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Renowned chef
Aarón Sánchez
demonstrates
how heritage and
culture play a
tasty role in Latin
American cuisine
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rom arroz con pollo to
empanadas, traditional
dishes fill plates in every
Latin American country,
with each culture putting its
unique stamp on the dish.
The result? Distinctive flavors
and delicious foods that come
from the heart and represent
the culture and history of a
nation’s people.
Take it from Food Network
star Aarón Sánchez, an expert
in Latin American cuisine.

Chicken
Fricassee

“On the most simple
level, the Latin diet
is based on a few
fundamental ingredients: corn, squash,
chiles and chocolate,”
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MEXICAN

SPICY
CHICKEN
FRICASSEE
WITH
HEARTY
VEGETABLES

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

he explains. “Though Latin
America was very influenced
by the European ingredients
Cortez brought with him when
he landed, each country is
very much its own thing, with
extremely regional dishes.”
He puts to rest the notion
that all Latin American dishes
are the same: “To say Latin
food is one homogenized thing
is simply inaccurate; you have
to be country specific.”
For example, “Central
America uses lots of rice,
beans, grilled and braised
meats and tropical fruits, while
South America’s food is based
on Europeans and indigenous
people (and makes use of
more potatoes and seafood).
Mexican cuisine utilizes more
chiles and masa, while Latin
American cuisine is not as
spicy.”
Sánchez, author of Simple
Food, Big Flavor and La Comida
del Barrio cookbooks, discusses
three of his favorite Mexican
recipes and their equally
delicious variations.

“T

HE SPICY CHICKEN FRICASSEE is a fun recipe because it captures the idea of root (vegetables) and tubers that
were prominent in Latin America and Mexico because of the huge community of people from Africa,” says Sánchez.
Most of the ingredients can be found in ethnic markets, but substitutions are welcome. “The habanero really isn’t too
spicy, and I use sweet peppers and carrots to temper the heat.” Conversely, the Puerto Rican variation uses a very

traditional seasoning called sofrito, which is made from cooked-down herbs and peppers puréed with garlic.

MEXICAN

ingredient like zucchini, don’t add it until

2 garlic cloves

SPICY CHICKEN FRICASSEE
WITH HEARTY VEGETABLES

20 minutes or so before the chicken is done.

1 red bell pepper, cored and

HABANERO LOVE

1 green bell pepper, cored and

Simple Food, Big Flavor
SERVES 4 TO 6
2 T. olive or corn oil
1 chicken (3 to 4 pounds), cut into
8 pieces
1 quart chicken stock (low-sodium
store-bought is fine)
1 cup Habanero Love (see next
recipe)
1 malanga, peeled and cut into
small cubes
1 green (unripe) plantain, peeled

coarsely chopped

Simple Food, Big Flavor
MAKES APPROXIMATELY 2 ½ CUPS
½ cup olive oil
1 large red bell pepper, chopped
1 large yellow bell pepper,
chopped
1 large red onion, chopped
2 medium carrots, chopped
4 garlic cloves, sliced
Salt
1 habanero or Scotch bonnet chile,
very finely chopped

and cut into small cubes
1 cup diced calabaza (from about
¼ of a large calabaza) or another
winter squash like butternut
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro, for
garnish
Preheat the oven to 375°F. In a large Dutch
oven or ovenproof pot with a lid, heat the
oil over medium-high heat. Brown the
chicken pieces in batches (don’t crowd the
pot), about 6 minutes per batch, turning
them occasionally. Transfer to a plate.
Pour the chicken stock into the pot
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and bring it to a simmer. Scrape the bottom with a wooden spoon to release the
browned bits, then stir in the Habanero
Love. Add the chicken, the malanga, green
plantain and calabaza. Cover the pot and
transfer to the oven.
Cook until the chicken is falling off the
bone and the vegetables are tender, about
1 hour. Serve garnished with chopped
cilantro.
Note: You can substitute any vegetables
you want, such as yam, potato or rutabaga

