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INTRODUCTION

I’m a true Latin girl. I love to cook. I love to feed family and friends. And I love to spend hours lingering over a table with them while enjoying fabulous drinks and delicious food. My menus need to be diverse, the food abundant, and the flavors bright and vibrant. Oh, and one more thing: I want to feel as if I’m a guest at my own party.

That last part is a bit tricky, but after many years of trial and error I have figured out a way to make lots of delicious food and not feel as if I’m running a restaurant out of my house. More on that technique later—first let’s talk about the food and the grill.

I love the taste of food that has been cooked with fire. The intense heat of the flames chars the food, deepening its flavor and enhancing its texture. Equally, I love how grilling draws a crowd and excites your guests. It must be the primal, communal aspect of cooking over flames that brings people together.

When I was growing up in Miami, I spent many weekends with my family grilling in our backyard. In line with our background, the foods and flavors were traditionally Cuban, while the grilling style and equipment varied according to the mood of the “grill master.” I recall seeing everything from large sophisticated gas grills to small charcoal kettle ones. However, it wasn’t all so arbitrary. Certain holidays, like Christmas Eve, called for the specific and ceremonial method of cooking a whole pig low and slow with charcoal. And on school nights the gas grill was used for a quick flip of fresh fish over intense flames. Regardless of what was grilled or how it was made, the meal always seemed special.

As I got older and began traveling through Latin America, I saw firsthand how common cooking over fire, or grilling, was. I recall a visit to Argentina where I was lucky enough to be invited to a friend’s home in the outskirts of Buenos Aires for a true, day-long Argentine asado (cookout). I’ve also experienced the freshest grilled fish prepared on a small charcoal kettle right on a beach in Ecuador, and had the best char-grilled pork tacos served out of a parked truck in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. Each experience was different in its food and flavor, but the communal aspect was the same.

This brings me to an important note. Despite common threads, like grilling, all Latin food is not created equal. Latin America is a huge region made up of many countries, each with its own culinary history and characteristic flavors. Unfortunately, Latin fare tends to get muddled into one underwhelming cuisine. Just ask a Peruvian what he had for dinner and I guarantee you his answer will be very different than a Brazilian’s. Yes, similarities do exist, but it’s their differences—like the prominent use of cumin in one country and the focus on fiery chiles in another—that make the cuisines and their flavors so enticing.

In order to bring focus to the diversity and uniqueness of the cuisines of Latin America, I have organized this book by region, creating menus that provide a taste of some of the most popular foods of several countries. At the start of each chapter, I will set you up with quick pointers on what makes up the spirit of each cuisine and acquaint you with some of its key ingredients. My hope is that this will help you make out the subtle differences between the foods of Chile and Argentina, as well as the marked differences between those of Mexico and Brazil.

This book not only offers both grilling tips and lessons on Latin flavors, it also instructs you on how to pull off a full menu, from drinks to dessert, and still find time to enjoy yourself. To guarantee that you will be a guest at your own party, I’ve created a detailed “Game Plan” for each menu that outlines, step by step, what needs to be done in order to execute the menu successfully. You will see a chronological list of tasks as well as instructions on storage. Because, let’s face it: most of us do not have a walk-in refrigerator where we can store trays of food!

One last thing: feel free to mix and match. Cook through the book, pick your favorites, and create your own menu. The only thing that matters is that the food is delicious and you are having a good time!


GUIDE TO GRILLING

Cooking with fire requires instinct. Understanding how to adjust the grill temperature and figuring out the precise time to remove meat from the grill will determine whether a steak turns out beautifully charred and succulent or dried and burnt. I’m not going to gloss over the fact that it takes trial and error to truly internalize many of the nuances involved with grilling. But ultimately, its not rocket science and once you’re past the initial learning curve you’ll find that much of the process becomes second nature. To get you started (or give you a refresher) I here are my top ten tips to get you successfully cooking over live fire in no time. Now, let’s get grilling!

