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“Monti has this wonderful, effusive presence in person. And I found it here in every story and in her detailed recipes. Her food is delicious, and her love for Puerto Rico and its unique and evolving cuisine is contagious. I fell in love with this book.”

—ELIZABETH FALKNER, James Beard Foundation trustee and awards committee chair

“Monti Carlo is a proud Puerto Rican chef whose voice and vision have reshaped the way we see food and culture. Her journey is proof that resilience, creativity, and corazón can transform challenges into triumphs.”

—WILO BENET, Puerto Rican chef and author of Puerto Rico True Flavors

“Spanglish is a love letter to Puerto Rican heritage. This book is beyond incredible recipes and a celebration of food. It’s about finding pride in who you were and who you’ve become. I can’t wait to cook through it.”

—MANEET CHAUHAN, Indian American chef, TV personality, and author of the IACP Award-winning Chaat

“Through Spanglish, Monti captures what it means to live between cultures and to cook from both. Her recipes speak a universal language of belonging—bold, emotional, and unapologetically Puerto Rican.”

—ERIC ADJEPONG, Ghanian American chef, TV personality, and author of Ghana to the World

“Nobody is like Monti. No other cookbook captures the experience of Puerto Rican migration so honestly. Spanglish is a mix of heartfelt stories and great recipes—each one a little conversation with your new best friend.”

—GIOVANNA HUYKE, Puerto Rican chef, TV personality, and author of La Cocina Puertorriqueña de Hoy

“Monti Carlo is a force—vibrant, wise, and passionate. Whether behind the stove or in her storytelling, she leads with cleverness, courage, and a magnetic presence. Her talent is undeniable, but it’s her generosity, honesty, and deep respect for her Puerto Rican roots that give her story its heart. She reminds us that food is more than sustenance; it’s survival, identity, and sometimes redemption.”

—CHEF JOSE SANTAELLA, Puerto Rican chef and author of Cocina Tropical
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For Puerto Rico, mi patria (my homeland), my first love, my inspiration.

For the chefs, friends, and family who’ve helped me find my voice.

And for me. Because at one point, I didn’t think I could. Mira pa ya. (Look at that.)

[image: A landscape picture captures a sunset over a mountain range, with palm fronds in the foreground and a visible road in the valley.]





Foreword

Make no mistake—when a chef named Monti Carlo first walked through the doors to compete on the hit series MasterChef, I had no idea what kind of chef I’d get. It was better than I could have hoped for: I found a high-energy, no-BS single mom who was willing to give everything she had to be crowned America’s next MasterChef.

It was Season 3 of the series, and her flair and passion weren’t just present when the stage lights were on—they were in every dish that hit the judges’ podium. She was ferocious and made it all the way to the Top 5, which was an incredible achievement. She faced some extremely tough competition along her journey on the show, but her passion—and her drive to make her family proud—kept her fueled throughout the competition. Needless to say, I truly believed that when the doors to the MasterChef kitchen closed, the doors to her culinary journey had only just opened.

Since watching her leaving MasterChef, I’ve always kept a close eye on Monti, even after she was off the airwaves. She put her head down, focused on learning, and honed her skills—all while staying true to herself. From Food Network to even my YouTube channel, I’ve seen Monti grow into the remarkable cook she is today, embracing the food she grew up eating and sharing it with her family.

That’s why I’m so proud of this book. It’s a culmination of Monti’s passion for food, family, and her heritage. Although Monti only spent a part of her childhood in Puerto Rico, many of the recipes in this book transport me back to the incredible island I fell in love with years ago while filming my National Geographic show Uncharted. But her food is also filled with continental twists. From her drinks and spice mixes to her breakfasts, condiments, main courses, and incredible desserts, every recipe in this book is a marriage of flavors, of cultures, and of taste.

I’ve already made a few of the recipes, but I can’t wait to cook everything in this book for my family so they can experience the unique Spanglish flavors firsthand.

But this book isn’t just recipes—it’s very much Monti’s DNA. Through the stories, personal anecdotes, and memories Monti has woven throughout, you gain a deep understanding of how and why Monti has grown so much in her culinary career.

So whether you’re cooking for your family, your friends, or your Abuela, you’ll find that Monti has given you everything you need in this book. I can’t wait for everyone to see what I’ve always seen: Monti’s incredible culinary talent.

Enjoy,

Gordon







Introduction

Is it possible to be two people at once?

