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Cuban Food

You don’t have to travel far for the flavors of Cuba.

L ast year, when the United states 
and Cuba reestablished diplomatic relations, 
many americans traveled to Cuba for the 

first time. i was not among them. so i decided 
to explore this Caribbean island from the com-
fort of my kitchen with Chef david Grear as my 
tour guide.

in his role as executive chef at seasons Culi-
nary services, a boutique food service manage-
ment and catering company, Grear calls on 
techniques and ingredients of various world cui-
sines to create inventive, flavorful dishes. when 
i caught up with him, he’d just taught “the 
Cuban table” through albertson’s Cooking school and Main 
Line school night.

“Cuban food is peasant food,” explains Grear. “it’s got lots of 
influences—african, spanish, Chinese—and while it’s often salty, 
sweet or bitter, it’s generally not spicy.” he also emphasizes that 
although Cuban, Mexican and other Latin and Caribbean cuisines 
share similarities, they have their own unique identities.

Cases in point: Cuban food is not “tortilla-driven,” and it gen-
erally does not rely on fresh 
herbs. it also often uses plan-
tains when they are green 
and therefore more savory 
than sweet—like a potato 
with banana essence.

in his classes, Grear intro-
duces students to Cuban 
food’s two main flavor pro-
files—sofrito and mojo (also 
called mojito). while every 
Cuban cook puts a personal 

twist on these flavor com-
binations, sofrito usually 
includes onions, garlic, sweet 
or hot pepper, tomatoes, 
cumin and bay leaves. Mojo 
incorporates sour orange 
juice (or a mix of orange 
and lime juices), garlic, olive 
oil and oregano. in addi-
tion, warming spices—like 
clove and nutmeg as well as 
capers, olives and raisins—
add depth and complexity 

to numerous Cuban dishes.
as for the main ingredients, let’s just say carnivores find a lot 

to love on Cuban plates. Chicken, pork and goat are mainstays 
as are many inexpensive, lean cuts of beef that take kindly to 
braising. the popular ropa vieja (“old clothes”) is made with flank 
or skirt steak, cooked low and slow then shredded. Grear’s favorite 
is brisket cooked for 14 to 16 hours, yielding tender meat and 
a rich broth. and a Cuban meal would be incomplete without 
frijoles negros (black beans) and arroz (rice). 

For a sweet finish, plain des-
serts—what many think of as 
comfort foods—top the list. 
there’s tres leches cake, (“three 
milks”), flans (rich egg custards) 
and many versions of arroz con 
leche (rice pudding). 

whether you take a plane or 
travel by way of your kitchen 
table, the flavors of Cuba are 
worth a trip.

Chef David GrearPlantains 
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Brandywine Table[ ]
    Reprinted  February 2016



Cuban-Style Chicken Fricassee
You can find fricassees in many cultures, but 
this chicken stew showcases mojo, a marinade 
central to Cuban cuisine. Recipe courtesy of 
David Grear, Seasons.
1/3 C. fresh lime juice
1/3 C. fresh orange juice
5 cloves garlic, lightly smashed
Kosher salt and ground black pepper,

to taste
6 chicken thighs, 1 per person 
3 oz. oil
1 green bell pepper, stemmed, seeded
 and thinly sliced
1 white onion, thinly sliced
1 C. semi-sweet white wine such as an

Argentinian sauvignon blanc
1 lb. Yukon potatoes, peeled and
 cut into medium-size pieces
1/3 cup pimento-stuffed queen olives
2 Tb. capers
¼ C. raisins
1, 28-oz. can plum tomatoes, chopped
1/2 C. chicken stock
1 C. frozen peas

in a bowl, stir together lime and orange 
juices, garlic, salt and pepper. add chicken 
and refrigerate for 1 hour.

heat oil in a saucepan over medium 
heat. remove chicken from marinade; pat 
dry using paper towels. reserve marinade.

sauté chicken until browned, 3–4 min-
utes per side. transfer chicken to a plate.

add the pepper and onion to the pan 
and cook until onion is translucent, 3–5 
minutes. add wine and cook, scraping up 
everything from the bottom of the pan, 
until it has reduced by half, 3–6 minutes. 
 Put chicken back into the pan and add 
the rest of the marinade, potatoes, olives, 
capers, raisins, tomatoes, salt, pepper and 
stock. reduce the heat to low and cook, 
until chicken and potatoes are tender, about 
12–15 minutes. 

stir in peas at the last minute. serve over 
rice.