Heat a large saucepan over medium heat.
Pour in the olive oil and add the bell peppers, onion, carrots and garlic. Add a good
sprinkle of salt and cook, stirring occasionally, until the vegetables have all softened,
about 20 minutes.
Stir in the habanero and cook for 5
minutes more. Let the mixture cool to
room temperature. Transfer to a blender
along with ½ cup water. Work in batches, if
necessary. Blend until the Habanero Love
is very smooth. Store in a tightly covered
container in the refrigerator for up to a
week.

cored and coarsely chopped
1 T. ground cumin
1 T. ground coriander
1 T. cayenne
¼ pound malanga or taro root,
peeled and cut into ½-inch
chunks
½ pound calabaza, peeled, cleaned
and cut into ½-inch chunks
1 green plantain, peeled and cut
into ½-inch slices
1 quart chicken broth
¼ cup chopped cilantro
Rinse chicken pieces and pat them dry;
season with salt and pepper. Coat a large
Dutch oven or other ovenproof pot with
the oil and place over medium-high heat.
When the oil just begins to smoke, add
the chicken pieces, skin-side down; you
may have to work in batches. Brown the
chicken for 6 minutes on each side, then
remove to a platter.
Preheat the oven to 375°F. Return the
pot to the stove over medium heat and add
the onion, garlic and peppers to the pan
drippings. Cook, stirring for 10 minutes’

PUERTO RICAN

FRICASÉ DE POLLO
La Comida del Barrio
SERVES 4
1 whole frying chicken (about
3½ pounds), cut into 8 serving
pieces
1 T. salt
1½ tsp. freshly ground black pepper

for the malanga. Just keep in mind that

¼ cup extra virgin olive oil

only super-starchy stuff needs the full

1 medium white onion, coarsely

hour in the oven. If you’re substituting an

coarsely chopped
1 cubanella (or green bell pepper),

chopped

don’t let the veggies brown.
Stir in the cumin, coriander and cayenne
and cook for another 5 minutes. Transfer
the mixture to a blender and purée until
smooth.
Return the browned chicken to the pot,
along with the malanga, calabaza and
plantain. Pour in the chicken broth and the
puréed pepper mixture. Cover and roast in
the oven until the chicken is falling off the
bone , about 45 minutes to 1 hour.
Season with salt and pepper and fresh
cilantro.
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T

HE MEXICAN CEMITA is “one of the iconic dishes of Puebla as it signifies Mexico’s
autonomy from France,” says Sánchez. Though the sandwich is traditionally made
with pork shoulder, Sánchez makes his with tenderloin that’s been marinated in an
adobo spice mixture. “It’s very traditional to use avocado as a spread, which provides

La Cemita

a contrasting richness to offset the meatiness of the pork,” he says. “You’d find this in different
stands all over the city, and everyone eats it for lunch, especially day laborers and agricultural workers, or at sporting events.” In Cuba, the cemita becomes pan con lechón. “They do
the famous whole roasted pig, and afterward the leftovers become this sandwich,” explains
Sánchez. “Unlike in Mexico, where they use lard or oil, this dish uses butter to toast the bread,
and then you add the onions and lime juice for some acidity and press it like a panini, which
is not common in Mexico. It’s delicious.”

MEXICAN

batches, adding a little more oil as needed, and

CEMITA SANDWICHES

sear on both sides until just cooked through, 1

Simple Food, Big Flavor
SERVES 4
1 pork tenderloin (1 pound), cut into
½-inch thick slices

to 2 minutes per side. Transfer the pork to an
ovenproof plate and keep warm in the oven.
Slice open the rolls and toast or grill until
golden.
Split open and pit the avocados, slice and sea-

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

son with lime juice and salt. On the bottom half of

1 tsp. dried whole oregano (preferably

each roll, layer the papalo leaves, pork, avocado,

Mexican), crumbled

tomato, chipotles, onion and mozzarella cheese.

