In a country without widespread Internet or Wi-Fi access, I used
“Cuban GPS,” or word-of-mouth, to find places to eat during a twoweek trip in 2014. After plenty of asking around, a friendly local described a place within walking distance of my casa particular.
“There isn’t a sign, but if you keep walking several blocks in our
neighborhood you’ll see a three-story house -- that should be el Chino’s place. I haven’t eaten there, but people are talking about it,” he
explained.
Glancing skyward, a nondescript three-story home suddenly stood
out on the otherwise dusty, empty residential street. I met the owner
on the top floor of the open dining room patio, which features a stunning and unexpected view of Nueva Gerona. El Chino, a man in his
30s whose nickname probably stems from his vaguely Asian features,
recently moved to Nueva Gerona from mainland Cuba. He boasted
two specialties. The first was preparing fresh seafood dinners on his
antique wood-burning grill. I discovered the second when El Chino’s
young bartender mixed my drink, hidden behind the counter all the
while.
As I took the first taste, I realized I had found it: the perfect mojito.
It did not taste of watered down club soda or a minty mix of water
and rum. Instead, it was a beautiful marriage of rum, lime, sugar and
chipped ice, exquisitely finished with a float of bitters. Although I’d
never seen bitters used in a mojito, they made all the difference, blending the rum, sugar, and fresh lime juice into a sublime mixture with a
smooth texture and a delicious frost from the chipped ice. There was
only a trace of mint and little club soda to dilute the bracing adult
limeade. I had downed several mojitos before I finally convinced El
Chino to share the recipe -- all in the name of research, of course.

THE PERFECT
CUBAN MOJITO
Courtesy of El Chino,
Isla de Juventud, Cuba
Make the simple
syrup ahead of time by
combining equal parts
sugar and water (for
example, half cup sugar and half cup water)
in a saucepan and heat
until the sugar is dissolved. Once cooled,
store the simple syrup
in the refrigerator and
use to sweeten drinks,
including this one. If
the drink is too strong,
add up to 2 ounces of
club soda or water to
taste, so it is not too
watered down. Do not
omit the bitters, as it
rounds the flavors out
into a smooth (and
strong!) drink.

Ingredients
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6-7 mint leaves plus extra for garnish
Juice of one lime plus two lime wedges
1 teaspoon sugar (or ¾ ounce simple syrup)
2 ounces of good quality rum
Splash of bitters
Chipped ice
Optional: Up to 2 ounces of club soda or water, to taste

Instructions

1. Muddle the mint leaves and 1 lime wedge in a glass to
release the mint oils and lime juice. Reserve a mint sprig and
lime wedge to use as a garnish.
2. Add the juice of one lime and 1 teaspoon sugar to the
glass; continue muddling the mixture.
3. Add the rum and shake contents with chipped ice.
4. Do not strain the mixture; garnish with the reserved
mint sprig and lime wedge.
5. Add a splash of bitters on top of the drink as a float.
Serve and enjoy.
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