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			To my wonderful son, Mason Carlos German—

			You are my greatest joy and my daily inspiration. May you always walk in your truth, carry your heritage with pride, and know that your roots are powerful, beautiful, and unbreakable.

			
				
					[image: Drawing of a bartender in a cap and apron standing at an outdoor bar at night, holding a small torch in one hand and a citrus peel in the other while flaming the top of a cocktail; two patterned cocktail glasses, a small bottle, and a Maker’s Mark bourbon bottle sit on the wooden bar, with lush green plants and glowing string lights in the background.]
				

			
			And to my Afro-Latino community—

			This is for us. For our flavors, our rhythms, our resilience, and our brilliance. May this book be a celebration of who we are, where we come from, and where we’re going. Siempre con orgullo.

		

	
		
			
				The First Pour
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			First Fridays in Oakland, California, where I own and operate my two restaurants, are busy and buzzy. Back when First Fridays started in 2011, they were a great way to support Oakland’s then-budding (now blossoming) restaurant scene. For AlaMar, my first restaurant, First Friday was the busiest night of the month. It wasn’t a great night to be short-staffed, much less at the bar. But that’s exactly what happened in 2018.

			As a small business owner, you jump in where you’re needed, so I jumped behind the bar. Thing is though—I had no experience as a mixologist or when it came to interacting with our customers. I had always been in the kitchen, cooking my heart out. So there I was, feeling something between cool and nervous, adrenaline flowing for sure. The first cocktail I made was a twist on a daiquiri, tapping into what I had seen other bartenders do. Of course, I used rum—the most Dominican of liquors and a very familiar ingredient to me.

			Before long, I realized riffing on cocktails felt kinda like cooking. To be honest, AlaMar was a success, and with everything running relatively smoothly, a kind of ennui had set in. Jumping behind the bar was a spur-of-the-moment choice at the time, but it gave me a much-needed spark, a new challenge. Creating cocktails felt familiar, but also different, fresh, and exciting.

			Being face-to-face with the guests was also new, but to my surprise, the showmanship and storytelling that come part and parcel with bartending came naturally to me. It transported me back to hot New York summer evenings in The Heights (Washington Heights) where I grew up, to block parties and chismeando (gossiping) on the stoop. In a way, that first night behind the bar at AlaMar set me on the path that would eventually put me in front of the camera on Top Chef, and it laid the groundwork for other TV and social appearances—and for this book.

			When I first started bartending, I was eager to learn, and eager to show my respect for those who had been behind the bar for years. Immersing myself in the craft deepened my appreciation for its artistry. I found inspiration from talking to colleagues and neighbors, learning their perspectives and techniques. It was especially exciting to engage with other people of color in the industry, hearing their stories and building a supportive network. I am honored to have several of these talented individuals contributing recipes to this book as “guest bartenders.” This sense of community has been integral in shaping my journey.

			Creating cocktails is really an art form, a craft—just like making food. I started to look for excuses to put myself behind the bar, honing my craft until it became my new passion. Soon, word spread, and friends started showing up to support me, hang out, and share stories. I was having fun—fun with friends, fun with customers who would become friends, and fun using my knowledge of flavors and ingredients in a new way.

			What started as a spontaneous decision slowly turned into something real. And now, years later, it’s come full circle: I have a bar of my own in Oakland where those same kinds of connections are still being made, one cocktail at a time. It’s also where I get to bring in the lessons I learned from my uncles—the ones who taught me how to pour rum with respect, how to make Mamajuana, and that every bottle comes with a story. Those early conversations, shared over music, laughter, and family meals, are the root of everything I create behind the bar at Sobre Mesa today.

			My Culinary Soul

			Wherever people of African origin found themselves because of the Atlantic slave trade, they created food. That food is now foundational to the Afro-Latino communal identity not only in the Dominican Republic, where my mother was born, but throughout the diaspora.

			This book is an exploration of my Afro-Latino roots, of my never-ending personal journey of discovery, shared through a culinary lens. Some of the recipes in this book are my mother’s dishes; others are my interpretations of my Dominican grandmother’s beloved recipes. Some are creations all my own, still informed by everything that came before me.