Makes 6 servings.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Ropa Vieja
This dish is tailor-made for the slow cooker. 
Its name (“old clothes”) refers to the tattered 
look of the steak after it’s been cooked and 
shredded.

2 lbs. flank steak

11/2 Tb. Adobo seasoning*
3 oz. tomato paste
¼ C. plus 1 Tb. red wine vinegar
1 C. beef broth
1/2 tsp. cumin
Salt and pepper, to taste
5 large garlic cloves, roughly chopped
1 red pepper, cut into strips
1 green pepper, cut into strips
1 large onion, cut in half and sliced into

¼” pieces
1/2 C. green olives (with or without pimentos)

*I used Goya brand Adobo with Pepper.

rub the flank steak on both sides with 
adobo. allow to sit for 15 minutes. 

Meanwhile, in a small bowl, whisk 
together tomato paste, vinegar, beef broth 
and cumin. add salt and pepper to taste. 

Place flank steak in slow cooker. scatter 
garlic cloves on top. then add peppers 
and onions. Pour in tomato sauce mixture. 
Cook on high for 4 hours.

Using two forks, shred beef. (you can 
do this right in your slow cooker.) if beef 
doesn’t shred easily, cook it another H hour 
or more.

turn heat to warm and let sit for 15 min-
utes or more. Mix in olives. season with salt 
and pepper to taste. serve over rice.

Makes 6 servings. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Cuban Tres Leches Cake 
This cake (meaning “three milks”) is popular 
in Cuba and many other Latin countries 
with recipes passed down from generation to 
generation. Here is Chef David Grear’s ver-
sion of the classic.

For the cake:
Butter for greasing pan
1 C. sugar
6 large eggs, separated (3 of the whites

will be reserved for meringue topping)

1/3 C. coconut milk
3/4 tsp. vanilla extract
1 C. all-purpose flour
11/2 tsp. baking powder
3/4 tsp. cream of tartar

For milk syrup:
1, 12-oz. can evaporated milk
1 C. sweetened condensed milk
1 C. heavy cream
1 tsp. vanilla extract
1 Tb. dark rum

For the meringue topping:
3 reserved egg whites (see cake above)
3/4 C. white sugar
¼ C. water
2 Tb. sugar

To make the cake:
Preheat oven to 350°. Butter a 13x9” 

baking dish.
in a large bowl, beat I C. sugar and all 

6 egg yolks until they are fluffy, about 7 
minutes. Fold in the coconut milk, vanilla, 
flour and baking powder.

in another bowl, beat 3 egg whites to 
soft peaks, adding the cream of tartar after 
a minute. slowly add the remaining G C. 
sugar and continue beating until the egg 
whites are firm. 

Fold the white mixture into the yolk 
mixture. Pour the batter into the baking 
dish.

Bake the cake until it’s firm and a tooth-
pick comes out clean, about 35–45 min-
utes. Let the cake cool completely. Unmold 
onto a platter. Pierce the cake all over with 
a fork or toothpick.

To make milk syrup:
 Combine evaporated milk, condensed 

milk, heavy cream, vanilla and rum in a 
bowl. whisk together. Pour the syrup over 
the cake.

To make the meringue topping:
 Place I C. sugar in a heavy saucepan 

with G C. water. Cook on high heat to the 
soft ball stage (240° on a candy thermom-
eter) about 8–10 minutes.

 Meanwhile, beat the 3 remaining egg 
whites to soft peaks. add the 2 tb. sugar 
and continue beating to stiff peaks. 

