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NG “ “Diaz stirs together the 

right amount of memoir 
with a hefty sprinkling of delight-
ful recipes. She evokes powerful 
memories and conjures the spirits 
of the women who taught her to 
find strength and perseverance 
through food. A delicious read that 
will both touch you deeply and  
inspire you all the way to your 
kitchen.”

—Sandra A. Gutierrez, author of The New Southern-Latino Table

“A moving, touching, and deeply personal 
culinary journey weaving family stories and 
insights from a multicultural angle, the one 
many Latins share in very unique ways. From 
classic Puerto Rican flavors adapted to  
the deep south and vice versa, to clever  
inventiveness out of necessity, this book  
offers a fresh perspective into Boricua 
cooking and the individual role food plays 
in the life of every American-Latino living in 
the U.S. yearning for their roots.”

—Amalia Moreno-Damgaard, author of Amalia’s Guatemalan Kitchen

“Diaz takes you on her journey from her 
family kitchen in Atlanta to her grand-
mother’s kitchen in Puerto Rico. A deeply 
personal and moving story of family,  
heartbreak, sacrifice, and love.” 

—Cynthia Nelson, author of Tastes Like Home: My Caribbean Cookbook
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NG “ As much a memoir as a cookbook, 

Von Diaz takes us on a soul-baring 
journey through her kitchen. You’ll finish 
with a deeper understanding of Puerto  
Rican food and a hunger for more.”

—Ana Sofía Peláez, author of The Cuban Table: A Celebration of Food,  
Flavors, and History

“So many of the stories proposed by Von are 
so vivid and detail rich that they transport-
ed me to my childhood in Puerto Rico.”

—Wilo Benet, chef-owner, Pikayo 

“Diaz tells heartbreaking, funny, and  
edifying stories about food, family, and the 
island that she loves.”

—Luis Jaramillo, author of The Doctor’s Wife

“A culinary tale richly woven with sofrito 
and a side of Southern grits.”

—Janet Keeler, former food and travel editor, Tampa Bay Times

COCONUTS AND COLLARDS
Recipes and Stories from Puerto Rico to the Deep South

VON DIAZ
978-0-8130-5665-4  •  Hardcover $28.00  •  192 pages, 7 1/4 x 9 1/4 

UNIVERSITY PRESS OF FLORIDA  •  MARCH 2018



is available for interviews and appearances

For more information, contact the UPF Marketing Department:

(352) 392-1351 x 232  |  marketing@upress.ufl.edu
Available for purchase from booksellers worldwide.

To order direct from the publisher, call the University Press of Florida: 1 (800) 226-3822.
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is a writer and radio producer based in New York. Her 
work has been featured on NPR, American Public Media, 
StoryCorps, WNYC, The Splendid Table, PRI’s The World, 
The Kitchn, and BuzzFeed. 
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Your mom often worked very long hours to provide for you 
and your sister. Out of necessity, you took over the cooking 
responsibilities of the household. How did this environ-
ment influence your cooking style later on in life? 

In my house, we always had enough to eat. But the ingredients we had ebbed 
and flowed depending on our weekly budget. On the toughest weeks, we 
had $50 for groceries for me, Mami, and my sister, Kristina. And so I became 
infinitely scrappy in my cooking. I experimented with spices, which were 
sometimes great (garlic mashed box-potatoes), and sometimes not so great 
(spaghetti with mustard and Italian seasoning). I definitely learned to make do 
with limited ingredients, but I also learned about basic food pairings and how 
to layer flavors. 

author of

Coconuts and Collards

with
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All throughout the book you highlight the women who 
have given you and others comfort by cooking for them. 
Why do you think food is inherently something that  
comforts us when we need it most? 

For most people, being fed by your mothers is among your first experiences. 
Food is one of the most universal ways that people care for one another, and 
thereby becomes layered with memories of those who prepare our meals. The 
connection I feel to food and eating is intimately connected to my family and 
to the island we came from. 

What is your fondest memory of cooking? 

One of my fondest memories was cooking with my grandmother in Puerto 
Rico when I was eleven.  That summer, she started teaching me how to cook 
well. I had some basics under my belt, but she took me on a journey full of 
new discoveries. First, she let me make mojo caliente, a warm sauce made by 
mashing garlic and salt in a pilón, or wooden mortar and pestle. Together we 
brought olive oil to a low simmer and she showed me how to carefully pour 
the oil into the pilón; garlic sizzled, filling the air with its smell and that of 
seasoned wood. We added lime juice and black pepper and saved it for dinner 
when we’d pour it over yucca or dip in some bread. I still prepare this sauce 
the same way. 