It’s 1982, and Héctor Lavoe’s “Mi Gente” erupts in waves of increasing magnitude from my mother’s giant walnut-grained Pioneer speakers. I eye the stereo’s silver volume knob. It sits as big as a coffee cup behind a glass door that still reeks of Windex.

It’s Saturday morning, our family’s weekly Puerto Rican music-packed cleaning extravaganza. But we’re not living in San Juan anymore; we’re living in Houston. I’m seven years old, and it’s time for the great yanqui (yankee) tradition of Saturday morning cartoons. Except, I can barely hear what Scooby Doo is up to as Héctor chants, “La! La! La! La! La! La! La!”

I glance quickly at my mother, who is now belting Spanish lyrics at the popcorn ceiling of our two-bedroom apartment as her feet move furiously, tapping, side stepping, stomping, and kicking. One hand holds the broom handle as a microphone stand. The other is raised and moves like an exclamation point after every word. “¡Que! ¡Cante! ¡Mi! ¡Gente!” (“Let my people sing!”)

She dances up to me and points to the TV, “Mira, apaga eso (turn that off) and clean me the table.” She pivots to the stereo, opens the glass door, and turns the music up even louder. There will be no more English-language cartoons today. The trumpets of Héctor’s orchestra have triumphed. I twist the TV’s power switch to the left, grab a pañito (rag), and start dusting our coffee table.

That cacophony between English and Spanish has been the soundtrack of my life, a constant tug-of-war between two languages, two cultures, two versions of myself that never quite fit into either world.

Being bicultural is a difficult concept to understand unless you’ve experienced it. But I’m assuming that if you have this book in your hands, you know a little something about it. When you’re a Puerto Rican living in the continental US, it means learning to code-switch faster than Gordon Ramsay chops an onion.
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You must remember to shake hands with the people who prefer to speak English, and go in for a hug and a kiss with those who prefer to speak Spanish. You learn to regulate the volume of your voice at your school friend’s house and how not to get lost in the loud, vibrant chaos of a Latino family gathering. Your life becomes a collision of Spanish and English.

Growing up, I felt like I was perpetually bridging the gap between worlds, never fully belonging to either. In the eyes of my Houston classmates, my mother’s brightly patterned hand-me-downs were something I should not be proud to wear. The leftovers in my lunchbox did not match their miniature bags of potato chips, juice boxes, and pale sandwiches made with processed cheese and bologna. Instead, last night’s sancocho (stew) sat in an air-tight container that could contain everything except the smell of the savory stew. The thick broth stained every bit of its plastic vessel a dull yellow, like leaving a mark was some sort of Olympic sport. It branded me as well, of course. It tied me to a population that understood what that faded yellow blotch meant. Though that population wasn’t always welcoming either.

Among my island peers, I was the “Americanized” one. My English was flawless, but my Spanish, my native tongue, was broken. If someone talked to me in Spanish, I answered them in English and ignored the judgment in their eyes. I could not dance to salsa or merengue, while my cousins on the island could move their feet in the confusing sequence with their eyes closed. And then there were my blank stares at Puerto Rican pop culture references that they thought I’d understand if they repeated them louder, as if volume could bridge the gap.

Most of my life felt like performance—shape-shifting, shrinking, and stretching to fit what was expected of me. I spent years trying to be enough for both sides, hiding one part of myself to be accepted by the other. It wasn’t until everything fell apart in my late thirties, after my marriage disintegrated, my career came to a screeching halt, and my savings ran out, that I found refuge in Spanglish. It’s a secret language understood only by Latinos who straddle borders, who navigate the hyphen between two irreconcilable ways of living. They are done being what other people want them to be. They don’t need to be filed away neatly. They just want to be. It is a collective “¡Déjame en paz!” (“Leave me in peace!”)

Spanglish is a rebellion against the expectation of choosing sides. It’s a mosaic of borrowed words and mangled grammar, a testament to the bittersweet beauty of fusing two very different ways of life. It’s the language of belonging, not to either or, but to the tangled, vibrant space in between. A space where I can lose myself in the intersection between worlds. A space where I can fully fit in.

This cookbook is more than just recipes. It’s a reflection on identity, a love letter to my heritage, and a testament to the healing power of food.

Within these pages, you’ll find tales of my childhood on the island, the challenges of migrating to the big continent, and the moments of joy and confusion that come with growing up bicultural. You’ll also discover the dishes embodying that journey: continental American classics created with the bold flavors of Puerto Rico, a taste of both worlds coming together in perfect harmony. I make my Texas elementary school’s soupy chili with my Abuela Dora’s sweet and savory picadillo, cinnamon rolls constructed with pillowy mallorca (sweet bun) dough, and bacalaíto battered onion rings.

