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FOREWORD BY LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA AND LUIS A. MIRANDA, JR.The true story of how a
group of chefs fed hundreds of thousands of hungry Americans after Hurricane Maria and
touched the hearts of many moreChef José Andrés arrived in Puerto Rico four days after
Hurricane Maria ripped through the island. The economy was destroyed and for most people
there was no clean water, no food, no power, no gas, and no way to communicate with the
outside world.Andrés addressed the humanitarian crisis the only way he knew how: by feeding
people, one hot meal at a time. From serving sancocho with his friend José Enrique at Enrique’s
ravaged restaurant in San Juan to eventually cooking 100,000 meals a day at more than a dozen
kitchens across the island, Andrés and his team fed hundreds of thousands of people, including
with massive paellas made to serve thousands of people alone.. At the same time, they also
confronted a crisis with deep roots, as well as the broken and wasteful system that helps keep
some of the biggest charities and NGOs in business.Based on Andrés’s insider’s take as well as
on meetings, messages, and conversations he had while in Puerto Rico, We Fed an Island
movingly describes how a network of community kitchens activated real change and tells an
extraordinary story of hope in the face of disasters both natural and man-made, offering
suggestions for how to address a crisis like this in the future. Beyond that, a portion of the
proceeds from the book will be donated to the Chef Relief Network of World Central Kitchen for
efforts in Puerto Rico and beyond.
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the PublisherForewordTHREE DAYS. THAT’S HOW LONG IT TOOK FROM THE TIME
HURRICANE Maria hit Puerto Rico to when we knew our family was still alive thanks to a
Facebook picture a cousin had posted. Five days to hear if our family was fine (they were) and to
hear if the house our family had built years ago had survived (it did not).It’s a horrible feeling—
waiting and not knowing. You feel helpless. You worry. You imagine the worst. You feel like there
is nothing in your skill set that can help your loved ones who are so far away. We got relief from
that worry in only five days. We were fortunate. It was a much longer wait for many others.Now
imagine a different kind of waiting and not knowing. Waiting without power. Waiting for food.
Waiting for running water. Not knowing if your family one town over is alive. Not knowing if the
roads are clear or if it’s safe to go in search of supplies. Not knowing if the hospitals will continue
to function. Not knowing if anyone from the mainland is on their way with relief or if they even
have a strategy in place to help you. Not knowing if your entire island has been forgotten.What
you are about to read is the story of someone who helped people in a time of crisis. Someone
who did not wait for paperwork or permits while people starved. Someone who saw that without
nourishment, no one would have the strength to rebuild and recover in the long days, months,
and years ahead.Chef José Andrés was one of the first people to arrive on the island for
humanitarian purposes after Maria hit. He faced obstacle after obstacle as he tried—and
succeeded—in setting up what became the biggest kitchen with “real” food feeding Puerto
Ricans for two months after the storm. His first day of operations, Chef José Andrés and Chefs
for Puerto Rico, a cadre of volunteer chefs from the island, prepared 1,000 meals to feed Puerto
Ricans. By the second day, they doubled their output. By three months, 3 million meals were
prepared and served throughout the island.José Andrés’s mission in Puerto Rico seemed
simple: develop a meal program for Puerto Ricans-in-need, with delicious food that was cooked
and delivered on the same day, using local products to stimulate the local economy. His clarity of
purpose put him at odds with almost every large institution involved in relief efforts on the island.
