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Shera Dalin offers a sample of food to her husband, Jorge Riopedre. Among his favorites are the Croguetas in the foreground, fried croquettes made from ham and
chicken. Fhotos by karan Eshout | Post-Dipaich

Love and Croquetas

Language is
no barrier as

a Cuban grand-
mother passes
onalegacy

of recipes

to her beloved

grandson’s wife.

Blanca Sanchez Llanes

By Shera Dalin
SPECIAL TO THE ROST-DISPATCH

Muost of the time, a meal is just a meal, but sometimes, feasts of food are really
banguets of love.

When I married moy husband in 1999, 1 joined not just a Cuban family, but an
exuberant culture that is centered on family and eating. Frery Cuban celebra-
tion invohres dish after dish of savory, Spanish-influenced foods with exotic
names such as Ropa Vieja, Picadillo, Plitanos and Croquetas. In this culiure,
food doesn't just sustain lie it is life.

That old saw about the way to a man’s heart being through his stomach nev-
er met a truer match than the Cuban male. Cuban men love to eat, and many
lave to cook.

But in my husband Jorge's family, the undisputed chef was his abuela
{grandmather). Blanca Sinchez Llanes was 5 feet short, but she had a big per-
sonality, a sharp wit and a no-nonsense view of life.

She alsa had the smallest kitchen imaginable in a tiny house comverted from
a laundry shed. On a white, apartment-size stove, she created one exquisite
dish after another — Cuban soul focd.

After leaving everything behind when she flad Cuba and Fidel Castro in

Sopa de Pollo (chicken soup)

Picadillo (beef and pork hash)

1965, Abuela lived a simple life.

“Ay no, Mo, MO, NO!™ she shouted when we gave her a Christmas present.
Her protests sounded like machine-gun fire. Then a slew of Spanish would
erupt that only a true Cuban could decipher. Despite a full-family press that
she accept her gifts, Abuela usually won.

On every trip to Tampa, Fla., our first stop after dropping our suitcases at
my mother-in-law’s house was Abuela’s kitchen. Jorge, my mother-in-law and
I would squesze around her rickety kitchen table and feast.

In the Tampa heat, we always started with steaming Sopa de Folla ichicken
soup). Mext followed lechon (roasted pork), Moros ¥ Cristianos (black beans
and rice) and Plitanos Maduros ifried ripe plantains).

Though she refused many presents, she adored giving the gift of herself
through her cooking and her sewing (despite being legally blind). She lived to
serve.

Before we returned to St. Louis, Abuela would pack plastic bags full of her
frozen Croquetas (croquettes) and Bistec Empanizado (breaded steak) to sus-
tain Jorge until he returned. Then it was a mad dash to the plane and home to
the freezer.
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Resources

You can find many Duban ngredisnts,
nchiding Edmanda's Vino Samm and
Sann (=@ with saffron &t La Tropk-
cana Markst, 5001 Lindemaood e
e, 51 Lo i 314-353-T308 .

Bedlia M marnineds & availabls
from wess mibanfoadmarket.oom,
1-877-99% 9015, and weau ban ood-
guyam, 18775841177,
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Abuela's Croguet 55, a Cuban delicacy, are made with ham and chicken. Karey Eshout |

Learning to cook Cuban foods was an act of love

O Abuels spoke ooly Spanish,
ard her Cuban version is likely
the fastest form of Sparish on the
plaret. I spoke encugh of the lan-
guage to get myself in trouble, bar
Tunderstand =0 little that it causes
omnly trouble

S when I asked Abuela
teach me how to make some of
my hustand’s favonee dishes, I
was ursare how we would com-
mrdcare. But for ws, La Facuela
de Cocinar de Abuela was mome
than just Abuela’s Cooking
Schocl It was her way of ensur-
ing that her lowe for her only
grandchib would endure.

For me, creating moy husband's
favorite foods was a way to show
him howr mach I loved hime Ie was
also a second chance.