If you’re not familiar with Puerto Rican cuisine, it was born from colonization. It’s the result of the collision of Taíno indigenous ingredients, Spanish colonial staples, and African culinary traditions brought by enslaved people. Many of my little island’s signature dishes were first created from the meager scraps enslaved women were given to feed their loved ones. Their hands might have been shackled, but the magic embedded in their fingertips could not be restrained.

That’s why Puerto Rican recipes like sancocho can boast a seemingly long list of ingredients. Each addition wasn’t just about flavor but about using every available resource, a dozen odds and ends combined to make one delicious whole. It’s a philosophy that applies not just to cooking but to life itself—a reminder that even from fragments, we can create something beautiful and nourishing.

That said, most of the recipes are easy to make. For the more complicated dishes, I’ve noted what you can do to save a little hassle. For my vegetarian and vegan friends, I’ve provided substitutions to make dishes plant-forward. And since there are more Puerto Ricans in the continental US than on the island, I’ve included substitutions for traditional ingredients that can be hard to come by at neighborhood supermarkets.

Making something from nothing is a thread woven throughout my life and throughout these recipes. It is a reminder of the resilience of Puerto Rican culture and the strength that comes from embracing all parts of ourselves. It’s a legacy I’m honored to carry on in my kitchen and one I invite you to explore alongside me.

I hope these recipes do for you what they do for me: remind you that home isn’t just a place but a feeling you can create anywhere, one delicious bite at a time. Bienvenidos y buen provecho. (Welcome and enjoy.)
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Ingredient Glossary

The sight of Puerto Rican ingredients instantly transports me back to my Abuela Dora’s kitchen. The small fold out card table we ate most of our meals on was rusty at the hinges but covered in a joyful blue vinyl cloth splashed with a red tropical flower print. A lone bottle of pique (hot sauce) loomed like a giant over a white plastic salt shaker that held down a stack of dimpled paper napkins. There were various bowls on the lone counter, some with green plantains and avocados from our trees, others with bitter oranges and guavas. The earthy aroma of recao (culantro) steaming over rice in a caldero infused every square inch of that small room.

Recreating those vibes can be daunting in the Lower 48. Searching for traditional island ingredients at chain grocery stores can leave you frustrated and empty-handed, especially in the Latino or “ethnic” foods aisle, where a sense of “otherness” becomes a physical place. Dozens of cultures are compounded into a monolith and reduced to a few inches of shelf space. It’s a constant reminder that it doesn’t matter that we make up 20 percent of the population, we still don’t belong. Our food is “exotic,” a novelty, something to be explored, but never fully embraced.

You’ll have better luck at neighborhood Latino or Asian markets. Of course, in today’s connected world, your search for ingredients can extend far beyond supermarket aisles. Some of my favorite online grocery stores include:


	antojoboricuapr.com

	boricuaproduce.com

	tienda.com (for sausages)

	elcolmado.com (for candy and coffee)

	saborapais.com (for pantry staples)



There are traditional Puerto Rican ingredients I use to create the dishes in this book. They might not be easy to come by, but they are definitely worth it! In the case that you can’t find them, I have included substitutions.



Achiote

WHAT IS IT? A brick-red paste or powder made from annatto seeds.

TASTE: Earthy, slightly nutty, with peppery notes and a subtle sweetness.

USAGE: Mix into Sazón, add to meats, mashed roots, rice, stews, and sauces for color and flavor.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Blend paprika and turmeric in a 2:1 ratio.



Adobo

WHAT IS IT? A seasoning blend that typically contains salt, garlic powder, onion powder, oregano, white pepper, and sometimes cumin, coriander, and turmeric.

TASTE: Varies depending on the brand, but generally savory, salty, and garlicky.

USAGE: Season meats, vegetables, beans, and stews for a quick flavor boost.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Adobo



Ají Peppers

WHAT IS IT? Small, sweet to moderately spicy peppers used extensively in Puerto Rican cuisine. Varieties range in heat level and color.

TASTE: Depending on the variety, from sweet and fruity to mildly hot with a bright, fresh pepper flavor.

USAGE: Used in Sofrito, Pique, sauces, stews, marinades, and can be pickled. Essential for flavoring many traditional dishes.

SUBSTITUTIONS: For a milder flavor, use sweet peppers, Cubanelle peppers, or red bell peppers. For a spicier option, use habañero or Scotch bonnet peppers, adjusting the quantity to taste.