He did not want to hear about bidding processes, meetings, or excuses about why scaling up
could not be done. And he did not take NO for an answer. We were amazed at what he was
accomplishing in the aftermath of the storm and could not wait to get down there and lend a
hand.Upon arriving in Puerto Rico, the first thing we noticed was a once-green country that now
looked as if it had been set on fire: all vegetation was gone or dead. We could see the
devastation, the FEMA blue tarps as makeshift roofs everywhere, the darkness descending as
the sun set. The sea of desperation and need was best summarized by the mayor of San Juan’s
outcry, “We are dying here” in a plea to the federal government for help. Amongst all this, Chef



José Andrés had created a beacon of sustenance, an oasis in every place from where they were
cooking, including the Choliseo.When we arrived in Puerto Rico, the first stop was to join the
assembly line at Chef José Andrés’s kitchen. As we walked in we were overcome by the joy of
the volunteers, by the aroma of Puerto Rican cuisine, by the enormity of the effort. As sandwich-
making beginners our instructions were simple—lots of mayo, cheese, and ham. Though the
sandwiches seemed simple to many, for Chef José Andrés, they were magical: “I have created
many avant-garde dishes as a chef but there are few meals I’m prouder of than the hundreds of
thousands of sandwiches we made in Puerto Rico.”For more experienced workers, the cooking
menu had expanded beyond sandwiches to include sancocho, a stew including a variety of
meats, corn, and vegetables. As a way to deliver large quantities of calories, nutrition, and
comfort to many storm survivors at a time, it’s hard to beat sancocho. As José says, “When you
eat sancocho, you think of your grandmother and it puts a smile on your face.” And of course,
arroz y habichuelas, arroz con pollo, paella, added to a menu that, though created at a time of
crisis, tasted and looked as if it came from your mother’s kitchen.What Chef José Andrés and
his team were able to achieve in a short time seems unbelievable—producing tens of thousands
of fresh meals each day for Puerto Ricans in need—but what is so important to remember is that
it was possible. Despite the challenges, Chef Andrés made it happen. There is so much more we
can be doing collectively and we have to expect better from our government. It is a national
embarrassment that a year later there are areas of Puerto Rico that have never had power
restored and vast areas of the island experience intermittent blackouts. The people of Puerto
Rico cannot be forgotten in this ongoing time of need. We are thankful to Chef Andrés for all he
has done and all he continues to do. We are proud of the many who volunteered, donated, and
raised their voices. We will forever be in debt to those, like Chef José Andrés, who put their lives
on hold to help Puerto Rico.This book is the Chef’s story, a remarkable one. We’ll let him tell
it.Siempre,Luis A. Miranda, Jr. and Lin-Manuel MirandaPrologueTHE FIRST TIME I TRAVELED
TO THE CARIBBEAN WAS BY SHIP. JUST LIKE the early colonial explorers, I sailed into Santo
Domingo and marveled at its beauty and geography. I was a young man, serving briefly in the
Spanish navy on the Juan Sebastián de Elcano, a majestic, four-masted topsail. The third-
largest tall ship in the world, it was named after the Spanish explorer who was the captain of
Magellan’s fleet, and the first man to circumnavigate the world. Although I had no idea at the
time, this was the start of my love affair with the Caribbean and with America.So a few years
later, when I was drifting between jobs for several months, I could only say yes to the chance to
work in Puerto Rico and to return to this magical sea. I was a young chef, learning my trade
shortly before settling down in Washington, D.C., to start my restaurants and my family. But I will
never forget the sights and sounds of those weeks cooking at La Casona in the Santurce
neighborhood of San Juan: the spirit of the salsa, the nightly call of the coquí frogs, the lush
green of the tropical leaves.Many decades later, as an established chef with many restaurants to
my name, I returned to revive one of the jewels of the island’s glamorous heyday in the 1950s
and 1960s: the magical place known as Dorado Beach. My restaurant, Mi Casa, is part of the