			Coming to realize, truly understand, and embrace my dual identity was a game-changer. Life in my Dominican NYC neighborhood of Washington Heights revolved around community. Everybody knew each other by block; we shared food and swapped stories. The neighborhood smelled and sounded Dominican, with aromas wafting from the open windows as everyone’s moms made fried plantains, gallina guisada (stewed chicken), and moro (Dominican beans and rice), all punctuated by the sounds of merengue and bachata music.

			No one talked about our African roots, much less acknowledged them. We were Latinos. We were not from Africa. Only it turns out, we were. In fact, my memories of my childhood—those smells wafting down the block, the food I ate growing up—are what would eventually lead me to explore my African heritage, and later express and share it through my cooking and bartending.

			I remember the day a Black family dining at my first restaurant, AlaMar, asked about the Black owner they had heard about. A staff member responded, “This isn’t a Black-owned restaurant; this is a Dominican-owned restaurant.” That hit me hard. My family are Black Dominican Americans—part of the Spanish-speaking African diaspora. I realized I hadn’t done enough to highlight my Blackness or its role in shaping who I am. And it made me think about how much the African continent has influenced the culinary world.


That realization deepened when I appeared on Top Chef, where a challenge centered on African cuisine brought everything into focus. It reminded me that the flavors I grew up with—plantains, braised meats, rich spice blends—weren’t just Dominican; they were African, too.

			The food world has gradually started to make space for these connections and embrace a wider array of ingredients and culinary history—but the cocktail world is still catching up. Too often, the contributions of the African diaspora flavors—ingredients like sorrel, kola nut, tamarind, Grains of Paradise—are left out of the conversation entirely. The stories behind these ingredients, the ancestral knowledge, the migration paths they’ve taken—they’re all right there, just waiting to be explored. I had already opened Sobre Mesa less than a year before filming Top Chef, but that experience shifted something in me. I saw that what I was doing with drinks wasn’t just creative—it was cultural reclamation. It was time to bring the full weight of our flavors and stories into the cocktail glass.

			Initially, my bar leaned more into Latino flavors, but after my experience on Top Chef, I knew I had to dive even deeper. The cocktail world was underrepresenting and under-utilizing the spices, ingredients, and stories tied to the African diaspora. I wanted to change that. I wanted to honor this vast history and culture not just through food but also through drinks, blending them together to tell a richer story.

			You can see it in the Top Chef episode—the joy, the recognition, and the memories sparked by that meal. Eating that food, experiencing those flavors, and recognizing the connections gave me a renewed sense of purpose. It was the moment I truly understood the depth of my culinary identity and the path I wanted to take.

			These moments didn’t just make me reflect on my own identity—they reminded me of how gatherings are central to Dominican culture, and how much we rely on food and drink to bring people together. I experienced it every day growing up. Whether it was a wedding, a baptism, or a Sunday with family, we weren’t just sharing a meal—we were building community. My aunties, my grandmother, my tíos—all of them knew how to set a table that felt like home. And while the plates were full of Dominican staples, there was always something to sip on, too. There were homemade juices made from whatever fruit might be growing in someone’s yard—passion fruit, guava, sour orange, tamarind, mango. And tucked somewhere behind the bottles, there was always Mamajuana (see this page)—dark, spiced, a little mysterious. Every family had their own mix and method for it.


I used to think my Dominican aunties—and my grandmother—had taught me everything there was to know about our food and traditions. The summers I spent as a child in the Dominican Republic were a kind of finishing school, filling in the gaps in a way only hands-on experience can. The women taught me how to cook—how to build flavor, feed a crowd, and show love through food. The men taught me about rum. And when I was old enough, my uncles added to that education by showing me how to make Mamajuana—a traditional drink that, while originally created by women for medicinal and fertility purposes, has long been passed down through the men of the family. They walked me through the ritual like it was a rite of passage—selecting the bark blend, layering the rum and wine, watching it infuse over time. It wasn’t just about the drink—it was about tradition, memory, and learning by doing.

