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 Tales from a Creole Kitchen  

 Catherine Porco 

I spent the majority of my childhood in the care of my grandmother, Abuela.  Sitting in 

Abuela’s kitchen doing homework, I watched her, mesmerized by the unique rhythm of 

her cooking.  Timing, ingredients, and skill were the essence of our kitchen.  She moved 

with ease and precision while creating culinary masterpieces. She was one of eleven 

children and eight of them were cooks.  Surrounded by this extended family of gifted 

cooks who transmitted their love and knowledge by their hypnotic dance, I would spend 

hours helping cook, licking spoons, scraping pots, listening to anecdotes. It was never a 

chore, but more like a game.  I was raised on the smells, tastes, and stories of Cuba, a 

country I have never seen, but I still carry in my soul.   

The closest I have ever been to Cuba was when I moved to Miami, at the age of eleven, 

to be closer to Abuela’s brothers and sisters.  Here, I could immerse myself in the best 

from both worlds.  For those of us in exile, Miami is a microcosm of our culture only 

ninety miles away from the unreachable, Castro’s Cuba.  Summer was always fun.  I got 

to play the cooking game every day.  I always tagged along with the culinary tour, where 

I watched, learned, tasted, and enjoyed the delicacies that were prepared by Abuela.   

I would rise every morning and be sent on an errand to the panaderia, the bakery.  I was 

on a mission to get fresh, Cuban bread still warm from the oven.  With its crunchy outer 

crust and soft, airy interior, it is perfect for dunking into a cup of hot chocolate or café 

con leche, which is equal parts Cuban coffee and steamed milk.  I would run home so I 

could spread butter on the bread and watch it melt as the knife moved across it.  Then I 

would quickly dunk it into my cup of genuine hot chocolate.  Thinking about it still 

makes my mouth water.  Abuela used to make her hot chocolate with sweet chocolate 

squares.  She dropped them into milk and slowly stirred the pot on the stove until the 

chocolate melted, creating the best hot chocolate I have ever tasted.   

After breakfast, I would set off with my Tia Rebecca.  She was not really an aunt, but had 

been around so long, she was like part of the family.  We had company coming over for 

dinner.  Abuela stayed home to clean the house while we went shopping.  Our first stop 

was the butcher shop.  As we walked in I could smell fresh meat.  It was not the most 

attractive smell.  I learned to distinguish the smell of a fresh cut of meat versus meat that 

has been sitting in the grocery store for days.  I walked up to the counter, and I could see 

the meat was vibrant, tender, and juicy.  The butcher wore a white apron, streaked with 

bloodstains.  Tia Rebecca asked him for a piece of skirt steak, and told him to trim off the 

excess fat.  The butcher weighed it and wrapped it in white paper.  It looked like a 

tamale.  He taped the end of the paper securely, marked the price on it with a black, wax 

pencil, and said, “See you tomorrow.”   
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Our next stop was at the fruit and vegetable stand.  There was an energetic vendor parked 

on the corner, down the street from the butcher shop.  He always smiled and greeted us 

by name.  The produce was fresh, plump, ripe, and looked good enough to eat.  He saw 

me eyeing a mango, so he cut a piece and handed it to me. After engaging us in 

conversation, we selected some plantains, tomatoes, onions, garlic, cilantro, and mangos, 

thanks to the sample.  We paid and were on our way.   

The best part of the experience was the end, when Tia Rebecca would stop by the 

cafeterias (luncheonettes) to order a cafecito; a Cuban coffee topped off with caramel 

foam and lots of sugar.  Tia Rebecca would also order a colada to go.  A colada is 

approximately a dozen cafecito servings poured into a Styrofoam cup and accompanied 

with a stack of plastic espresso cups.  I would get a guarapo, fresh squeezed sugarcane, 

served over ice.  I loved watching them prepare it.  They used a machine called a 

trapiche:  the sugarcane went in through a large opening, then the juice came out from a 

spout in the front, and finally the pulp shot out the side and landed in a garbage can.  

Miami is hot and humid during the summer, so this was the perfect drink to cool me off 

and rehydrate me.   

Our last stop was back to the panaderia, where we bought some croquetas and pasteles 

de guayaba.  Croquetas are savory appetizer rolls, which are lightly breaded and filled 

with ham, chicken, or potatoes.  My favorite was ham.  The pasteles de guayaba are 

crunchy and flaky puff pastries filled with guava paste.  I couldn’t wait to bite into one 

after lunch and sink my teeth into the sweet, melted guava paste that dissolved as it hit 

my taste buds and exploded with flavor.  It was the perfect dessert to end any meal.   

Going food shopping in Miami is an experience unto itself, and akin to witnessing a 

reenactment of a time gone by; it is like being transported to a mini Cuba within the 

United States. No one speaks English.  As I step into one of these businesses. I hear 

music, Spanish, and laughter, and smell the mouthwatering aroma from the food I have 

come to love.  The environment is like walking into a town square.  Everyone knows one 

another.  They sit and tell stories, and reminisce.  It seems warm and inviting when I 

enter, but it is also loud and overwhelming to an outsider. The apron-clad employee will 

greet you; scribble your order on a guest check, while simultaneously making change, 

and giving advice. To gringos, Americans, the employees can be perceived as 

discourteous because they are usually doing more than one thing at a time.   Cubans are 

loud, speak fast, and are animated.  Be aware that this is the culture, or you will get lost 

in the shuffle. I suggest that an experienced shopper accompany a first time gringo. 