former home of the visionary American who preserved the natural beauty of this northern shore,
Clara Livingston. She sold her plantation to Laurance Rockefeller, the environmentalist, who
carefully developed it as one of his RockResorts, turning it into a refuge for Hollywood stars and
American presidents. I was honored to be part of its revival, and my work there created lifelong
friendships with many of the island’s chefs, its entrepreneurs and the everyday Puerto Ricans
who embody its creative and welcoming spirit.So when Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico
in late September 2017, it felt like destiny was driving me back to the place where it all began for
me. It was as if two timelines were meeting at the same point in the warm Caribbean Sea: my
past and my present, this island’s Spanish roots and its American identity. The echoes of its
history merged with the urgent voices of today’s crisis. I felt I belonged here because my
ancestors were not so different from the settlers who fought and farmed and cooked here for so
many centuries before I arrived. Puerto Rico is the perfect mix of Spanish and American. It’s the
perfect mix of my culture. There are African Americans here. They have the blood of my people
and the blood of the Africans who were forced to come here.How could I not be here?AS
PEOPLE SANG ALONG TO “DESPACITO” THROUGH THE SUMMER OF 2017, how many of
them understood that Luis Fonsi’s hit was born in this American-Spanish corner of the
Caribbean? If you were going to create a song that represented the perfect blend of cultures to
break through the language barrier, a song that would garner the most views ever on YouTube, it
would be right here in Puerto Rico. And when the hurricanes landed just a few weeks after the
end of summer vacation, how many of those “Despacito” fans had any idea the islanders were
American citizens just like them?These islands are not just tourist destinations or hurricane
targets. They are the first places the original colonists exploited and reshaped in their own
image. They bear the scars of their abuse and neglect to this day. We cannot value Puerto Rico
simply for its crops or the national security advantage it offers, and then ignore its inhabitants
when they need our investment to break the cycle of poverty or to recover from nature’s fury.To
understand our responsibilities, we need first to understand our history here. That includes the
unique contribution this part of the world has played in our American success. After all, it was a
hurricane in 1772 that brought Alexander Hamilton from nearby St. Croix to New York, where he
would change the course of this nation and the world. Then just seventeen years old, working as
a clerk for a business on the island that traded with America, Hamilton penned a letter to his
father that was so well written that a group of wealthy islanders raised the money to send him
away for his education.1 His letter was a plea for compassion and disaster relief. “O ye who revel
in affluence,” he wrote, “see the afflictions of humanity and bestow your superfluity to ease them.
Say not, we have suffered also, and thence withhold your compassion. What are your sufferings
compared to those? Ye have still more than enough left. Act wisely. Succour the miserable and
lay up a treasure in Heaven.”2It was clear to everyone on Puerto Rico that the president himself
knew nothing of America’s history on this island before the hurricane struck. When Donald
Trump mocked the pronunciation of the island’s name, he recalled a time when Americans ruled
without regard to its identity. “We love Puerto Rico,” he told a crowd of supporters at the White



House for National Hispanic Heritage Month, barely two weeks after the hurricane. “Puerto Rico,”
he repeated, emphasizing the Spanish accent once again. “And we also love Porto Rico,” he
added, laughing at his own joke.3Our response to a natural disaster has never depended on a
person’s accent or politics. We may be Republicans or Democrats—or apolitical, for that matter
—but we are fundamentally all Americans. This country has a long and proud tradition of taking
care of Americans, and non-Americans, in their moment of need.THERE’S SOMETHING
FUNDAMENTAL ABOUT FOOD; ABOUT PREPARING, cooking and eating together. It’s what
binds us; it’s how we build community. Eating isn’t functional. Food relief shouldn’t be either.