1 tsp. ground cumin

Drizzle on some Roasted Tomato-Chile de Arbol

½ tsp. ground cinnamon or 1 tsp. canella

Salsa, add the top of the roll, and serve at once.

½ tsp. cayenne pepper
3 T. vegetable oil (approximately)
4 Mexican cemita rolls or other large
crusty rolls

ROASTED TOMATO-CHILE
DE ARBOL SALSA

2 ripe Hass avocados
Juice of ½ lime (about 1 T.)
16 papalo leaves or ½ cup whole cilantro
leaves
4 slices ripe tomato
4 canned chipotles in adobo, finely
chopped, with more to taste

Simple Food, Big Flavor
MAKES 2 CUPS
1 pound plum tomatoes (about 4)
3-6 chiles de árbol, depending on how
spicy you like it
2 T. olive oil

4 thin slices white onion

1 medium white onion, chopped

1 ball fresh mozzarella (8 ounces),

4 garlic cloves, crushed

pulled into shreds
½ cup Roasted Tomato-Chile de Arbol
Salsa (see next recipe)

½ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 tsp. salt
½ tsp. freshly ground black pepper

chop them.
While the tomatoes are broiling, heat a dry
skillet over medium heat and toast the chiles
(in batches, if necessary), flipping them over occasionally, until they just begin to smoke, about
5 minutes. Set them aside in a bowl.

Preheat the boiler. Put the tomatoes on a bak-

Put the olive oil, onion and garlic in a sauce-

between two sheets of plastic wrap and pound

ing sheet and broil until nice and charred, 10 to

pan, set it over medium heat and cook, stirring

each with a meat mallet or a rolling pin until it is

12 minutes. Take the tomatoes out. Let them

occasionally, until the onion is soft, about 7

¼-inch thick. Season the pieces generously with

cool just until you can handle them, slip off the

minutes. Add the toasted chiles, tomatoes and

salt and pepper and sprinkle with the oregano,

skins and cut out the tough cores. Transfer the

2 cups of water, bring to a simmer and cook for

cumin, cinnamon and cayenne. Pour a couple

tomatoes to a big bowl (don’t you dare forget the

another 12 minutes so the flavors come together.

of tablespoons of the oil into a large cast-iron

tomato juice that has leaked out and reduced to

Let it cool a bit.

skillet over medium-high heat. Add the pork, in

awesomeness on the baking sheet), then roughly

Preheat the oven to 200°F. Put the pork slices
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Carefully transfer the mixture to a blender.

MEXICAN

MICHAEL HARLAN TURKELL, SIMPLE FOOD, BIG FLAVOR

CEMITA
SANDWICHES

Add the cilantro, salt and pepper and purée until

2 T. canola oil

and continue to cook until the juice is absorbed.

the mixture is very smooth. Pour the mixture

2 red onions, thinly sliced

Season with the salt and pepper to taste.

through a medium-mesh sieve into a bowl. Serve
at room temperature or slightly chilled.
Store the salsa in the refrigerator, tightly
covered, for up to a week, or in the freezer for
a month.

CUBAN

PAN CON LECHÓN

Juice of 2 limes (about 1 T.)

Cut the rolls in half lengthwise, leaving the

½ tsp. salt

halves attached like a hinge. Spread 1 tablespoon

¼ tsp. freshly ground black pepper

of butter on the insides. Add ½ cup of pork and

4 individual Cuban or French rolls

a couple of tablespoons of the pickled onions;

6 T. unsalted butter, at room tempera-

press the sandwich together.

ture, plus extra for the griddle
2 cups shredded pork, such as pernil or
lechón asado

Press a griddle over very low heat and add a
little butter. Put the sandwiches in the pan and
weigh them down with a can or heavy pot to flatten (use a brick wrapped in foil if nothing else is

