The Literacy of Puerto Rican Food
By: Alyssa Roberts
I am in my grandparents’ small, cramped apartment. Picture frames clutter the walls, full of family photos, some old and some new. And others of a more divine quality. Cabinets and closets line the skinny hallway, filled to capacity, bursting at the seams. The furniture, too big for its resting place, trips you as you walk by. The couch, covered in plastic wrap, sits in front of an overly large TV blasting reruns of the Harry Potter series. Six remotes for the one TV line the foldable coffee table in front of us, while the utilitarian standard apartment heaters blow scorching air into the small, crowded space. Battling its intensity is a small in-window AC unit spewing a steady stream of cool air. Yet no matter what, sweat gathers on our brows. We are overheated, as if we had, in fact, been the pork roasting in the oven in preparation for a frigid Brooklyn Christmas celebration.
Throughout the apartment, fresh herbs and spices from the sofrito my grandmother used to cook permeate the air. The open kitchen doorway perfumes the warm, earthy tones of cooking rice and sizzling pernil into the living room. Far off ramblings of my mother and grandmother’s conversation reach my ears, almost like the birds chirping in their cages just a few paces away. The rush of conversation is impossible to pick up in an unfamiliar language, yet this overwhelming feeling of incompetence is all too familiar. Entonces, ay dios mio, y y y y, and la nena are just a few words I recognize, but out of context, they mean nothing. Over time, I have learned to ignore these ramblings, gluing myself to the plastic material of the couch until dinner. I try not to bother with the incessant chattering I so dearly want to understand. Instead, I find solace in the wizarding world, but to what avail?
It isn’t until dinner is served that I am allowed reentry into my culture. The sight of heaping portions of Puerto Rican cuisine welcomes me as their decadent smells seep into my
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bones, reaffirming who I believe myself to be. The mouthwatering scent of arroz con gandules, pernil, plátanos maduros, empanadas, and other delectable plates remind me of home, of love, and of family. The pernil, so tender it falls off the bone, like how I greet my grandparents: Yo te bendigo. The plátanos maduros, so sweet, taste like the smiles I wear when trying to communicate with my grandmother. The empanadas so warm, like the hugs I share with my loved ones.
Despite the fact that I am half Puerto Rican, I cannot speak Spanish. Growing up in suburban New Jersey, a lengthy distance from my Puerto Rican relatives, I was rarely exposed to the culturally immersive experiences my mother was so familiar with. She grew up in a tiny apartment in Brownsville, Brooklyn, New York, crammed with her mother, father, two brothers, and herself. Their kitchen, brimming with the thick aroma of frying tostones and boiling pasteles, always overheated due to the small cocina’s constant use, as well as a lack of sufficient temperature regulation in their building. Spanish, spoken with great vigor, dominated the sounds flowing throughout her home, harmonized by traditional Celia Cruz and Oscar D’León music.
In contrast, my home in suburbia smells of fall HomeGoods air fresheners and is filled with loud antique decorative pieces. Dog hair sweeps the floor, collecting dust bunnies as house music bursts from our speakers, most likely bothering our upstairs neighbors. Boxes and cans of premade food spill from our sagging cabinets, as organic ingredients line our refrigerator waiting to be used. Because I lived far from my Puerto Rican relatives, family gatherings were saved for important dates and holidays. On the odd occasion I saw family during the holidays, it was as if I had crawled my way through a tunnel led by the scent of sofrito and Sazón seasoning, a re-immersion into my Puerto Rican heritage. The overheated apartments, filled to capacity with familiar faces as well as the frantic rhythms of incompressible Spanish, overwhelmed my senses
to the extent I found solace in the copy of the Michael Jackson Just Dance my cousins had stashed on their CD shelf. Because Spanish had never been a huge part of my home life, I felt uncomfortable engaging in family gatherings. I grew accustomed to the pregnant pauses which interrupted the flow of conversation.
The distance from my family and language fragmented my relationship with my own culture.
It wasn’t until years later, when visits became sparse that I started to internalize how this disconnect negatively impacted my identity. While I am proud to introduce myself as Puerto Rican, I seldom feel Puerto Rican enough, especially when the follow-up question to my introduction is always, “So you speak Spanish, right?” This question implies that to be Puerto Rican, I must understand Spanish, which I don’t. So, does this mean I am not worthy of my culture? Despite all I have done to learn Spanish, after so many years of downloading language- learning apps, visiting my grandparents, and having conversations with my mother, I am still illiterate in the language, isolating me from my culture as well as preventing me from effectively communicating with the rest of my family.
Back at my grandparents’ apartment in Brooklyn, New York, the aroma of frying morcilla peaks around the kitchen walls that are decorated with family memorabilia and Puerto Rican decorum. LED lights too bright for their station illuminate the small hallway of a kitchen.
Crowding the space, a fridge too big for its pocket in the wall rests alongside a stove and oven set, much too old for its own good. A giant armoire of glassware protrudes out into the space meant for a dining table. Plants crowd the yellowed sink, which sits across from the fridge, above drawers filled to their capacity. The plants reach and stretch their limbs to fill the available space, covering the racks of drying tableware, soaking up the available moisture. The dining

table, straddled between the living room and kitchen, is a gateway of sorts that lays the foundation for cultural and familial connections. My grandmother’s hard work decorates the plastic covered dining table, like mountains spanning across lavish greenery. The smells seeping from her dishes draw us in, providing comfort and warmth. Steam from the cooling plates swirls and wraps around us, like a warm hug. Despite being too small to seat our entire family, the table plays a crucial role in our family dynamic. We fit around it like puzzle pieces, ready to be taken apart as easily as we are put back together. It is here that my grandmother says grace and prays for God’s blessing. It is here that we enjoy her wonderful cooking. And it is here that we enjoy each other’s company.
Despite all of the challenges I have faced, I am now able to understand and connect with my family through the Puerto Rican food cooked at family gatherings. Without fail, my grandmother would cook for us each time we visited. Her strength and consistency in doing so always amazed me. And so recently, I asked my grandmother why she loved to cook so much. She stated that she had begun cooking to remember her late husband and cope with his loss.
Moreover, she said, I love to make people feel good. I do this through my cooking. Her passion is vivid as she tirelessly works, allowing muscle memory to guide her through the kitchen. She inspires me to engage with my culture in different ways and provides another opportunity for us to connect, strengthening our bond. Although verbal conversation is difficult between us, it is through hugs and body language that we can truly understand one another. It is through my ability to “read” her cooking that we are truly connected. It is through the dishes she cooks for us, through the smell and taste of her empanadas, and through the love and compassion I feel ingrained in each morsel of food that I am able to understand her. I can read her through the

spices sprinkled throughout the caldero, like a fortune-teller accustomed to reading the leaves at the bottom of a mug.