What is the hardest part about merging Puerto Rican and 
Southern cuisines together? 

Caribbean food and Southern food are incredibly easy to merge because of 
their shared African culinary roots. In many ways, the Southern/Puerto Rican 
recipes I include in Coconuts and Collards are recipes that happen to be nearly 
identical in both cultures. Funche de coco (coconut grits), quingombo guisado 
(stewed okra), fried chicken — all have nearly identical preparations in both 
cultures, switched up with subtle shifts in seasoning. 

Your grandmother played an important role in your love 
for cooking. Which of her dishes has been your favorite to 
recreate?  

Boliche—a beef eye of round stuffed with chorizo and vegetables—was one 
of Tata’s classics and among my mother’s favorites as a child. I never had the 
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opportunity to try her version, so I adapted my recipes based on my mom’s 
memory of how it tasted. It’s fairly difficult to prepare—definitely a dish for 
special occasions, but the one I was proudest to get right. 

Do you have a go-to dish you crave whenever you go back 
to Puerto Rico? 

Deep-fried snacks such as alcapurrias (stuffed with picadillo) and bacalaítos 
(salt cod fritters) from roadside kioskos near the beach. I never learned to cook 
these foods, because it would be too dangerous to have them in my home...

How did you decide which recipes to include in your book? 

The recipes in this cookbook are all ones that I deeply enjoy cooking, and 
include variations on traditional dishes I grew up eating alongside new ones 
inspired by those same flavors and techniques. I also wanted to ensure that 
the recipes were approachable for people with varied levels of cooking  
experience. 

What is the most important piece of advice you have when 
it comes to cooking? 

Start by learning to cook dishes you really love to eat. 

Which recipes from this book would you suggest starting 
with for those new to cooking? 

Coconut braised collards, picadillo, and tembleque (the variation with canned 
coconut milk).

What project are you working on next? 

I plan to dedicate time this summer to contributing to rebuilding efforts on 
the island and finding ways to tell the stories of Puerto Ricans who’ve had to 
relocate to the U.S. mainland.
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A fearless, original voice! Over 50 classic and modern Latinx recipes 

 

Coconuts and Collards: Recipes and Stories from Puerto Rico to the Deep South 
by Von Diaz 
 

“Diaz stirs together the right amount of memoir with a hefty sprinkling of delightful recipes....A delicious read 
that will both touch you deeply and inspire you all the way to your kitchen.” 
—Sandra A. Gutierrez, author of The New Southern-Latino Table 

 
“Diaz takes you on her journey from her family kitchen in Atlanta to her grandmother’s kitchen in Puerto 
Rico. A deeply personal and moving story of family, heartbreak, sacrifice, and love.”  
—Cynthia Nelson, author of Tastes Like Home: My Caribbean Cookbook 

 
“A culinary tale richly woven with sofrito and a side of Southern grits.” 
—Janet Keeler, former food and travel editor, Tampa Bay Times 

 
When her family moved from Puerto Rico to Atlanta, Von Diaz traded plantains, roast pork, and malta for grits, 
fried chicken, and sweet tea. Coconuts and Collards (March 20, 2018; $28; Hardcover) is both a cookbook and 
a memoir of growing up Latina in the Deep South. Food was always a way home, even as her definition of home 
evolved over time and geography. 
 
Organized into four different chapters, including “La Cocina de Tata,” “Mofongo Blues,” “Nosotras” and 
“Retorno,” Coconuts and Collards reads like literary nonfiction in the tradition of MFK Fisher and Madhur 
Jaffrey. The stories center on the women in her family and the food they used to nourish and care for one 
another. The recipes range from Tostones Rellenos de Frijoles Negros y Salsa de Aguacate (Black Bean–Stuffed 
Tostones with Avocado Sauce) to adobo-marinated Fried Chicken and Coconut Braised Collards. 
 
Inspired by her grandmother’s 1962 copy of Cocina Criolla—the Puerto Rican equivalent of the Joy of 
Cooking—Coconuts and Collards celebrates traditional recipes while fusing them with Diaz’s own family 
history and a contemporary Southern flair. The funche recipe is grits kicked up with coconut milk. 
The pastelón is shepherd’s pie with sweet plantains. And the quingombo recipe would be recognized as stewed 
okra in any Southern kitchen, even if it is laced with warm and aromatic sofrito. Diaz also offers alternatives for 
modern palates, with vegetarian or leaner substitutions. 
 
