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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 reflect 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 fósfo-
ros 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
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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 sprang 
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 that I learn 
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  
machete-less coconut milk recipe on page 
15), 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 
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decide for yourself. With history and culture 
as your guides, the path to creating delicious 
foods that make you and those around you 
smile can be incredibly joyful and can reveal 
connections to your past and to others that 
you wouldn’t otherwise see.
 And so Cocina Criolla is the inspiration and 
foundation for this book—but ultimately a 
culinary legacy I aim to evolve. Because, like 
many granny cookbooks with their pages 
splattered with sauce and scribbled with 
notes, it reflects an old way of eating.
 Puerto Rico became a Spanish colony 
more than five hundred years ago. The 
majority of indigenous Taínos were rapidly 
killed or enslaved, and huge communities of 
enslaved Africans were brought to the island 
to work the fields and sugar plantations, as 
were indigenous communities from South 
America and Central America. The surviv-
ing Taínos taught these enslaved people how 
they cooked and what grew on the island, 
and Africans shared ingredients and tech-
niques from their home countries, like plan-
tains and rice and making flavorful pastes 
by grinding spices and deep-frying meat for 
preservation. 
 Food reflects so much about where we 
come from, and even more about who we 
want to be. Today, Puerto Rican food mir-
rors the history and struggles of its people. 
The island has been a U.S. territory for more 
than one hundred years, and economic 
and racial inequalities persist. And much 
like farming and working-class communi-
ties across the world, Puerto Rican cuisine 
reflects both a lack of access to vegetables 
and healthy ingredients and a subsequent 
reliance on making things heavy and filling.

 But these same combinations, born of 
necessity and fusion, also create a uniquely 
Caribbean flavor profile that is rife with 
potential. Tender beef with sweet plump 
raisins and briny pimento-stuffed olives; 
funky, earthy root vegetables in pork stock, 
brightened by sweet peppers, corn, and 
cilantro; tropical guava, mango, and pas-
sion fruit blended with rich cream and burnt 
brown sugar; vegetal green plantains with 
crispy pork skins. These are the flavors I’m 
obsessed with, that inspire me to keep ex-
ploring and adapting my island’s cuisine.
 Food is social. Food is personal. Eating is a 
common act that is also deeply complex and 
full of possibilities. Those possibilities are 
what excite me. So I didn’t give up after that 
puddle of coconut milk on the kitchen floor 
or the fifty-dollar cab ride to roast a turkey. 
Instead I started thinking about what else 
sofrito would be good in (the answer is: basi-
cally everything). I began to make what now 
seem like obvious connections between the 
food I’d primarily grown up around—South-
ern food—and the African and indigenous 
influence in so many of Puerto Rico’s dishes 
(funche, or grits, okra, fried chicken, fatback 
in your veggies).
 And sometimes I’d make something com-
pletely my own and use culantro instead of 
cilantro and ají dulce chiles instead of bell 
peppers and decide I’d made something 
Puerto Rican. It was Puerto Rican because I 
made it. This book is a collection of the best 
of those explorations. 
 Just as I dug deep into the history of the 
island and its flavor profile, I also dug deep 
into my own personal history. Today, when 
I’m not cooking, eating, or thinking about 