MY TOP TEN GRILLING TIPS

1. KNOW YOUR GRILL

All grills are not created equal. Each grill has its own nuances—how hot it gets, the hot spots, its tendency to flare. For this reason, you should treat all grilling recipes simply as guides. Once you’re comfortable with your grill’s capabilities, you will be able to better gauge cooking times and to use the lid to increase or decrease the intensity of the heat.

2. ALWAYS PREHEAT YOUR GAS GRILL

I always preheat my gas grill at least 15 minutes before I am ready to grill. I start by turning on the burners to their highest setting and allowing the grates to get very hot. Regardless of the temperature I will eventually cook my food at, this allows for an intense sear at the beginning of the grilling process. After the initial sear, I adjust my grill temperature as required.

3. INVEST IN A GOOD INSTANT-READ THERMOMETER

Forget about prodding the meat with your finger or just blindly guessing if your meat is properly cooked. Even professional chefs use thermometers to accurately measure the internal temperature of meats. Get yourself a good instant-read thermometer with a long, heat-resistant handle. I prefer those with thin probes that make small incisions in the meat, and I tend to stay away from those with thick two-prong forks.

4. EQUIP YOURSELF WITH THE PROPER TOOLS

There are four specific tools I find indispensable: long-handled tongs, a long-handled spatula, a long-handled basting brush, and a tight-fitting heat-resistant glove. The first three are pretty common, since they make up most sets of barbecue tools; just make sure the ones you use are heat resistant. The tight glove is a discovery I made after I got tired of singeing my hand when reaching the back of the grill—I figured there had to be a better way. I had always shied away from bulky grilling mitts, which were clumsy and never allowed me to feel as if I had a good grip on things. Then one day I found a pair of tight-fitting pit mitts that protected me from the heat of the flames but still allowed a good grip. Now I never grill without them.


    Throughout the book I begin recipes by letting you know how high to set your grill along with the temperature that typically corresponds to that setting. For example, the citrus and oregano split chicken on the bone from the Mexican Frontera chapter starts on high (550°F) and finishes cooking at medium-high (450°F). Because temperature settings can differ significantly from grill to grill, you will need to treat these numbers as general indicators and understand that cooking times will vary accordingly.



5. ALWAYS OIL YOUR GRATES

Regardless of what you are grilling, it is always a good idea to properly oil your grates beforehand. Wait until your grill is hot and you are ready to place your food on the grate. I prefer using plain vegetable oil, slathering it onto the grates with a paper towel that I hold with long-handled tongs. This allows me to cover the entire grill area without burning myself.

6. DEAL WITH FLARE-UPS PROPERLY

Flare-ups, which are caused by oil or excess fat dripping into the fire, are not always bad, since they can result in a nice char. However, if uncontrolled they can result in scorched food. Here are some tips for preventing and dealing with flare-ups:


[image: ] If you’re working with an oil-based marinade, allow as much marinade as possible to drip off the meat before placing it on the grill.

[image: ] If possible, create a low-heat zone on your grill as a safe haven to move your food to when flare-ups occur.

[image: ] If you don’t have enough space for a low–heat zone, pile up pieces of food in a corner where the flare-up is not occurring while you wait for the flare-up to die down.

[image: ] You don’t want to extinguish the flames with water for the same reason you don’t pour water on a kitchen grease fire: the flames will just get bigger.



7. SOAK WOODEN SKEWERS AND PLANKS SUFFICIENTLY

I say this from experience: make sure to soak your wooden skewers for at least 20 minutes and your wooden planks for at least 2 hours. Anything short of that will result in the wood charring and possibly igniting.

I place skewers in a pitcher of water and, if they’re not completely submerged, I flip them after twenty minutes to soak the rest. To soak wooden planks, I find it easiest to place them in a rectangular baking dish filled with water and set a heavy pot over the planks to keep them submerged.