With stunning photographs that showcase the geographic diversity of the island and the vibrant ingredients that 
make up Puerto Rican cuisine, this cookbook is a moving story about discovering our roots through the foods 
that comfort us. It is about the foods that remind us of family and help us bridge childhood and adulthood, island 
and mainland, birthplace and adopted home. 
 
Von Diaz is a writer and radio producer based in New York. Her work has been featured on NPR, American 
Public Media, StoryCorps, WNYC, The Splendid Table, PRI’s The World, The Kitchn, and BuzzFeed. 
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Introduction
It’s Puerto Rican because I Made It

I’m a terrible salsa dancer.
 Rice . . . doesn’t excite me.
 I’m prone to saying “y’all” and “ma’am.”
 And, I’m Puerto Rican.
 When I was a little girl, my family moved 
from Río Piedras, Puerto Rico, to Atlanta, 
Georgia, and I traded plantains, roast pork, 
and malta for grits, fried chicken, and sweet 
tea. But Puerto Rican food is my lifeline to 
the island and the way I stay connected to a 
culture that is fundamental to who I am.
 The food my family eats and the way we 
cook reflects multiple migrations back and 

forth from the Caribbean to the American 
South. It also reflects the way a cook—in 
this case my grandmother Tata—can serve 
as an ambassador of taste. Tata’s cooking 
did more than nourish; her food was a party, 
a celebration, a love letter. At its best, she 
cooked as a way to bring people together, to 
create community. And, I believe, to express 
something deeper that she felt.
 The intoxicating, seductive food she made 
and the way she cooked inspired me to start 
cooking through her 1962 copy of Cocina  
Criolla—a cookbook that many consider to 

“Mi abuela tenía una teoría muy interesante; decía que todos nacemos con una caja de fós-
foros adentro, pero que no podemos encenderlos solos . . . necesitamos la ayuda del oxígeno 
y una vela. . . . Ese fuego . . . es su alimento. Si uno no averigua a tiempo qué cosa inicia esas 
explosiones, la caja de fósforos se humedece y ni uno solo de los fósforos se encenderá nunca.”

“My grandmother had a very interesting theory. She said that each of us is born with 
a box of matches inside us, but we can’t light them by ourselves; we need oxygen and 
a candle to help. . . . That fire . . . is its food. If you don’t figure out what will set these 
tiny explosions off in time, the box of matches dampens, and not a single match will 
ever be lighted.”

—Laura Esquivel, Como Agua Para Chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate)

What constitutes “good food,” like what constitutes good weather, a good spouse, or a 
fulfilling life, is a social, not a biological matter. Good food . . . must be good to think 
about before it becomes good to eat.

—Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power

h
proof
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be the Puerto Rican Joy of Cooking. Its reci-
pes are a fusion of 1950s American ingredi-
ents (think mayonnaise and canned veggies) 
with African deep-frying techniques, indig-
enous Taíno root vegetables, and a Spanish 
obsession with olive oil, garlic, and pork. 
 Today I can say the journey that sprung 
from the oil-stained pages of that cookbook 
has been surprising and deeply reward-
ing. But it didn’t start out that way. Like so 
many low-income households headed by 
single mothers, mine required my learning 
to cook at a young age and to improvise us-
ing limited ingredients. I am a self-taught 
home cook trained largely by my mother 
and grandmother (and the Internet). I rely 
largely on my senses and instincts to tell 
me when something looks and tastes right. 
Oftentimes it ends with delicious meals. But 
I’ve had my share of mishaps along the way.
 Like the time I made a pavochón, a Puerto 
Rican–style turkey seasoned like a pork roast 
and stuffed with mofongo, or green plantains 
fried then smashed with garlic and chichar-
rón, or fried pork skins. I could barely fit the 
turkey in my tiny fridge to marinate it over-
night, much less fit it in my oven, so I took a 
cab forty blocks to my friends’ apartment in 
Washington Heights to roast it. It was deli-
cious, crazy delicious, but it basically took 
me three full days to plan and prepare.
 Next, I tried to make homemade coconut 
milk in my nine-foot-by-nine-foot Manhat-
tan kitchen using a power drill and a ham-
mer—knocking bits of coconut bark so far I 
found them under and in things for months. 
Not to mention stripping my drill bit and 
chipping the end of my best knife. The end 
result was sumptuous, floral, and delicate 