Whether I am cooking for Washingtonians or refugees, my job as a chef is the same: to feed the
many. Whether I am creating an avant-garde meal that deconstructs your idea of a familiar meal,
or a giant pot of rice and chicken that fills your belly, I believe in the transformational power of
cooking.A plate of food is much more than food. It sends a message that someone far away
cares about you; that you are not on your own. It’s a beacon of hope that maybe somewhere,
something good is happening. It’s the hope that America will become America again. That is
what a plate of food is. It’s a message from every man and woman on my team saying that we
care, that we haven’t forgotten, and it allows those in despair to have a little bit more patience,
for one more day.As I developed my vision for a new model of food relief, I learned a profound
lesson from my mentor Robert Egger, who is America’s leading advocate on food issues. “Too
often,” he said, “charity is about the redemption of the giver, not the liberation of the receiver.” I
do believe that food relief should help liberate the receiver, and that far too often, it has been
defined and delivered to redeem the giver. We need to build a new model of disaster relief and
food aid that understands the needs and desires of the receiver, and we need to do that right
now.We achieved something extraordinary in Puerto Rico, preparing more than 3 million meals
as a small nonprofit, while the federal government and the giant charities struggled to get
anything done. We overcame blocked roads and collapsed bridges, political opposition and
bureaucratic red tape, supply bottlenecks and cash crunches. It was hot, sweaty, exhausting
work. But it was also life-changing and inspiring, channeling our love to do something as simple
as this: to feed the people.Although each disaster is different and each one is complex, the
priorities are simple. There is no recovery to manage, and no citizens to govern, if we cannot get
water and food to the people. And yet, if you ask around—and believe me, I did—there is
nobody, and no single organization, in charge of feeding the people. The experts tell me that
everyone is in charge, but what I have seen is that means nobody is in charge. Food relief is not
just a question of results and accountability. It is a moral necessity. As Tom Joad says in
Steinbeck’s classic from the Great Depression, The Grapes of Wrath, “Wherever they’s a fight so
hungry people can eat, I’ll be there.”This is a story of our fight so hungry people could eat. We
didn’t feed them as much as we wanted. But we were there, even though we were never
supposed to be.Chapter 1LandfallMARIA EXPLODED TWO DAYS BEFORE SHE ARRIVED IN
PUERTO RICO.Over the course of just twenty-four hours, her winds doubled in speed from 80 to
160 miles per hour. The next day, she ripped through the island of Dominica as a Category Five



hurricane: the first on record to do so. She weakened a little as she ripped the roofs off almost
every building, tore out almost every electrical and telephone pole, stripped the leaves off almost
every tree, crushed the banana crops and killed the livestock. No one was spared, not even the
island’s prime minister, Roosevelt Skerrit. “My roof is gone. I am at the complete mercy of the
hurricane. House is flooding,” he posted on Facebook, just before he was rescued from his
official residence.1Shortly before sunrise the next day, Maria landed as a Category Four
hurricane on the southeast coast of Puerto Rico. Her center was 50 to 60 miles across, or about
half the length of the main island, and her winds blew as fast as 155 miles per hour. She slashed
and tore westward on a diagonal path across the beaches and mountains, the villages and the
cities, the farms and the luxury apartments. Maria took her time in devastating anything exposed
to the elements, lumbering along at just 10 miles an hour. She snapped apart huge wind
turbines, plucked up the electric grid and tossed aside solar panels. She silenced the cell phone
towers, uprooted the old telephone poles, and flicked over weather radar and satellite dishes.
She clawed out the forests on the hillsides, and left only the naked trunks of the trees she
spared. She heaved the sea into low-lying homes, and forced high, raging floods through
mountain ravines. She destroyed the coffee farms, decimated the dairy herds and demolished
the greenhouses. She darkened the hospitals and soaked the wards with rainwater. What her
sister Irma had weakened with a glancing blow, less than two weeks earlier, Maria finished off
with a direct hit.For the next two days, stunned Puerto Ricans struggled to survive the onslaught
of catastrophic rain and flooding. They rescued their neighbors and gathered together their food
and clean water. They began to dig their way out: heaping household debris into piles on the
streets, cutting paths through fallen trees to open roads and driveways, carefully treading around
or moving the wires and cables that now lay on the ground. As they began to clear out, the
morgues began to fill up. At first the bodies were those of the direct victims of the winds and
floods. But soon, with most of the hospitals dark and damp, they were of the elderly and the sick
who died at home, or in senior homes or at the stricken medical centers. News organizations
estimated the number of dead at more than a thousand, but nobody knew for sure. At the
Institute of Forensic Sciences in San Juan, they would need eleven refrigerated trailers to hold
all the bodies.2The day after Maria, Donald Trump was under no illusion how catastrophic the
damage was. “Puerto Rico was absolutely obliterated,” he told reporters after a meeting at the
United Nations. “Puerto Rico got hit with winds. They say they have never seen winds like this
anywhere. It got hit as a Five—Category Five storm—which just literally never happens. So
Puerto Rico is in very, very, very tough shape. Their electrical grid is destroyed. It wasn’t in good