Alcaparrado

WHAT IS IT? A mix of stuffed green olives and capers.

TASTE: Salty, sour, with a briny olive flavor and a sharp caper bite.

USAGE: Add to stews, sauces, and picadillo for a complex flavor profile.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Chopped green olives and capers.



Annatto Seeds

WHAT IS IT? Dried seeds from the achiote tree, often used for their vibrant red-orange color and mild earthy flavor. Common in Latin American, Caribbean, and Filipino cuisines.

TASTE: Mild, slightly peppery with a hint of nuttiness and earthiness.

USAGE: Infuse in oil to create Annatto Oil for coloring and flavoring rice, meats, and stews, or grind and use as a spice rub.

SUBSTITUTIONS: a 2:1 mix of paprika and turmeric for color and a hint of flavor.
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Bacalaíto Mix

WHAT IS IT? A mixture of flour, seasonings, and dried, salted codfish used to create a batter for fritters (bacalaítos).

TASTE: Salty, fishy, with a bit of sweetness.

USAGE: Rehydrate and mix into a batter for fritters.

SUBSTITUTIONS: See Bacalaítos for a homemade mix



Naranja Agria (Bitter Orange)

WHAT IS IT? A citrus fruit similar to a Seville orange, used for marinades and sauces.

TASTE: Sour, bitter, and slightly floral.

USAGE: The juice is used in marinades for meats, particularly lechón (roasted pork).

SUBSTITUTIONS: A mix of lime, grapefruit, and orange juices in a 1:1:1 ratio.



Butifarra

WHAT IS IT? A white, simply seasoned pork sausage

TASTE: Savory, garlicky, with a hint of sweetness.

USAGE: Grilled, fried, used in soups and stews.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Mildly-flavored pork sausage.



Café

WHAT IS IT? Puerto Rican coffee is a dark robust roast.

TASTE: Strong, bold, and slightly sweet, with notes of chocolate and caramel.

USAGE: Brewed and enjoyed for breakfast, throughout the day, and as cafecito (espresso).

SUBSTITUTIONS: Strong espresso blend, dark roast coffee.



Calabaza

WHAT IS IT? A Caribbean pumpkin smaller than a traditional pumpkin, with a vibrant green skin and orange flesh.

TASTE: Sweet, slightly nutty, with a creamy texture.

USAGE: Used in soups, stews, roasts, and purees.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Butternut squash, acorn squash, kabocha squash, sweet potato.



Coconut

WHAT IS IT? The versatile fruit’s flesh can be shredded, grated, or flaked. It can be sweetened or unsweetened.

TASTE: Sweet, creamy, with a tropical aroma.

USAGE: Shredded, grated, or flaked coconut adds texture to batters, baked goods, and sweets.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Finely chopped macadamia nuts.



Coconut Cream

WHAT IS IT? Coconut cream is coconut milk with less water and a higher fat content. It is thicker, like heavy cream.

TASTE: Subtly sweet with creamy, nutty undertones.

USAGE: Though often used in desserts, it’s wonderful as a coconut milk substitute and creates thick, velvety sauces.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Coconut milk, Greek yogurt, heavy cream, vegan cream.



Coconut Milk

WHAT IS IT? A fatty white liquid created from coconut flesh with the consistency of cow’s milk.

TASTE: Subtly sweet with creamy, nutty undertones.

USAGE: It adds richness and depth to both savory and sweet preparations and is used in everything from stews to desserts.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Almond milk or evaporated milk.



Cotija

WHAT IS IT? A crumbly Mexican cheese similar to feta cheese.

TASTE: Salty, tangy, slightly sour.

USAGE: Crumbled on salads and tacos.

SUBSTITUTIONS: Feta cheese, queso fresco, crumbled paneer.



Cream of Coconut

WHAT IS IT? A thick coconut cream blended with lots






Dulce de Papaya
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Dulce de Leche







Empanadilla Discs







Gandules (Pigeon Peas)







Green Plantain







Guanabana (Soursop)







Guava Paste







Guava Shells, frozen








Hibiscus







Longaniza







Malta







Mamey







Masarepa







Morcilla







Passion Fruit







Pique







Queso Fresco







Recao








Recaíto







Rice, Medium-Grain







Puerto Rican Rum







Sazón







Sofrito
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Sweet Plantain







Tamarind







Tamarind Paste







Yautía







Yuca







Yuca Starch
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