8. HAVE A PLAN BEFORE YOU BEGIN

Understanding cooking times—and how well foods will hold after they come off the grill—is essential to successfully pulling off a grilling menu. If your menu is varied, begin by grilling the items that can be eaten at room temperature. Keep in mind that meat needs to rest for at least 5 minutes before you serve or slice it; this resting time can often be used to quickly grill some other items.

When grilling various cuts of meat, start with those that take the longest, adding the others along the way. This will ensure that they finish cooking at approximately the same time.

The same premise holds true when you’re cooking the same cut of meat to various levels of doneness. Start with the pieces you want to end up well done, adding the medium well, medium, and so forth so that they all get done at about the same time.

9. TALK A WALK (OR HAVE A DRINK)

One of the biggest mistakes made by grillers is that they put food on the grill and immediately begin to mess with it. My rule is to put it down and walk away. In order for meat or vegetables to get a nice char, they need to spend some alone time with the heat. How long you leave the food alone depends on the food, but at least 5 minutes is a good start. Just enough time to get something cold to drink!

10. ALWAYS CLEAN YOUR GRILL PROPERLY AFTER EACH USE

This might sound obvious, but I can’t tell you how many grills I have seen with bits of food caked onto their grates. Food sticks to dirty grates, and by not cleaning your grill, you are sabotaging yourself. Simply get yourself a cleaning brush with stiff bristles and, when you are done grilling, crank up the heat to the highest setting, wait for 5 minutes, and brush off any remaining food or oil residue from the grates.

[image: ]

GRILLING WITH GAS

Grills come in all shapes and sizes and use a variety of fuel sources. Before you decide between a large or small grill, custom-built or off the rack, your first choice when selecting a grill is usually between grills that use gas, wood, or charcoal fuel. The ease and convenience of gas grills has made them the most popular type of grill used today, so I developed the recipes in this book with gas grills in mind. However, that doesn’t necessarily mean that you have to sacrifice the smoky flavor imparted by a wood grill or the intense char from a charcoal grill. When time permits, I bring out my small kettle charcoal grill and use the same recipes, making simple adjustments in cooking times; I’ll guide you through those adjustments in the next section. Luckily, the effect of grilling over wood can also be achieved on a gas grill with simple and handy alternatives that I’ll go over in the following pages.

GRILLING WITH WOOD

Grilling with wood does more than simply cook your food; it infuses it with a rich smoky flavor. Wood smoke also imparts a deep tan hue to the food. I’ve found that with the exception of those with special outdoor wood-burning ovens, most backyard grillers never grill with wood. This is really a shame, since they are missing out on so much flavor. I must admit, I’m not one to start splitting wood to create a fire for a backyard cookout. But I do use easier alternatives, like wood chips and wooden planks. Give it a shot—I promise you won’t be disappointed!

I tend to use hickory, apple, or cherrywood chips. Hickory gives food an intense smoky flavor, while the cherry and apple are a bit milder.

WOOD CHIPS

Convenient and easy to use, these very small pieces of irregularly shaped wood are great for adding a smoky flavor to grilled meats, fish, and vegetables.

In order to prevent the chips from burning, which will turn your food bitter, soak the chips well before using them. If your grill has a built-in smoker, or if you are using a grill-top smoker, follow the manufacturer’s instructions. Otherwise create foil packets of chips for smoking, as described below.

FIRST, DETERMINE HOW MANY WOOD CHIPS ARE NEEDED. In order to achieve an even smoke, I create three small packets of soaked wood chips and place them at various spots under the grill grates. I use about a handful of wood chips per packet. Keep in mind these foil packets will produce smoke for about 30 minutes. If your food requires a longer cooking time, create extra packets and replace them every half hour or when your packets are smoked out.

SECOND, SOAK THE WOOD CHIPS. Place the wood chips in a bowl filled with water. Push them under the water a few times to help start the soaking process. Allow the chips to soak for 1 hour, then drain.