shape to start off with, but their electrical grid is totally destroyed. And so many other things. So
we’re starting the process now and we’ll work with the governor and the people of Puerto
Rico.“So Puerto Rico will start the process . . . We’re going to start it with great gusto. But it’s in
very, very, very perilous shape,” he concluded. “Very sad what happened to Puerto Rico.”3That
night, Trump flew to New Jersey to spend the long weekend at his golf club. He and his aides
didn’t mention Puerto Rico in public again, but they found the time for a campaign trip to



Alabama. While at the golf club, Trump held a meeting with several of his cabinet officials,
including his Homeland Security secretary. But the topic was his Muslim travel ban, not the
hurricane. Trump’s staff would not say if he spoke to anyone about Puerto Rico through the four-
day weekend. But it was clear from his Twitter activity that he was focused on at least four
issues: attacking NFL players for their protests during the national anthem, attacking Senator
John McCain for his vote against repealing Obamacare, attacking the North Korean leader Kim
Jong-Un and attacking the news media.4THE NEWS FROM PUERTO RICO WAS
FRUSTRATINGLY SKETCHY. I KNEW there was a crisis but it was hard to assess without being
on the ground. Most of the island’s cell phone towers—around 85 percent of the 1,600 towers on
Puerto Rico—were down.5 Nobody could find a working Internet or phone connection. After two
days of trying to understand the situation, I knew I had to catch the first flight out there. By
Saturday, three days after Maria ravaged the island, San Juan airport was only open to military
flights. I booked seats on flights, but nothing was moving. I tried to get my hands on a satellite
phone, tweeting to the world to see if someone could lend me one. But it wasn’t easy on a
weekend, even in Washington, D.C. I called my friend Nate Mook, whose documentary work had
taken him across the world and who knew much more about satellite phones than I did. Nate
had produced my PBS show, Undiscovered Haiti, and he knew what I meant by the power of
food to rebuild lives. Like so many times before, I didn’t have a clear plan in mind, but I wanted to
see what was happening.“I’m going to bring some cash and solar lamps,” I told him. “What are
you doing? Do you want to come?”“Yeah!” he shot back.We knew that downed communications
and electricity would make life difficult, but Puerto Rico was still the United States. It couldn’t be
as bad as Haiti. We thought we’d be back by the end of the week.We were wrong.The next day,
Sunday, marked the first day the White House had any contact with a Puerto Rican leader. Vice
President Mike Pence called Jenniffer González-Colón, the island’s non-voting member of the
House of Representatives. For three days, Donald Trump had said nothing in public, not even a
tweet, about the hurricane or its impact on the island. In fact it was Hillary Clinton who was the
first leader to make a public statement, on that Sunday, as she tweeted to Trump and Defense
Secretary James Mattis to send the hospital ship USNS Comfort to Puerto Rico. “These are
American citizens,” she implored them, posting a link to photos of islanders wading through
waist-deep waters to move through their own streets. Her tweet was liked more than 300,000
times.It was the first day a commercial flight landed in San Juan: a single Delta flight. Every other
flight ended in failure and simply turned back.I was following the news nervously, and I knew I
needed to be there. Watching CNN, I only had to look at my wife, Patricia, for her to know what I
was thinking. We drove to the REI store to buy solar lamps, water purification pills and survival
gear for the hurricane victims, but we really didn’t know what to expect. I just wanted to avoid
becoming a problem in a place where people were suffering already. One of our biggest
priorities was gathering cash for the trip to buy supplies. Between my wife’s ATM card and my
own, I managed to get my hands on $2,000. My executive assistant Daniel Serrano brought me
another $1,500.I managed to make brief contact with my friend José Enrique Montes, whose



small restaurant in Santurce was home to some of the very best food in Puerto Rico. His
business was wrecked, with no power and a leaking roof. With his refrigerated food going to
waste, in a neighborhood full of hungry people, he did what chefs do: he started cooking. True to
his roots and talents, he made the hearty, tasty soup known as sancocho.Somewhere between
a stew and a thick soup, sancocho is the Caribbean version of the Spanish cocido, brought to
the region via the original colonial settlers who passed through the Canary Islands. In the
Canaries, the last stop in European territory before the trade winds carried the ships to the
Caribbean, sancocho was made with fish. By the time the dish became a favorite of the
Caribbean and Latin America, it had shifted to a meat-based stew, often featuring lots of
different meats, made with corn and a mix of vegetables. As a way to deliver calories and
comfort to storm survivors in large quantities, it was hard to beat sancocho. “When you eatxs
sancocho, you think of your grandmother and it puts a smile on your face,” says José
Enrique.We booked two flight options for Monday, just in case one of them collapsed. Nate and I
had seats on an 8:00 a.m. Delta flight from New York’s JFK Airport direct to San Juan, as well as
a Spirit Airlines flight from Baltimore that passed through Fort Lauderdale. We thought about
taking an Uber car from D.C. to New York, but chose instead to go to Baltimore for the flight
through Florida. We figured that if the flight was canceled, we could always travel to Miami,
where I have two restaurants.At the airport in Fort Lauderdale, we made a beeline for the ATM
machine. The news suggested the Puerto Rican banks were a long way from re-opening, so I
needed more cash. But I couldn’t remember what my PINs were, and my cards weren’t working.