Pour the boiling sugar syrup in a slow 
stream into the stiff egg whites. Con-
tinue beating until the mixture is cool 
to the touch. hot syrup cooks the egg 
whites.



 Using a spatula, spread the top and 
sides of the cake with a thick layer of the 
meringue. refrigerate the cake for a few 
hours before serving. 

Makes 8 servings.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Cuban-Stuffed Pork Chops 
What’s better than a Cuban sandwich? A 
Cuban sandwich stuffed inside a pork chop! 
Chef David Grear pays homage to Cubans’ 
love of pork in this inventive dish. 

1 C. fresh orange juice
¼ C. fresh lime juice
¼ C. lemon juice
2 Tb. fresh oregano
8 garlic cloves, chopped
1 Tb. ground cumin
3 Tb. palm or brown sugar
¼ C. oil (cook’s choice but not olive oil) 
4, 5-oz. pork chops, pounded thin,

about ¼”
Kosher salt and ground black pepper,

to taste
1 Tb. Dijon mustard
8 slices Swiss cheese
8 slices ham
2 dill pickles, sliced thin
Oil as needed to cook cutlets
2 Tb. cilantro leaves and stems, chopped

in a bowl, stir together orange juice, lime 
juice, lemon juice, oregano, garlic, cumin, 
sugar and G C. oil. 

add the pork and coat all the cutlets. 
refrigerate and let them marinate for at 
least 2 hours.

take the pork cutlets out of the marinade 
and pat dry. reserve marinade.

Put the cutlets on a table and season 
them with salt and pepper. Paint one side 
of each cutlet with dijon mustard.

On the mustard-painted side, place a 
piece of swiss cheese, 2 pieces of ham, a 
couple pieces of pickle and another piece 
of cheese.

Fold one side over to the other to make 
a half moon shape. repeat with the rest 
of the ingredients until they are all used. 
season with salt and pepper. 

Put a little oil into a sauté pan. add 
cutlets and cook 2–3 minutes on each side 
until they are browned and the cheese is 
melted. remove from pan.

add reserved marinade and cilantro to 
the sauté pan you used to cook cutlets. 

Bring to a boil. season with salt and pepper 
as needed and pour over cutlets. 

Makes 4 servings.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Ham Croquettes

Crispy on the outside and soft in the center, 
these croquettes deliver a big ham flavor and 
are very filling. You can also substitute cooked 
chicken. I adapted the recipe from Martha 
Cortina’s authentic Cuban Cooking.

1½ Tb. butter
1 Tb. finely chopped onion
¼ C. flour
1/2 C. whole milk, room temperature

or warmed
¼ tsp. salt
Freshly ground black pepper, to taste
1 lb. ground ham
2 Tb. finely chopped parsley
Garlic salt to taste
2 eggs, beaten
11/2 C. breadcrumbs
Oil for frying (I used canola.)

Melt butter over medium heat and cook 
onion for a minute. do not let onion 
brown. add flour and stir to combine. 
whisk in milk, salt and pepper and cook 
until the consistency is very thick and 
resembles mashed potatoes. 

in a large bowl, combine “mashed pota-
toes” with ham, parsley and garlic salt. 
Cover and refrigerate for 15–30 minutes 
so mixture will be cold enough to hold 
its shape. 

shape into 8–10 cylinders (about 3” 
long and 1” thick). roll in bread crumbs, 
egg and in bread crumbs again. Place on 
a plate, cover with plastic wrap and freeze 
for H hour.

in a large skillet, heat G” oil to 350°. Fry 
croquettes until golden. to make sure you 
end up with crispy exteriors, do not over-

crowd the pan. (you’ll probably have to do 
two batches.) drain on paper towels.

Makes 8–10 croquettes.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Piñon (Cuban-style meat and
plantain pie)

This Latin “lasagna” is also popular in Puerto 
Rico. The recipe comes courtesy of my friend, 
Sarah Lopez. In addition to seasoning with 
salt and pepper, Sarah sometimes adds Goya’s 
Adobo, Sazon, or Ham Concentrate.