NEXT, PREPARE PACKETS OF CHIPS. Cut three pieces of heavy-duty aluminum foil, each about 12 inches long. (It’s best to use heavy-duty foil for the packets; however, you can substitute two layers of regular foil.) Place a handful of the soaked wood chips in the center of each piece of foil and spread the chips out a bit. Fold the sides of the foil over the chips, creating a packet that is sealed tightly. Using the tip of a sharp knife, make small slits all over the top of each foil packet.

FINALLY, SMOKE THE CHIPS. Place the foil packets under the grill grates. If possible, place the packets so they will not be sitting directly under the food (for example, place them at the back of the grill). Turn the grill on to the highest setting, close the lid, and wait for the wood to begin to smoke. It should take 10 to 15 minutes, but will vary with your grill. You should see smoke escaping from the sides of the grill when it’s ready. If using a charcoal grill, place the packets over the coals after they have turned a pale ashy color and have been arranged on the bottom grate. Cover the grill and wait for the wood to begin to smoke.

WOODEN GRILLING PLANKS

I love grilling fish on these thin wooden planks, because then I don’t have to worry about my fish sticking to or falling in between the grates (and cleanup is a snap). The planks won’t give you grill marks, but they will give you moist, smoky fish that takes on a deep tan color from the smoke.

Make sure you soak the planks (that is, submerge them completely in water) for at least 2 hours. I’ve learned the hard way that insufficiently soaked planks will quickly incinerate. The planks are disposable, so you can simply discard them after you are done using them.

WOOD AS A HEAT SOURCE

Wood adds color and smoky flavor to food. But what’s the difference between grilling with wood and grilling with charcoal—why not just build a wood fire in a charcoal grill and cook the food that way?

Wood creates a good amount of smoke, which is something to consider if you are grilling in a crowded setting. When you’re grilling with wood you also must wait a long time for the flames to settle and the embers to reach the proper intensity. The bottom line? Grilling over a wood fire works, but it requires time and space.

GRILLING WITH CHARCOAL

I have very fond memories of spending weekends at the beach grilling ocean-side over small portable charcoal grills. We didn’t cook anything complicated—usually hamburgers and hot dogs—but I remember them being the best hamburgers and hot dogs I had ever eaten. I’m sure the food was good enough, but I don’t doubt it was the ceremonial aspect of building and cooking over a beachside charcoal fire that tricked my taste buds into thinking they’d never encountered anything so delicious.

Charcoal grilling was much simpler back then. There weren’t many options when it came to the charcoal, and almost all fires were started with lighter fluid. Today many more charcoal choices exist, but the desired end result of mouth-watering grilled food is still the same. However, before you can begin creating new charcoal-grilled memories, you have to understand your options.

BEFORE YOU START

WHAT DO YOU NEED? You’ll need a charcoal grill, charcoal, a chimney starter (optional), newspaper or lighter cubes, and long matches or a gas lighter.

WHAT TYPE OF CHARCOAL SHOULD YOU USE? Charcoal is wood that has been burned to remove its water and resins, leaving behind pure fuel. Charcoal is prized for grilling because, compared to wood, it reaches a high temperature quickly with little smoke.

Today you have a choice in charcoal. The two main types are charcoal briquettes and lump charcoal. Briquettes are the dark, square pieces of charcoal most of us are familiar with, while lump charcoal looks like jagged, irregular pieces of coal. In order to get briquettes shaped into uniform squares, binders and fillers are mixed in with the burnt wood and the briquettes are compressed into its form. Below are my pluses and minuses for each type of charcoal.

Briquettes


+ Produce less smoke

+ Produce even heat for a long time

+ Burn slower, requiring less replenishing

+ Are great for quick-cooking foods

    − The heat produced is less intense

    − Some feel the binders and fillers interfere with the pure flavor of the charcoal



Lump


+ Produces intense heat

+ Produces a clean burn with no off flavors

    − Burns quickly and must be replenished more often

    − Provides more smoke than briquettes; not ideal for small or crowded spaces



If you cannot decide between the two, a third option is available. Pure hardwood briquettes, also known as natural charcoal, basically combine the best features of briquettes and lump charcoal.