I called up Patricia back home for help. Fortunately she is the organized and sensible person in
my family. With her guidance, I got my hands on another $2,000, which I withdrew in four
transactions of $500. The ATMs were not exactly set up for our heavy needs.Inside the terminal
we watched the news on the airport screens. It was not promising for our journey: San Juan’s
airport had lost power. Travelers were stranded inside, in the sweltering heat, sleeping on the
floor while waiting for the power and the flights to return. The situation seemed desperate: no
food, no water, no air-conditioning, no flights. People were prepared to suffer all that in the hope
of getting a seat on the first flight off the island. How bad were the conditions at home for them to
do that?I tried to call José Enrique but the calls weren’t connecting. I contacted instead one of
my Puerto Rico partners to see if he could help set things up for my arrival. Kenny Blatt was one
of the investors who helped revive the great Dorado Beach resort, transforming it into the oasis it
is today, after decades of decline. My restaurant there, Mi Casa, was one of the jewels of my
ThinkFoodGroup businesses. Kenny was in touch with Alberto de la Cruz, the smart
entrepreneur who runs Coca-Cola’s bottling operations in Puerto Rico. Alberto let us know that
the Puerto Rico governor had put Ramón Leal, the head of the island’s restaurant association,
ASORE, in charge of all kitchens on the island. Leal had been working with the governor on a
feeding plan for the island since Hurricane Irma, two weeks earlier.Our plane was full of worried
families trying to rush back to check on their loved ones, or their property, or both. With the
communication systems stricken, there was no practical way to find out if family members were



alive and well, or to find out if homes were still under water. Despite all the uncertainties of air
travel onto an island with no power, the many risks were outweighed by the even greater worries.
The only way to be sure was to show up in person.For me, this was the start of the challenge of a
lifetime. Our plane was one of the first commercial flights to make it into San Juan after the
hurricane. We had no idea what to expect and it seemed like the pilot didn’t either. As we sat on
the tarmac at Fort Lauderdale, he came out from his cockpit to ask if anyone had a satellite
phone they could lend him. The passenger behind us said he did, but it was in his checked
luggage. I sorely wished I had found that satellite phone back in Washington.“We might have to
get your checked bag out,” the pilot said. “Once we are on the ground, we might need to talk to
the air traffic control tower with the satellite phone so we can taxi over.” There was no way to
know if the controllers at San Juan airport would have power when we landed. We waited
another forty-five minutes while the pilot located another satellite phone from a different Spirit
flight. I couldn’t believe the airlines were so unprepared for this kind of emergency.Between the
stress of the unexpected and the late-night packing and preparations, we were exhausted before
the flight took off. But that didn’t stop us mapping out our plans. We talked about my nonprofit
World Central Kitchen: about the current state of the food operations in Haiti that Nate had
filmed, as well as my recent experience in Houston, post-Harvey, where I saw firsthand how food
relief on the mainland was hampered by old ways of thinking and inefficiencies. We envisioned
an island-wide operation in Puerto Rico that was far more ambitious. We needed a robust
technology platform that could handle multiple food requests and manage our supplies. We
needed to be able to track those requests and the deliveries, as well as manage the donations
we hoped would arrive. I dreamed of a system where people could text a website with the food
request: maybe a shelter needed four hundred meals, and the system would locate the nearest
kitchen that could help cook those meals. It was going to be a localized approach, with World
Central Kitchen as the clearinghouse with the best technology. We were dreaming big dreams
because the desperation seemed so overwhelming. You should never feel guilty about feeling
ambitious when you’re trying to help other people. If you don’t dream, then reality will never
change.As our plane approached San Juan, there was devastation as far as the eye could see.