After our morning of lively conversation, shopping, and refreshment, we walked down 

the street lined with colorful houses, palm trees, and fenced in yards.  I could not wait to 

return to my air-conditioned sanctuary.  Tia Rebecca brought the colada back home to 

my Abuela’s house, where she shared it with the company that had stopped by to visit.  I 

was lucky, because I was offered the final sip from the Styrofoam cup, sweet and 

delicious with the last drippings of sugar and coffee.  I learned to treasure those sips of 

Cuban coffee as a privilege.  It is where my love of coffee began. 
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Abuela called me to help unpack the groceries and start cooking. After I finished 

unpacking, I went into the laundry room adjacent to the kitchen and reached into the 

storage pantry to get the rice.  I was always responsible for making the rice.  I would 

transfer the rice with a plastic measuring cup, careful not to spill any on the floor or 

counter.  I would place it in the aluminum basin of the electric rice cooker.  The rice had 

to be rinsed until the water was clean.  Next, I would portion the same amount of cups of 

water as I did rice.  Finally, I would add a few drizzles of olive oil, some salt, cover it and 

turn it on.  It would be ready in twenty minutes and would stay warm until lunchtime.   

Meanwhile, Abuela would place the skirt steak in a pressure cooker with some water, 

salt, onion, and a bay leaf.  As the meat was cooking, we prepared for the next step.  She 

blanched the tomatoes and took off the skin, then cut onions and green peppers.  I would 

peel the garlic and mash it with a mortar and pestle.  Once the meat was cooked, Abuela 

would pour the stock into a container to make soup another day and would set the meat 

aside to cool.  She asked me to take out some leftover beans from the night before to 

warm up for our meal.  After the meat had cooled, she cut it into one-inch sections.  Next, 

I would pull apart the pieces of meat.  This was my favorite part, because I thought it was 

fun watching the pieces shred like torn up pieces of rags.  That is where ropa vieja got its 

name (Janer 77).  Now she put all the ingredients together.  She placed the onions, garlic, 

and peppers into a pan, and I watched as they wilted and the onions became translucent.  

Next, she added the tomatoes and the shredded beef.  Finally, she seasoned it with salt, 

cilantro, and added some Spanish olives stuffed with pimentos, all of which would 

continue to simmer, covered, until our meal was ready. It smelled divine.  

As I watched her make the ropa vieja, she stopped and asked for three plantains.  She 

made a lengthwise slit down the plantains, cut off the ends, and handed them to me.  She 

asked me to finish cutting them so we could make maduros.  I started cutting ripe 

plantains into quarter inch sections.  This sounded easier than it was, because I had to cut 

them on an angle with the skin still on, which was difficult. As I finished cutting the 

plantains, Abuela started to fry them in a pan filled with hot oil.  As she dropped them in 

and they started to sizzle, creating a golden, caramelized crust.  I quickly prepared a plate 

lined with paper towels to absorb the excess oil once she took them out of the pot.  I 

could not wait. I snuck one when she wasn’t looking.  She caught me and instructed me 

to set the table. 

I walked into the dining room and pulled out a linen tablecloth and napkins from the 

buffet.  They were still stiff from the starch Abuela used to iron them.  I called out asking 

how many people would be over for dinner.  “Eight,” she said, plus our four was a total 

of twelve.  I spread the tablecloth over the table and placed a napkin on each of the 12 

place settings. I took out the plates, forks, knives, and glasses and quickly set the table.  I 

filled a pitcher with water and brought it to the table.  I finished just as dinner was ready.   
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Everyone was called to the dinner table as I took out the serving platters from the 

cabinets below. My aunt and cousins helped transfer the food and we all sat down to 

enjoy what we had been preparing for all morning.  The ropa vieja was tender and juicy, 

with just the right amount of seasoning.  The rice was salty, flaky, and tender.  The beans 

were tender, creamy, and velvety.  The maduros were crispy, caramelized, and sweet.  

There was a soft moan of delight as we savored the first bite.  We sat and enjoyed the 

meal, listening to the lively and entertaining conversation.  My favorites were the stories 

about when Abuela and her family lived in Cuba.  After our bellies were full, we lingered 

a while longer to digest, then quickly cleared the table as Abuela put on some Cuban 

coffee.   Of course, I saved room for my favorite dessert, pasteles de guayaba.  Abuela 

was a great cook, and it showed, because there were hardly any leftovers.   

Because of the location of the island of Cuba, it has a rich and varied cuisine:  “The 

Cuban style of cooking commonly called Creole, or comidas criollas, is an amalgam of 

tropical and Europen elements” (Randleman 1).  Cuba is in the middle of the Caribbean 

and was a frequent stop on many trade routes.  Its “food has always been about 

improvisation and adaptation- a rich confluence of indigenous, Spanish, African, 

Chinese, Caribbean, and even French cuisine that was constantly evolving” (Pelaez 4).   

Although tasty, there are a lot of fried foods, starches, and sweets.  Abuela cooked 

healthier meals on a daily basis, reserving the fried foods and heavy desserts for special 

occasions.  I have always enjoyed the stories of my family and the flavors of Cuba; 

although I don’t know what I enjoy more, the food or the conversations. Both are 

intoxicating.   

After years of living apart from my culture, I value the times that I spent in my families’ 

kitchens learning how to cook all the traditional meals that I love.  Abuela and all of her 

brothers and sisters gave me an education that imparts a piece of the country that I still 

have not seen.  I have begun to ignite the same passion for my culture and cuisine within 

my children.  If you mention a Cuban meal, they puff up with pride.  My daughter has 

started to identify ingredients.  She is learning how to choose, gather, and cook them as I 

did all those years ago in Miami.  My two boys are also starting to develop a taste for 

Abuela’s recipes.  They can elaborate on Cuban food, and what it means to be Cuban.  I 

can now recreate these dishes and pass on the timeless, traditional recipes that have 

remained constant from one generation to the next.  My hope is that one day my children 

will do the same with their own families.     
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