Natural Charcoal


+ Made of wood and bound with natural starches for a cleaner burn than standard briquettes

+ Burns almost as hot as lump charcoal

+ Produces a long, even heat, like briquettes

    − A bit more expensive than regular charcoal



PREPARING AND LIGHTING THE COALS

HOW MUCH CHARCOAL DO YOU NEED? A good rule of thumb is to use 1 pound of charcoal (about 30 briquettes) per pound of meat.

HOW SHOULD YOU LIGHT THE CHARCOAL? I find that the easiest and safest way to light a charcoal fire is with a chimney starter. To use it, remove the top grate from the grill, fill the chimney starter with coals, and place it on the bottom grill grate. Place crumpled newspaper under the starter and light with a gas lighter or long match. The fire will ignite the coals. Wait until most of the coals turn a pale gray ashy color, then pour them onto the bottom grate and, using a long metal fork or spatula, arrange them as desired (in a heap to one side for a hot side and a cool side, or in an even layer for a consistent heat level). Finish by putting the top grate back into place. Your charcoal fire is now ready to go.

GRILLING THE MEAT

HOW TO GRILL QUICK-COOKING CUTS Meats that cook in less than 30 minutes are considered quick cooking (boneless chicken breasts or cutlets, sausages, burgers, kebabs, chops, steaks, and so on). The best way to grill these cuts is over intense, even heat, which is achieved by evenly distributing the coals over the bottom grate.

HOW TO GRILL SLOWER-COOKING CUTS Tough or large cuts of meat such as ribs, brisket, and pork shoulder, which require more than 30 minutes to cook, should be seared over high heat, then cooked until done over moderately high heat. In order to do this, create two heat zones on your grill by piling most of the charcoal on one half of the bottom grate. This large pile will produce intense heat: place your meat on the grate directly over the pile to sear it. Then move the meat over to the other half of the grill grate—the cooler, or indirect heat side—to continue cooking. Now close the grill lid to trap the heat and allow your meat to finish cooking.

While charcoal delivers intense heat, it does burn down and may need to be replenished during the time that you’re grilling. There are two cues for when to restock your charcoal, one visual and one by feel. If you see quite a bit of ash build up around your coals, chances are you’ll need to add more charcoal. (Ash is a sign of combusted coal, but also mutes the heat of still-live coals.) But before adding more, place your hand 1 inch above the grill grate to gauge how much heat the coals are emitting. If you can hold your hand above the grate for 2 seconds you’re cooking over high heat, 3 seconds is medium-high heat, 4 seconds is medium, and so on.

Most charcoal grills have a hinged top grate that lifts up to allow you to add more coals. When you’ve determined that it’s time to do so, move your food off of the hinged area and use long-handled tongs to lift open the grate; place new coals over the burning coals (it will take a few minutes before the heat begins to intensify).

ONCE YOU’RE DONE

WHAT DO YOU DO WITH THE BURNT CHARCOAL AND ASHES WHEN YOU’RE DONE GRILLING? Wait for the charcoal to burn out completely, turn to ash, and cool down before you dispose of it.


DONENESS TIPS

    Remember that meats continue cooking after you have removed them from the grill. As a rule of thumb, remove large, thick cuts of meat when they hit 10 degrees below your desired temperature. Small, thin cuts should be removed about 5 degrees before they reach their mark. The following chart provides doneness guidelines for beef, veal, lamb, and pork.

[image: ]

    Keep in mind:


    • Pork should be cooked to medium or medium well.

    • Poultry should be cooked to 165°F.

    • All types of sausage should be cooked to 160°F.

    • Fish should be cooked to desired doneness.