(you’ll find a revised, apartment-ready ma-
chéte-less coconut milk recipe on page 000), 
but it was hard to justify the labor. 
 These humbling endeavors taught me a 
lot. I am not, and have no desire to be, a 
1960s Puerto Rican housewife. I do not own 
a machete, nor do I have a big patio where I 
can whack dried coconuts. But I do want to 
create simple food that’s satisfying, healthy, 
and full of flavor.
 Reflecting on my background made me 
think hard about what I eat, why I eat it, 
and what it takes to make every meal you 
put in your mouth delicious. Sometimes 
that means lightening it up, adding fresh 
herbs and vegetables. Sometimes that means 
frying it in lard. You have to try it out and 

proof
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Camarones a la Vinagretta 
(Shrimp in Citrus Vinaigrette)

My parents gave me my first shrimp to peel when I was five years old, and I had a 
real knack for it. This simple recipe pairs tender shrimp with bright herbs, crisp 
citrus fruits, and creamy avocado. It’s great to make ahead of time, though be sure 
to save the avocado until you are ready to serve. These camarones make for a great 
light dinner or an appetizer or lunch served over mixed greens or butter lettuce.

Serves 4

Make the vinaigrette: Combine the toma-
toes, citrus juice, oil, mustard, oregano, 
cilantro, and culantro in a large bowl. 
Season with salt and pepper.

Poach the shrimp: In a large saucepan with 
a lid, combine the water, 1 tablespoon of 
the salt, the peppercorns, and bay leaves 
and bring to a boil over high heat. While 
the water is coming to a boil, prepare an ice 
bath by emptying a tray of ice cubes into 
a large bowl and adding the remaining 2 
tablespoons salt and enough water to cover.

Add the shrimp to the boiling water, turn 
off the heat, cover, and let sit for 1 to 2 
minutes.

Drain the shrimp in a colander, then 
transfer to the ice bath. Stir well and let sit 
until fully cooled, about 5 minutes.

Drain the shrimp thoroughly, shaking the 
strainer and dabbing the shrimp with a 
clean paper towel to remove excess water.

Add the shrimp to the bowl with vinaigrette 
and toss to incorporate. Add the chopped 
avocado, taste, and add salt and pepper if 
needed. Serve immediately.

Vinaigrette

2 plum tomatoes, diced

3 tablespoons fresh citrus juice (lemon, 
lime, orange, grapefruit, or a combination)

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

⅛ teaspoon Dijon mustard

1 tablespoon chopped fresh oregano or 
thyme

1 tablespoon chopped fresh cilantro

1 ½ teaspoons chopped fresh culantro

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

 
Poached Shrimp

1 quart water

3 tablespoons kosher salt, plus more to 
taste

4 peppercorns

2 bay leaves

1 pound shrimp, peeled and deveined

1 avocado, peeled, seeded, and coarsely 
chopped

h
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Adobo
To adobar or season/marinate meat is what gives much Puerto Rican food 
its signature flavor. As a rule, marinating should be done as far in advance 
as possible—preferably overnight—but it’s still delicious if you only have 
thirty minutes to spare. This is a very adaptable marinade. If you love gar-
lic, add more. If you prefer lime juice to lemon juice, use it. Recipes are for 
chicken, seafood, beef, or pork but are mostly interchangeable. A series of 
recommendations for other adjustments, such as adding smoked paprika 
to give depth and color, are included with individual recipes.
 Traditionally, an adobo is ground in a wooden pilón (or mortar and 
pestle), but like my mother, I use a food processor because it’s quick  
and easy.

Adobo for Chicken and Seafood (for each 
pound of meat)

1 medium garlic clove, finely minced

⅛ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

½ teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon olive oil

½ teaspoon fresh lemon juice

 
Adobo for Pork (for each pound of meat)

1 medium garlic clove, finely minced

⅛ teaspoon ground black pepper

½ teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon olive oil

½ teaspoon fresh lime, lemon, or sour 
orange juice

 

Adobo for Beef (for each pound of meat)

1 medium garlic clove, finely minced

¼ teaspoon ground black pepper

½ teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon olive oil

1 teaspoon fresh lime juice, or white or red 
wine vinegar

Note: Each recipe is per pound of meat, 
and all salt is measured in teaspoons. Meat 
should always be rinsed with cold water and 
thoroughly dried with paper towels before 
rubbing down with adobo. The best way to 
store carne adobada (seasoned meat) over-
night is in a large, heavy-duty zip-top bag or 
tightly wrapped in plastic wrap.

Put all the ingredients in the bowl of a small 
food processor and blend into a smooth 
puree, scraping the sides halfway through to 
fully incorporate.

h

proof
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Salsa BBQ de Guayaba 
(Guava BBQ Sauce)

Dang, I love this BBQ sauce.