			So, imagine my surprise at discovering so many new and amazing things about the DR during the process of creating Caribbean Cocktails! I learned about small immigrant populations, like the descendants of formerly enslaved African Americans who made their way to the Samaná Peninsula who, as it turns out, were the originators of one of my very favorite childhood snacks, Yaniqueques (this page). I learned about ingredients I hadn’t ever associated with the Dominican Republic, like macadamia nuts, which are now grown on the island and appear as an ingredient in this book (La Loma, this page, and Dominican Coffee Cake with Guavaberry Caramel Sauce, this page). And I heard origin stories that had been long hidden, even deliberately obscured, like the fact that the fermentation knowledge essential to the rum industry was likely influenced by the expertise of enslaved Africans, who brought their knowledge of fermentation to the Caribbean. Working on this book taught me there’s still so much more to discover—about the ingredients, the stories behind the drinks, and the ways we celebrate who we are with what we pour into a glass.

			
				
					[image: Photo of a frothy pale-yellow cocktail in a tall glass garnished with corn silk and a green stalk, sitting on a rustic wooden surface surrounded by bar tools, ice cubes, and a brass jigger, with a large jar of pineapple and spices, a swing-top bottle, and two labeled liquor bottles in a weathered turquoise wooden caddy in the background.]
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			The chapters that follow offer a deeper look at the Afro-Latino experience through flavor, tracing the people, places, and histories that have inspired the cocktails and small plates in this book. We begin with the cultural foundations of the Afro-Latino-Caribbean identity.

			Who Are Afro-Latinos in the Caribbean & Beyond?

			Afro-Latinos in the Caribbean—and across Latin America—are the descendants of African peoples brought to the region through the Transatlantic Slave Trade, whose identities have been shaped by a fusion of African, Indigenous, and European influences. While often grouped together, Afro-Latinos are culturally and historically diverse, with distinct traditions across countries like the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Colombia, Venezuela, and coastal Central America, as well as parts of Mexico and Peru.

			In the Caribbean, African heritage is not a subtext—it is foundational. You see it in the rhythms of salsa and bomba, in the use of plantains and root vegetables, in spiritual practices, language, and, of course, in the food and drink. Afro-Caribbean traditions in Latin America often thrive in the margins—rural areas, fishing villages, barrios—and have been historically underrepresented in mainstream Latinx narratives. But these communities have been instrumental in shaping what we recognize today as Caribbean Latinidad.

			To identify as Afro-Latino is to carry layered histories of survival and cultural creation. It’s not only about ancestry. It’s about lived experience, often tied to race, region, language, and class. This book doesn’t attempt to define Afro-Latinidad as a monolith but instead highlights the flavors, stories, and spirits that emerge from this rich and ongoing conversation between heritage and homeland.

			The Dominican Republic

			The Dominican Republic (or the DR, as it is affectionately called) is the second-largest Caribbean island by area, bigger than the sum of all the other West Indian islands excluding Cuba. It also has the third-largest population, over eleven million as of 2023. Prior to colonization, Quisqueya, the Indigenous name for the island Columbus called Hispaniola, was home to the Taíno, an Arawak people who also inhabited most of Cuba, Jamaica, Puerto Rico, and the Bahamas.

			Dominican cookery and cocktail culture represent a crossroads of Taíno, Spanish, and African foodways and drinking traditions—as do the people of the DR. This rich fusion is evident everywhere in today’s Dominican Republic, where the people, the flavors, the music, and the art are an almost seamless blend of the ghosts from the island’s past. Even Mamajuana—the spiced concoction often considered to be the country’s national drink—is a reflection of that legacy. Its foundation in herbal infusions traces back to Taíno practices, later layered with rum, wine, and honey through colonization and cultural exchange.

			Hospitality is king in the DR, and the capital city, Santo Domingo, has been honored as a “Culinary Capital of the Caribbean” by the Ibero-American Academy of Gastronomy—recognizing the significance of traditional Dominican recipes and fine dining as essential parts of the nation’s culture. And that same spirit of creativity and celebration is reflected not just on the plate, but in the city’s dynamic cocktail bars, lounges, and beachside spots, where local flavors and island influences are captured in every pour.