Heat the oil in a large skillet over a medium

available). Cook for 3 to 5 minutes on each side,

La Comida del Barrio

flame. Add the red onions and cook, stirring

but make sure the bread does not burn. Slice the

SERVES 4

until soft, about 5 minutes. Pour in the lime juice

sandwiches in half on a diagonal.
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Las
Empanadas
empanadas. “This recipe is very cool because chorizo is so beloved
and varies so much from different regions,” says Sánchez. “Once
chorizo is rendered, it soaks into the potato, which is very traditional

and often (found) in egg dishes or fillings, while the green olives and raisins
(a Spanish influence) offset the punch of salt.” Sánchez bakes his empanadas—they’re usually fried—to ensure the filling cooks at the same rate as
the outside. Taking another page out of Spain’s book, Sánchez uses guava
and queso to make the Cuban version. “There’s a huge population of people
from Galicia (Spain) in Cuba, and they brought all this tropical fruit with
them. When you pair it with cheese, it’s this beautiful salty, sweet, tropical
combination that works great in an empanada for breakfast or dessert.”

66

HISPANIC LIVING

CHORIZO & POTATO
EMPANADAS
Simple Food, Big Flavor
MAKES 10 EMPANADAS
Dough:
¾ cup all-purpose flour, plus more for
kneading
½ cup masa harina (corn tortilla flour)
½ tsp. baking powder
½ tsp. salt
¼ cup vegetable oil
½ cup warm water
Filling:
1 large boiling potato, peeled and cut
into ½-inch cubes
1 generous cup of Aarón’s Chorizo (see
next recipe)
1 small yellow onion, chopped
3 T. sliced pimento-stuffed green olives

MICHAEL HARLAN TURKELL, SIMPLE FOOD, BIG FLAVOR

A

NOTHER CLASSIC MEXICAN FAVORITE is chorizo and potato

MEXICAN

3 T. golden raisins
1 tsp. dried whole oregano (preferably

MAKES 2 POUNDS
1 pound ground beef chuck

in plastic and chill for 30 minutes.
Lightly flour your rolling pin and counter. Roll

Mexican)

1 pound ground pork

the dough to ⅛-inch thickness. Using a 3-inch

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

3 garlic cloves, very finely chopped

cookie or biscuit cutter, cut out 12 circles.

1 egg beaten with 1 T. water

1 T. salt

Spoon 1 generous tablespoon of the filling

Roasted Tomato-Chile de Árbol Salsa,

¼ cup white wine vinegar

into the center of each pastry circle, leaving a

for serving

1 tsp. freshly ground black pepper

½-inch border. Brush the edges with the egg

1 tsp. ground canella (Mexican

wash and then fold the dough over in half to

To make the dough, stir together the flour, masa

cinnamon) or ½ tsp. ground cinnamon

enclose the filling and form a semicircle. Seal the

harina, baking powder and salt in a large bowl.

1 tsp. ground star anise

edges by crimping with the tines of a fork. Chill at

Stir in the oil and water and mix well. Turn out

½ tsp. ground cloves

least 30 minutes before frying or baking.

onto a floured surface and knead lightly to form

2 T. crushed dried oregano (preferably

a smooth, supple dough. (If you need more water,

Mexican)

To fry: Heat 2 inches of canola oil in a wide
pot or deep skillet to 375°F. Carefully slide the

add it a teaspoon at a time to avoid making the

¼ cup dry white wine

turnovers into the hot oil and fry until they are

dough sticky.) Wrap the dough in plastic wrap

1 tsp. sugar

puffed and crisp, turning to brown evenly, about

and chill in the refrigerator for 20 minutes while

½ cup ancho chile powder

5 to 7 minutes. Remove them to a platter lined

you make the filling.

with paper towels to drain.

