprigs and puree the soup in a blender.  (If you prefer a chunkier soup, puree only half the pot.)  
7. Return the soup to the pot, taste for seasoning, and add more salt, pepper, or cumin, if you like.  Simmer 5 minutes more.  
8. Add chopped cilantro and serve at once with the lime wedges. 
Sidebar:

Big taste in a little cup

Café Cubano is not just a drink, it's the ultimate java experience:  a "shot" of ultra-sweetened espresso made from darkly roasted, finely ground beans with absolute and ritualistic perfectionism. This is true whether you’re sipping it at a hole-in-the-wall lunch counter, a convenience store, or a fine restaurant.  
Cuban coffee takes its name not from the origin of the beans but from the style and culture of serving coffee.  At local coffee counters, patrons huddle for their daily cafecito, or "little coffee," served in a thimble-sized cup.  Besides the drink, they get a three-minute chat 

with the other regulars.  They also see the grace and rhythm with which the server tends to the coffee machine.  Afterward, everyone chases down café cubano with ice water from the cooler.  If you want to sip like a local, here’s how:
For about 50 cents, a cafecito will give you the richest, sweetest, strongest espresso you can imagine, served in a plastic tacita (“little cup”).
At lunch, a colada is a must.  This is typically a Styrofoam cup filled with enough café 

cubano to keep everyone at the office pepped until closing time.  It is often accompanied by a stack of the tiny plastic cups so you can turn your colada into several cafecitos.  Sharing your colada is a guaranteed way to keep old friends and make new ones.

If you've never had a shot of café cubano before, cortadito may be the place to start.  

It's a cafecito cut with a splash of milk to ease the intensity.

Like the French café au lait, café con leche is equal parts steamed milk and café cubano.  

No need to add sugar because the espresso is sweetened.  Usually reserved for breakfast, with 

pressed and generously buttered rolls.

South Floridians make café cubano at home, a rite of passage non Cubans learn from a 

friend or neighbor. The ritual is taken very seriously, so offering a lukewarm, unsweetened, unfrothed serving can risk ruining your reputation. Stovetop Italian-style espresso makers are used at home, and favored coffe brands are Pilon and Bustelo. 
Begin by filling the bottom chamber with cold water and packing the coffee firmly into 

the basket.  Let the coffee simmer over medium high heat, but leave the lid open so that you can catch the very first teaspoon of coffee, which you will use to create espumita, or a "little foam."  (The espumita will give your cafecitos a creamy, caramel froth.) For 4 servings, put one tablespoon of sugar in a stainless steel creamer.  Once you remove the teaspoon of coffee from the brewing pot, stir it vigorously into the sugar to make a paste.  When the coffee is done, add it to the sugar paste and stir so the froth rises to the top.  Serve in demitasse cups.