It is a true honor—and the realization of a lifelong dream—to bring the Dominican Republic’s Afro-Latino mixology—and a small taste of Dominican cuisine—to the fore. While many of the recipes in this book are rooted in my Dominican background, I also spent months researching other parts of the Caribbean, West Africa, Latin America, and beyond to ensure that the ingredients, stories, and techniques are thoughtfully represented. From island to island—and beyond—the rhythm changes, but the spirit in the glass remains bold, joyful, and undeniably ours.

			
				
					[image: Photo of a Sorel Negroni cocktail in a short glass with a large square ice cube, garnished with a crinkled red hibiscus flower and two long lemon peels, sitting on a tile-topped coaster on a worn wooden table with scattered dried hibiscus petals and green leafy plants in the blurred background.]
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			How to Use This Book

			The six chapters are organized around the flavor profiles of key ingredients in the drinks and bites: warm and sweet; floral, fruity, and herbal; sour and bitter; spicy; and smoky and salty. Any cocktail (or spirit-free mixed drink) in a given chapter pairs with the food recipes in that same chapter, so you have the freedom to experiment with your own combinations. For those who prefer more guidance, I’ve sprinkled pairing suggestions throughout. Aside from recipes, each chapter also includes an introduction that explores the cultural and historical background of the ingredients featured—why they matter, where they come from, and how they’ve shaped the Afro-Latino culinary landscape.

			Given the wide range of rum styles and production methods—each of which affects flavor—I specify which type of rum to use for each cocktail. Occasionally, you’ll see a general description, like “blended aged Caribbean rum”; in these cases, you’re free to choose your preferred brand. If you’re curious to learn more about rum styles, production, and history, you’ll find a deep dive in Sipping Memories (this page) at the start of Chapter One, Cálido, Tibio y Dulce.

			Across all spirits, specific brands are named when they’re core to the cocktail’s flavor profile. Along the way, you’ll encounter some rare and less-familiar bottles—embrace the discovery; it’s all part of the adventure. Building a well-stocked bar may mean picking up a few new spirits, but your cocktail game will be better for it. Where flexibility allows, I’ve suggested a few favorite brands to help guide your selection.

			Finally, nearly all cocktail recipes yield a single drink unless otherwise noted. With that said, many are also great to make in larger quantities. Called “batching,” this technique lets you prep drinks (or components) ahead and store them in the fridge or freezer. It’s a great way to save time, especially when you’ve got a few friends coming over. You’ll find more on how to do that in Behind the Bar (this page). Recipes that don’t work well for batching are marked with the Not Batchable icon, as seen below.

			You’ll also notice that in the method sections, I use a little bit of mixologist shorthand to describe techniques—for example, “dry shake,” “double strain,” or “float gently over the back of a spoon.” If you’re new to these, don’t worry! You can easily refer to the Behind the Bar section for a quick guide to what each term means and how to do it.

			Icons to Guide You

			To help you navigate the drinks in this book, I’ve included a few icons that offer quick insight into a cocktail’s vibe or complexity:

			
				[image: Spirit-Free icon]Spirit-Free: These potions—or their variations—are fully nonalcoholic, crafted with the same intention, balance, and flavor-forward approach as their boozy counterparts, but they require a bit more finesse in the final steps. Because zero-proof drinks lack the structure, viscosity, and preservative qualities that alcohol provides, they’re more vulnerable to dilution and flavor loss. To preserve their balance and boldness, chill your glassware and shaker ahead of time, and shake or stir gently and for less time than you would with full-proof cocktails. You can find a list of all spirit-free cocktails and variations on this page.

				[image: Low-ABV icon]Low-ABV: Cocktails in this category use low-alcohol ingredients like aperitifs, wines, or liqueurs to create nuanced drinks with less kick. Several cocktails include a low-ABV variation after the main recipe. You can find a list of all low-ABV cocktails and variations on this page.

				[image: Not Batchable icon]Not Batchable: Because many of the cocktails in this book are well-suited to advance batching, we’ve chosen to highlight only the few that cannot be batched. You’ll see this icon next to recipes that are best made “à la minute” due to texture, separation, or ingredient stability. A list of ingredients that can’t be batched is included later in this chapter. If a cocktail recipe does not have the “not suitable for batching” icon, it can be prepared ahead of time using the batching guidelines in Behind the Bar (this page).

