Peruvian foods are hot and not just in a spicy way 

Portland's Andina is a leader in celebrating the colorful and ethnically diverse cuisine - 
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JOAN CIRILLO 

When Doris Rodriguez de Platt opened a sophisticated Peruvian restaurant featuring New Andean cuisine in the fashionable Pearl District three years ago, she never imagined the enthusiastic response. 

Her family restaurant, Andina, quickly generated a buzz on the national and local scenes. The year after it opened, Gourmet magazine wrote: "A rare Peruvian gem filled with folk art and weavings, this is unique on the West Coast." 

What had mouths watering were the distinctive flavors of dishes like the clean-tasting white fish seviche (raw fish "cooked" in Key lime juice), made from sea bass or ono; the fish and meat anticuchos (brochettes marinated and seasoned with Peruvian peppers such as aji panca, a dry red hot pepper, or rocoto, a red hot pepper); and the brilliantly colored causa (mashed potatoes with lime and chile pepper), made from Peruvian purple potatoes and filled with pink salmon or shrimp. 


The restaurant's success reflects the burgeoning interest in the food ways of the third-largest South American country. Peruvian cuisine, with its mix of immigrant influences and characteristic native ingredients including colorful corn, chiles and potatoes, is exploding onto the culinary scene here and abroad, particularly in Japan, Spain and other parts of Europe and Canada. 

New restaurants are opening. Fresh produce, such as tasty Peruvian peppers, are showing up in markets, and exports such as chocolate and organic coffee are finding a following here for their taste, competitive pricing and variety. 

Latin importer Goya Foods doubled its Peruvian product line this spring and plans more growth. An expanded line of Peru's distinctive chile pastes and peppers is among the newest items in Goya's 34-product Peruvian line (www.goya.com). 

"Americans are always hungry for something different and new," said Joseph Perez from Goya headquarters in Secaucus, N.J. A vice president specializing in Latin markets, he attributes the escalating interest to "the realization that Peruvian cuisine is one of the most highly versatile and sophisticated cuisines in the world." 

Peru enjoys the bounty of three distinct regions: the coast and its desert; the Andes mountains; and the Amazon jungle. Its cuisine is characterized by its use of hot peppers and aromatic herbs and the interweaving of other ethnic traditions and techniques with indigenous foods such as fish, potatoes (of which there are some 3,000 varieties), quinoa, corn (with some 3,500 varieties), chiles and purple olives. 

The indigenous foods of the Incas were embellished by the Spanish and their inheritance of Moorish cooking styles. When Chinese immigrants went to Peru to work the railroads in the mid-19th century, they left their mark by introducing stir-fry, soy sauce and ginger. Today, there are some 3,000 "chifas" (Peruvian-style Chinese restaurants) in Lima. 

The Italians brought their Mediterranean flavors and noodles, and the Japanese and Africans, too, added the customs and flavors of their countries to what they found. Their techniques and ingredients resulted in distinct cooking styles layered over existing Peruvian foods. 

Over the past two decades, Peruvian cuisine has continued to evolve with the Novo Andina or New Andean movement, generated by chefs from Lima, the nation's capital. Chefs are rediscovering and reinventing traditional foods by applying sophisticated culinary techniques from other countries, and taking those ideas to other countries, too. 

"Novo Andina tries to bring color and presentation to our traditional foods," explains Rodriguez de Platt. 

Take the ancient grain quinoa, for example. Her chefs cook the grain in the Italian style of risotto for a "quinoto." Her menu also offers the grain cooked in a Spanish-style dessert milk custard. Quinoa replaces the traditional rice, and port and orange peel are added for flavor. 

As for what Peruvians themselves eat, Rodriguez de Platt described a typical Peruvian meal at home as starting with soup, such as a pureed squash soup, or one made with quinoa or chicken. A second course often consists of a stew or pan-fried meat, like steak, and is accompanied by rice and lentils, rice and beans, potatoes or yuca, also known as cassava. Favorite Peruvian beverages include chicha morada (a nonfermented drink made from Peruvian purple corn) and Inka Kola (a Peruvian soft drink). 

Rodriguez de Platt foresees more regional dishes coming out of Peru. She welcomes the New Andean influences but hopes chefs won't lose sight of their Peruvian roots. "I firmly believe that we should keep the traditional flavors because they are unique." 


Peru on the Web 
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www.andinarestaurant.com: Web site of Andina Restaurant with examples of traditional and New Andean dishes 

www.peru.info: Web site of PromPeru, the Peruvian government's Commission for the Promotion of Peru, with extensive information and photos on travel, history, culture, and tourism 

www.peruinfo.com: Good source for Web links about Peru 
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www.abundantetv.com: Chef/Pastor David Jesson's site on Peru and his Christian Peruvian travel and culinary television show, Abundante 

www.goya.com: Web site of Goya Foods with Peruvian products 

www.artperucuisine.com. Photos and recipes from "The Art of Peruvian Cuisine" by Tony Custer 

www.perufood.blogspot.com: New blog by Peruvian American teacher Alejandro Garcia from Los Angeles with photos of Peruvian foods, recipes and interviews 
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