Roofs were ripped off, with so many homes peeled open like tin cans. Trees were toppled for
miles on end, or stripped of every single leaf. The trunks and limbs were so bare, Puerto Rico
looked less like a tropical island and more like winter in my beloved home state of Maryland.I
texted Ramón as soon as I landed. The phone signal didn’t seem to work, but some data was
finding its way through. “We welcome you with open arms!!” he shot back, telling me to come
directly to San Juan’s convention center, where the government was headquartered, before we
toured a couple of kitchens.The airport was eerily quiet. There were no planes coming and
going, no supply trucks busying themselves on the tarmac. Inside the terminal, there were no
lights and no sounds. People seemed to be suffering in silence, without food or water. I
immediately reached for my phone to tweet at my contacts, telling them to send food trucks to
the airport.We had booked a car from Europcar but discovered their location was off-site. So we



walked up to the Avis counter and hoped for the best. I was lucky. One of the Avis staff
recognized me from my cooking show on Spanish TV. That helped me talk him into renting us a
precious Jeep that could travel the messy roads.“If you need anything, come back and I’ll help
out,” said my Avis friend.“If I run out of gas, I don’t think I can do that,” I replied, only half
joking.As we drove out of the airport, it was clear that we needed the Jeep. The major roads
were still strewn with dangerous debris: electric and telephone poles were lying where they had
fallen, with their cables snaking alongside tree trunks and branches. Driving was a test of skill
and nerves on an unpredictable obstacle course, in lanes that were suddenly blocked, and at
intersections where there were no lights to control the traffic.We headed straight for the
convention center and parked on the side of the building alongside the Homeland Security
Jeeps. There was a side door propped open with TV cables leading to the satellite trucks
outside. We walked right in, and headed for the second floor, where government officials were
supposed to be working on disaster relief in the many meeting rooms. Nobody stopped to ask us
what we were doing there.My friend Ramón Leal had told me about the biggest meeting, which
was dealing with the most pressing issue: gasoline. We walked into the session and made
ourselves at home. The room overlooked one of the halls that had been converted into a giant
staging post for supplies, along with cots for officials to sleep in.In our meeting, a group of
business leaders were doing what the private sector does so well: solving the market’s
problems. Puerto Ricans were lining up for several hours every day to get a precious few gallons
of gas for their cars, and clogging up the roads. The gas lines were the most visible sign of an
economy that had ground to a halt. For the sake of individuals and businesses, these leaders
needed to restore the fuel supply chain as rapidly as possible. Fortunately they had some of the
island’s best logistical brains in the room, including Ramón Gonzalez Cordero from Empire Gas,
executives from Puma Energy, and Alberto from Coca-Cola. If anyone knew about trucking
needs, it was the head of Coca-Cola. There were officials from all the big government agencies,
including the smart and quick-thinking U.S. Attorney in Puerto Rico, Rosa Emilia Rodriguez, and
the island’s secretary of state, Luis Rivera Marín. They had three problems to solve: more
tankers to distribute the gasoline to the gas stations, more electricity for the gas pumps, and
more security at the gas stations to deal with the long lines. They needed around a thousand
security personnel to protect the gas trucks and the stations, and the National Guard offered up
seven hundred. There were stories of people going to the gas stations with guns, but like all
these stories, nobody had seen any trouble or actual guns. Within forty-five minutes the group
had figured out a plan and the discussion was effectively over.We moved on to another meeting
about our real focus: food relief. There the contrast could not have been greater. Fuel for cars
and trucks was a priority that attracted the best brains in business and government. But fuel for
people seemed like a less urgent priority, as the meeting made clear. There was plenty of talk
but not a lot of action. There were even people who wanted to take their photos with me and to