RUBS, MARINADES & GLAZES

Throughout this book you will find all sorts of flavor combinations that add vibrancy and zest to your food through the use of herbs, spices, and condiments. Latin cuisine is known for its pop of flavor, so feel free to pick out one of the many rubs, marinades, or glazes found here and turn your simple weeknight grilled chicken breast into something exciting.

USING RUBS

Rubs are combinations of dry spices. They may or may not contain sugar.


[image: ] Rubs that contain brown sugar should be stored in the freezer to prevent the sugar from drying out and turning into hard clumps.

[image: ] Spice rubs should be applied about 5 minutes before you are ready to grill. The salt in the rub may dry out your meat if you leave it on longer.

[image: ] If your rub does not contain salt, make sure to season your food before applying the rub.

[image: ] Make sure your grill grates are oiled before placing rub-crusted food on them.



[image: ]

Clockwise, from top left: Chipotle Chile Rub, Chile Rub, and Coffee Rub

USING MARINADES

Marinades are combinations of wet and dry ingredients that may include fresh herbs, spices, vinegar, wine, and/or citrus juices. They may or may not contain oil.


[image: ] Be alert, as oil-based marinades can cause flare-ups on the grill.

[image: ] Fish should not be left in highly acidic marinades for more than 20 minutes.

[image: ] To ensure evenly marinated meat, place your meat and marinade in a resealable plastic bag and press out as much air as you can before sealing.



USING GLAZES

Glazes are combinations of wet and dry ingredients, either sweet or savory, that are brushed onto food to give it a glossy appearance. Most grilling glazes have some sort of sugary ingredient, such as honey or fruit pulp, that acts as a caramelizing agent.


[image: ] Lower your heat a bit when adding glazes as the sugars they contain can easily burn and turn bitter.

[image: ] Adding a pinch of cayenne to a glaze helps balance the sweetness and gives it a subtle kick.



[image: ]

Clockwise, from top center: Ancho Chile Paste, Citrus Oregano Marinade, Chimichurri, Achiote Marinade, Citrus Garlic Marinade, Soy & Chile Marinade


Rubs

Chipotle Chile Rub Mexican Frontera Cookout

Chile Rub Yucatecan Barbecue

Coffee Rub Nicaraguan Ranch Roast

Marinades

Citrus Oregano Marinade Mexican Frontera Cookout

Ancho Chile Paste Mexican Frontera Cookout

Achiote Marinade Yucatecan Barbecue

Citrus Garlic Marinade Cuban Cookout

Soy & Chile Marinade The Peruvian Grill

Fresh Parsley Sauce/Chimichurri The Argentine Grill

Glazes

Honey Lime Glaze Mexican Frontera Cookout

Honey Apple Cider Glaze Yucatecan Barbecue

Coconut Lime Glaze Brazilian Rodizio

Sauces

    Guacamole Mexican Frontera Cookout

Charred Tomatillo Sauce Mexican Frontera Cookout

Chipotle Crema Mexican Frontera Cookout

    Pineapple Salsa Mexican Frontera Cookout

Crema Mexican Frontera Cookout

Fiery Tomato Salsa Yucatecan Barbecue

Chunky Fresh Tomato Sauce/Pico de Gallo Nicaraguan Ranch Roast

Garlicky Cuban Mojo Cuban Cookout

Mango Salsa Cuban Cookout

    Tangy Avocado Sauce/Salsa Guasca Northern Andean Barbecue

    Fresh Tomato Salsa Northern Andean Barbecue

Spicy Yellow Chile Sauce The Peruvian Grill

Huancaina Sauce The Peruvian Grill

Fresh Parsley Sauce/Chimichurri Nicaraguan Ranch Roast

Charred Corn Salsa Chilean Seafood Cookout

Chilean Hot Pepper Salsa/Salsa Pebre Chilean Seafood Cookout

Hot Pepper & Lime Sauce Brazilian Rodizio

Smoked Paprika Oil Brazilian Rodizio
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