Put the potato in lightly salted water in a small

Put the ground beef and pork in a large bowl. Add

To bake: Preheat oven to 350°F. Place the

saucepan, bring to a boil and cook until tender, 5

the garlic, salt and vinegar and mix well (your

empanadas on a baking sheet and brush with

to 7 minutes. Drain.

hands are the best tools for this job). Sprinkle

additional egg wash. Using a fork, prick a few

Meanwhile, in a heavy skillet over medium

with the pepper, canella, star anise, cloves and

holes in the top of the empanadas for steam to

heat, cook the chorizo, stirring and breaking it

oregano and mix well. Add the wine and sugar

escape. Bake for 30 minutes until the pastry is

up, for about 5 minutes. Add the onion and cook

and mix well.

golden. Cool slightly and serve warm.

for another 5 minutes, until the onion is tender

Bring 1 cup water to a boil. Put the chile

and translucent. Stir in the potato, olives, raisins

powder in a small bowl. Pour in the boiling

and oregano. Cook, stirring occasionally, until

water, and stir well to make a paste. Let cool to

the mixture is heated through, 3 to 4 minutes.

room temperature. Work the paste into the meat

Season to taste with salt and pepper.

with your fingers until it’s well incorporated.

Preheat the oven to 375°F and lightly grease
a large baking sheet.
Divide the dough into 10 balls. On a lightly
floured surface, roll each ball out into a circle

Cover and refrigerate overnight before you use
it. Store in 2-ounce portions in plastic baggies
in the refrigerator for up to a week, or freeze for
up to 3 months.

about 4 inches across. Place a couple of tablespoons of the filling just off-center on one circle,
and fold the dough over to make a half circle.
Crimp the edges with a fork to seal, and transfer
the empanada to a baking sheet. Repeat with the
remaining dough and filling.
Brush each empanada lightly with the egg
and use the tip of a pairing knife to slash a
few holes in the top. Bake until empanadas are
golden brown, about 25 minutes.
Alternatively, you can fry the empanadas.
Heat an inch or so of vegetable oil to 350°F in a
large skillet. Fry in batches of three, carefully flipping them over once, until they’re golden brown
and crispy, about 5 minutes. Transfer them to
paper towels to drain, and let the oil return to
350°F before frying the next batch.
Serve warm with the salsa.

AARÓN’S CHORIZO
Simple Food, Big Flavor
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DULCE DE GUAYABA Y QUESO
MAKES 1 QUART
2 pounds guavas, in various stages of
ripeness
2 cups sugar (approximately)
Juice of 1 lime
Finely grated zest of 1 orange
1 4-ounce package cream cheese (at

CUBAN

EMPANADAS DE GUAYABA
Y QUESO

room temperature)
1 cup grated queso blanco
To make the guava marmalade, wash the guavas

La Comida del Barrio

well and remove the stems. Chop up the guavas

MAKES 12

and place in a large pot. Cover with ½ cup of water

2 cups all-purpose flour, plus extra for
the countertop

and boil until they are mushy, about 10 minutes.
Mash the boiled fruit with a potato masher

1 tsp. salt

and press the pulp through a strainer to remove

½ cup vegetable shortening

the seeds. Measure the guava purée; for each

1 quart dulce de guayaba y queso (see

cup of purée, add an equal amount of sugar (you

next recipe)
1 large egg, beaten with 1 T. water (for
the egg wash)

should have about 2 cups). Put the guava purée,
sugar, lime juice and orange zest in the pot and
place over medium-low heat. Simmer to dissolve
the sugar, stirring constantly. The marmalade

In a large bowl, combine the flour and salt and

should be thick enough to coat the back of a

sift thoroughly. Cut in the shortening with a

spoon. Allow to cool to room temperature.

pastry blender or rub with your fingers until it

To prepare the rest of the filling, mix together

looks like fine crumbs. Gradually add ½ cup of

the softened cream cheese and grated cheese

water to form the dough into a ball; it should be

until semi-smooth; fold in the guava marmalade

easy to handle and not sticky. Wrap the dough

to combine.