I had leamed only to make
chicken and dumplings from oy

own grandmother, Mamna Buch
hetore she died in 1998 Bubs, as 1
called her, was so much like
Abuela it weas startling. Both were
short, round wornen with flery
personalities and an inspired gift
for ccoking 1 missed Bufus, bt
luckily, Thad Abaela

S0 we cooked. We cocked in
that tiry, sweltering kechen in
Tampa and in my larger kitchen
in Ulniversicy City. Neither Pufus
nor Abuela wrobe down recipes;
they cooked by rstinct that had
been honed through generations
of shated kmowdedge.

Abgela taght me o make
Torge's chershed Croguetas,
moeat-filled empanadas and chick-
en soip. Breaded steabs would

have been next, bt we ran out of

time. Abuwela succumbsed to liver
cancer on Moy, &, 2002

ABUELA'S SOPADE POLLD

{Chicken Soun)

Yiekd: & s2nings

12 chichen wings 3 carrots, peeled and sticed inte
L bl pepper, cut Ints large Fatnds.

il = 1 medium enlen, cut in § wedges

1 tomato, cut In hatf
6 cloves garlle, peeled and smashsd

2 patatoss, peeked and cut Into
large chumks

1 package Sazen Goya with saffren
{azafring see note

1 teaspoeon ground cumin

1%z tablespoons salt

Yz cup fine egg nowdles

Placa chicken wings in & Cutch avan; cover with water. Bring to a baoil

aver high heat. Reduce 1o a simmer,;

zkim off zcum. Cover ard simmer

until wings are done, akout 30 minukes,

8dd green papper, tomato, garlic, potatoes, camots, onion, Sazon Goya,
curmin and =alt; cock until potatoss are tander, about 30 minutes.

Remove and discard onion, n
noodles; cook until tender, about

£z

ppars, tomato and garlic. Add =

minutes, Ladle intz bowls, includ-

ing a chicken wing or tao in 2ach portion.

Per semvimg: 270 calories; 14g fat (47 percant calories from fat); 3.5g
saturated fat; 59mg chalesterol; 20g protein; 16g carkabwdrate; 2g
sugar; 2g fibar; 1,992 mg sodium; 28mg calcium; 408mg potazzium.
MNode: Samon Gops is 5 seasoning blend marketed by Gopa. The Spanish
word 1o saffron is azafran, You can find the sessoming &t Latin mar-

mets; see respunoes for detan s

My mother-in-law, S¥lvia
Sincher, now cooks whenewver we
go to Tampa of she comes bo St
Loais. Soon, Tl a=k her to teach
me the secrets of her Ao oon
Polla. Chicken and vellow rice
like that is a priceless inheritance,

I suspect Tl teach the recips to
mry daughter, Memeya, someday.
At age 3, she already loves ta help
inthe kitcchen.

MATILLA

(Swest Custard)
Yiekl: & 1o & senvngs

8 large &g yolks
4 eups milk, divided
Y cup cornstarch

Cooking school contimies o
expand My satesmanlike father-
irelaw has imparted the weays of
his heavenly picadillo, and he
doesnt knew it yet, but the mas-
ter work of all Spanish cudsine —
paella — is next.

So for my husband on Valen-
tines Day, I love wou; eat well
Buen provecha

sdalingioor- dspachooom | 3422035743

1 eup granulated sugsr
1 teaspoon vanllla
Ground ¢lnnaman

Ina bowl, mix 2gg yolks with 1 cup milk.

In armather bowl, mix comstarch with 1 cup milk. Stir until smeath,
then add sugar and the remaining 2 cups milk. Strain the egg mixture
with & fina strainar inbo tha carnstarch mixturs; stir to combing well.
Transfer to & heayy medium saucepan,

Ciook ower medium heat, -s.ﬁrringjcnnstantl;.'. until thickenad, about 20

minutes. Remowe fram heat, a

wanilla, and stir to blend.

Pour into a serving bowl or custard cups. Let cool to room temperaturs,
then cover and refrigarata 2 haurs or owernight. Before sarving, dust

with cinnamon.

Per serving [bas=d on B servimgsl: 228 calories; Bg fat (20 percant calo-
rizs from fat); 4g saturated fat; 217mg chalestercl; 6.5g protein; 35g
carbohydrats; 20.5g sugar; no fibar; 57 mg sodium; 160mg calzium;

194mg potassium.