				[image: Large-Yield icon]Large-Yield: This icon flags recipes or subrecipes that yield more than you’ll need for a single drink—think of it as your cue to get creative with the leftovers.

				[image: Showstopper icon]Showstopper: These drinks stand out for their theatrical presentation, rare ingredients, or techniques that take a little more time—like coconut oil–washing Scotch (this page) or making a house shrub.

			

			A great cocktail is more than just spirits and mixers—it’s the layers of detail that bring it to life. I’ve included a section toward the end of the book called From Scratch (this page), with recipes for homemade syrups, infusions, and garnishes that are used in the cocktails. Some of these recipes—like Banana Syrup or Guajillo Chile Agave Syrup—are quick and easy. Others, like Corn Coconut Milk or Candied Yam Syrup, require a little more effort, but they’ll reward you with deeper flavor and more nuance.

			At the very end of the book, you’ll also find an index of cocktails organized by alcohol type, including any specific brands called for in recipes. It’s also a great way to find multiple cocktails (and bites) that use the same bottle—so if you pick up something special like Nixta or Sorel, you’ll have plenty of ways to enjoy it again and again.

			Whether you’re just beginning your journey or you’re already a seasoned mixologist, this book invites you to explore, experiment, and enjoy the art of building flavor. I’d love to hear from you as you travel through the Afro-Latino diaspora, whether from behind your bar or in your kitchen. What pairings did you love? Which cocktails were your favorites? What personal twists did you add? Drop me a message on Instagram @chefnel4 and let me know!

		

	
		
			
				Behind the Bar

				
					
						
						[image: Photo of a rustic home bar with turquoise tiled shelves holding assorted rum and liquor bottles, glassware, plants, and bar tools, while a worn wooden counter in the foreground displays a cutting board with lime wedges, a jigger, muddler, citrus squeezer, and other cocktail-making equipment.]
					

				
			

			This section is a quick-reference guide to the language, tools, and techniques of cocktail making. You may already have some of the bartender essentials listed here; others are worth adding if you’re looking to elevate your setup—of course, all in the name of “research”!

			Mixology Terms & Definitions

			Batching: Most cocktails in Caribbean Cocktails can be “batched”—meaning you can make them ahead of time and store them in the fridge or freezer. This is a great option for parties, prep-ahead service, or anytime you want to simplify your flow behind the bar.

			Cocktails that contain citrus juice can be fully batched and refrigerated for short-term storage, up to a day in advance. If you’re prepping more than a day in advance, omit the citrus juice and add it fresh just before serving. Citrus juice loses its freshness fast—it can become flat, bitter, and can even cause the cocktail to separate if it sits for too long. You’ll find a short Chef’s Note at the end of recipes where this applies.

			To batch a cocktail, follow these steps:

			
					
					Combine all ingredients listed in the recipe, except citrus and garnishes.

					

					
					To simulate the dilution that occurs during shaking, add 1 part cold water for every 4 parts cocktail, replicating the effect of melting ice.

					

					
					Pour into a clean bottle or jar with a tight seal.

					

					
					Label with the date, ingredients, and number of servings.

					

					
					Store in the refrigerator for up to 5 days, or freeze for up to 2 months, depending on the

					

			

			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of a person’s hand holding a small wooden smoking lid above a short glass of amber cocktail on a wooden tray, with wisps of smoke rising from the drink and assorted bottles and bar tools blurred in the background.]
				

				
					
				
			
			Zero-Proof Bar Ingredients

			
			
			
			
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

			Bar Equipment

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Glassware

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Diagram of simple outlines of nine cocktail glass types in two rows, each labeled: top row from left to right, a barrel mug with a side handle, a tall narrow Collins glass, a shallow wide coupe glass on a stem, a short wide double rocks glass, and a tall slender flute; bottom row from left to right, a tall highball glass, a curvy hurricane glass on a stem, a small rounded Nick & Nora glass on a short stem, and a short straight-sided rocks glass.]
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