For the filling:
2 lbs. lean ground meat (beef or pork)
2 medium onions, chopped
1 green pepper, chopped
2, 14-oz. cans chopped tomatoes
1/2 C. pimento-stuffed olives, cut in half
Generous 1/2 C. raisins
4 garlic cloves (or more to taste),

finely chopped
2 Tb. ground cumin
2 tsp. crushed oregano
Salt, pepper and seasoning, to taste

(see headnote)

For the plantains:
6 ripe plantains (yellow with dark spots)

or frozen (El Sembrador brand is good.)
1/3–1/2 C. olive or canola oil

For assembly:
4–5 eggs
2 Tb. water
1 lb. grated white cheese (Cotija and 

farmer’s cheese both work)

To make the filling: 
heat a large nonstick skillet and crumble 

meat into it. Cook over medium high heat, 
stirring and breaking up any clumps, until 
no longer pink, about 5 minutes. 

add onion and bell peppers and stirring 
frequently, cook until vegetables are soft-
ened, juices evaporate and meat browns, 
about 6 minutes. stir in tomatoes with 
reserved juice, olives, raisins, garlic, cumin, 
oregano and seasoning to taste.

simmer, partially covered and stir-
ring occasionally, until most of the liquid 
evaporates, about 30 minutes. Cook filling 
uncovered. (Filling may be made 2 days in 
advance, covered and refrigerated.)

To make the plantains:
Cut ends from plantains and peel. diag-

onally cut plantains into N”-thick slices. 



in a large nonstick skillet, heat N C. oil 
over moderately high heat until hot but 
not smoking.

sauté plantains in batches, without 
crowding, until golden brown, 1–2 min-
utes per side. add remaining oil to skillet 
as necessary. with a slotted spatula, transfer 
plantains to paper towels to drain.

To assemble:
Preheat oven to 350°. Oil a 9x11” (about 

1H” deep) baking dish.
in small bowl, beat together eggs and 

water. Pour half of mixture into baking 
dish, tilting to coat bottom and sides.

tightly layer one-third of the plan-
tains over the bottom of the baking dish. 
spread half of meat filling on top and 
sprinkle with half of cheese. arrange half 
of remaining plantains on top. then 
top with the rest of the meat filling and 
then the rest of the cheese. top pie with 
remaining plantains. Pour the rest of the 
egg mixture over the top, tilting dish so 
egg spreads to the edges.

Cover with foil and bake in the middle 
of the oven until heated through and bub-

bling at edges, about 1 hour.
Makes 8 servings.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Coconut Rice Pudding 
I adapted this recipe from the cookbook three 
Guys from Miami Celebrate Cuban.

2 C. uncooked white rice
4 C. water
6–8 (or more) very thin 1–2” ribbons of 

lemon zest 
2 cinnamon sticks
½ tsp. salt
2 C. unsweetened coconut milk
3 C. whole milk
1 C. sweetened coconut flakes
¾–1 C. sugar
2 C. whipping cream
1 mango

Combine rice, water, lemon zest rib-
bons, cinnamon sticks and salt in a large 
saucepan. Bring to a boil. reduce heat to 
a simmer and cook uncovered until rice 
is soft. remove cinnamon sticks.

stir in the coconut milk, whole milk, 
coconut flakes and sugar. stirring fre-
quently, cook on very low heat for an 

hour until liquid is absorbed.
stir in the cream and heat through. 
top with thin mango slices or cubes. 
Makes 8–10 servings. ♦

Laura traces her love of all things culinary 
to the first time she leafed through her 
mother’s Betty Crocker’s Cooky Book—
which still occupies a place of honor 
among her 600+ cookbooks. A passionate 
supporter of local food, she co-founded a 
farmers market, judges area food contests, 
and anticipates restaurant openings with 
the excitement most people reserve for win-
ning a Mega Millions jackpot. 

For more great recipes visit
CountyLinesMagazine.com