Makes about 2 cups

4 cups guava nectar

4 small guavas, quartered

2 garlic cloves

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

1 tablespoon ketchup

1½ teaspoons red wine vinegar

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Combine the guava nectar, guavas, and 
garlic in a medium saucepan. Place over 
medium-high heat and bring to a simmer. 
Reduce the heat to medium and simmer 
for about 20 minutes, until reduced and 
thickened. The sauce will darken slightly 
and have a glossy sheen. Strain through a 
fine-mesh sieve into a bowl, pressing on the 
fruit with the back of a large spoon to get 
the most out of the juice.

Whisk in the mustard, ketchup, and vinegar 
and season with salt and pepper. Set aside 
until ready to use with pinchos (recipe 
follows) or ribs, or store in an airtight 
container in the fridge for up to two weeks.

h

proof
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Pinchos de Pollo con Salsa BBQ  
de Guayaba (Chicken Skewers with 

Guava BBQ Sauce)

h

Driving through Puerto Rico, whether on interstates or in the cities, you’ll 
often see signs for pinchos, or grilled meat skewers. Typically fatty pork 
or chicken thighs, they’re cheap and often served al ajillo (with garlic) 
or BBQ sauce, with a hunk of bread speared at the top of the skewer. My 
take is a little lighter and is a perfect contribution to a summer cookout. 
You will need 20 to 30 bamboo skewers for this recipe.

Makes 20 to 30 skewers

2 pounds boneless chicken breasts, cut into 
1½-inch pieces

2 batches Adobo for Chicken (page 000)

2 cups Salsa BBQ de Guayaba (page 000)

Put the chicken in a large zip-top bag or 
plastic container and pour over the adobo. 
Marinate in the refrigerator for at least 30 
minutes or overnight if possible.

Meanwhile, soak 20 to 30 bamboo skewers 
in a tall jar or container of water for at least 
10 minutes to prevent them from burning 
on the grill.

Heat an outside gas grill, charcoal grill, 
or indoor grill pan to medium-high heat. 
Meanwhile, thread the chicken on the skew-
ers until they are about three-quarters full 
with the pieces touching. Brush the chicken 
with BBQ sauce, then place on the grill or 
grill pan and cook, turning frequently and 
brushing with more BBQ sauce, for 7 to 
8 minutes total, until the chicken is fully 
cooked through.

Remove from the grill, brush once more 
with BBQ sauce, and cover with foil until 
ready to eat. Serve with the remaining BBQ 
sauce on the side. 

proof
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Buñuelos de Viento en Almibar 
(Fried Doughnuts  

in Cinnamon Syrup)

Syrup

3 cups sugar

4 cups water

1 cinnamon stick

½ teaspoon vanilla extract

½ teaspoon fresh lemon juice

 
Buñuelos

1 cup water

4 tablespoons (¼ cup) unsalted butter

½ teaspoon salt

1 cup all-purpose flour

4 large eggs

Canola oil for frying

Ground cinnamon for dusting

Make the syrup: In a medium saucepan, 
combine the sugar and water over medium-
high heat and bring to a boil. Reduce the 
heat to a simmer, add the cinnamon stick, 
and cook, uncovered, for 8 to 10 minutes, 
until slightly thickened into a light syrup. 
Add the vanilla and lemon juice and cover 
until ready to use.

Make the buñuelos: While you are cooking 
the syrup, combine the water, butter, and 
salt in a large saucepan and bring to a boil 
over medium-high heat. Remove from the 
heat, add the flour all at once, and mix with 
an electric hand mixer on low speed until 
combined.

Add the eggs one by one, mixing well until 
the dough is fully blended, thick, and sticky 
but not pasty.

Line a large plate with paper towels.

Heat 1½ to 2 inches of oil in a large deep 
skillet or wok over medium-high heat until 
simmering. Drop a bit of dough in to see 
if it’s ready—you’ll know once the dough 
sizzles and rises to the surface.

Use two large tablespoons to scoop small 
balls of dough one by one into the hot oil 
(scoop with one and use the back of the 
other to gently drop the dough into the oil). 
The doughnuts will float to the surface of 
the oil.

Fry, turning the balls frequently, for 2 to 
3 minutes, until they are evenly browned. 
Remove from the oil with a slotted spoon 

h

These simple doughnuts in syrup were a staple in Tata’s house. They can 
be eaten warm or chilled.

Makes 20 buñuelos

proof
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and place on the prepared 
plate to drain.

Arrange the buñuelos in a 
9 by 9-inch casserole dish 
and pour the syrup over 
them. Serve dusted with 
cinnamon.

proof
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