Adspted from “Memonies of 5 Cuban Hichen, ™ by Mary Urrodis fandsl-
man and foan Schwartz (Wilsy, 19482,

ABUELA'S CROCUETAS

Yialdk Ao 20 croquetes

5 oun<es cooked ham 1 cup milk

5 oun<ses eooket chichen Yz medium enlon, minced

1 tablespoon white wine [se= note] 1 tablespoon dried parsiey

1 tablespoon lemen |ules Hett saucs

Yy teaspaon it‘lﬂﬂﬂl"‘l‘lﬂf

Yy teaspoon ground cumin EEE, heaten

1 cup all-purpose flour 1/3 cip plain dry bread erumis
Oiive ofl, for frying

In a foeod processor, puks together ham ard chickan until minced.
Transkr to & small bowl; stir in wine and lermon juica. Set asida,

In a medium kowl, mix together zalt, curmin, flour, milk, onion, parsky
ard several drops of hot sauce or bo tasta, Stir in harm mictuee ontil well
combined.

Melt buttar in a skillet avar medium heat. 8dd ham midture; stirontil it
reaches the consistency of paste, about S o 7 minutes. Transfer toa
Bl refrigarate until cold.

Campen hards slightly with water; form the mizturs into golf-ball-zizs
balls. Roll 2ach into a cylinder about 3 inches kong and about 32 inch
in diamebar. Roll 2ach cylindar in egg and then in bread crumbs.

Ciat the bottom of & large skillet with oil; place ower medium heat. Fry
croquettes in batches until galden brown on all sides, adding ail as
neaded . Lat drain on paper towals; serde warm as an entres or & an
appetizar.

Per 120 calories; 7g fak (53 percant calories from fat); 1.5g
zaturated tat; 26mg cholestenl; &g protein; 8g carbobydrate; 1g sugar,
0.5g fiker; 422 mg sodium; 24, 5mg calcium; 86mg potassium,

MNode: Edmundo’s Ving Seco (see resouires) is hest in this recipe, bot
any oy wihite wine may be spbsitvied

PICADILLO A LA RIOPEDRE
(Dot and Park Hash)
Yield & (o 8 serwngs

'y pound lean grownd beef 2 eup blanched siivered almonds,

Y peund lean grownd park toasted
1 [14%z-ounce] can wheke 3 cloves garlle, peeled and finely
tematees, undrained minced
1 cup fimely chopped cnlons 1 (G-sunc=) can temate paste
1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce 'z cup sesdless ralsins
1 cup dry red wine L cup plmisato-stuffed sliced
Y2 cup majs marinade [see mtel manzanlila allves
1 tablespoon capers 1 teaspoen chopped fresh oregans
3 medium potatees, pesled and or Y2 teaspoon dried oregans
diced 1 teaspoon ground cumaln
1 (4-ounce] jar pimlentos, drained 1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley
and elmpped Salt
Ground black pepper
Hat eoe ked white rice

Sauté beef ard pord over madium heat, breaking the meat into small
pieces as it cooks. Drain excess fat. 8dd | cupwater; simmer about 30
minwtes,

Stirin tomatoes and their juice, onions, Worcestershire sauce, wine,
mijo mannade, capers, potatoes, pirnientas, almends, garlic, tomato
paste, raisins, olives, oregano, cumin, parsky and salt and pepper to
taste. Returm to & simmer; cook until potaboes are tender, about 1 howr,
Sapde ower rice.

Per serving (based on & : 1232 calaries; 11z fat (30 parcant cal-
cries from fatl; E.mﬁﬁ‘m?at; Almg cl‘dE’E-tEf%l; 15z pFrgtein; A5
carbohydrate; 14g sugar; Sg fiker; 371 mg sodium; ©8mg calcium;
619mg potassium.

MNode: Mojo, slso known 55 moje cnolo, s & gadichy citrus mannsds
that is avaiialie in Latin markets. Badis Moo (see resovrces! s bed in
ti's recipe,