stream interviews on Facebook Live. Thank goodness the Internet connection was too patchy to
comply. I wasn’t interested in the publicity; I wanted to see food relief in action. After an hour of



listening to empty words, I grew frustrated and walked out.We drove to the San Juan Coliseum,
the city’s biggest indoor arena, which was normally used for concerts but had been transformed
into another distribution center. I knew the arena had a big kitchen, but my experience in
Houston was that it wasn’t easy to activate such kitchens, even when the public emergency was
clear. We were told that the Coliseum, known as El Choli, was temporarily under the control of
the first lady of Puerto Rico, the governor’s wife. The arena was struggling: there was no power
supply other than a few generators. But the kitchen was ideal for what we needed, and I had to
figure out how to open it.I met with Leila Santiago from the first lady’s office, but the news wasn’t
good: we couldn’t use the Coliseum kitchen because it was being used to feed the 150 people
manning the distribution center there. This was a kitchen that could feed tens of thousands of
Puerto Ricans, but it was only helping 150 people. There was some talk about the kitchen
operators changing contracts and being shut down during the transition. Whatever the reason, I
couldn’t believe the lack of urgency and understanding. Surely someone understood how
important food was? Kitchens were the biggest asset on the island, and the need to fire them up
was obvious. This wasn’t the result of bad intentions: people wanted to help, but they had no
experience. Yet there’s a world of difference between wanting to do good and knowing how to
make it happen.Ramón Leal, from the restaurant association, promised to find me another
kitchen, at some former government offices. Driving from the Coliseum to view it proved difficult:
our route was entirely blocked by a tree that laid across the main road. When we finally arrived,
we found the kitchen was a disaster. It was a small kitchen for a café, if I’m being generous. If I’m
being honest, I’d say it was the back room of a basement underneath a kitchen. It had no power
and no generator. I have more cooking firepower in the garage of my house than they had in
there. Two inches of water covered the floor because everything had melted out of the freezers. It
was disgusting and would have taken a week just to clean up.But this location did unlock one
piece of intelligence for us: in a side room we found a huge supply of water bottles. We had been
told there was not enough water on the island, but clearly there were supplies stashed away. Our
challenge was to find those supplies, alongside a large working kitchen.It was only our first day
on the ground and I was already frustrated. I felt like people weren’t taking the food crisis
seriously or addressing it with any real sense of urgency. I was worried that Puerto Rico would
just become another Houston: a natural disaster compounded by man-made politics.“Fuck it,” I
said. “Let’s go to José Enrique to drink a rum sour.” I was anxious to be with a chef, in a
restaurant, where people were dedicated to food and cooking. José Enrique had promised me a
plate of bacalaítos, salt cod fritters, with mojo sauce and my mouth was watering already.The
sun was close to setting by the time we arrived at my favorite restaurant in San Juan. There was
no power in the historic Santurce district, where José Enrique’s pink restaurant stands in what is
normally a partying neighborhood of bars and restaurants tucked around a colonial-style market.
La Placita, the market square, was quiet in the darkness, save for one giant advertising board
that burned bright with its own power, promoting a concert that could never take place. I thought
whoever was in charge of that illuminated billboard should be in charge of the whole electric grid



on the island.José Enrique’s small generator was working as hard as it could, but we needed
some extra light so we used the headlamps of our Jeep and some solar lamps. “Bienvenido,” he
welcomed me, offering a big hug and a bigger smile. Over rum sours, José Enrique told me how
Santurce was struggling through the crisis and how popular his sancocho was. The lines for the
stew were huge and the restaurant ran out of soup early. More and more people were showing
up as the word spread. He brought me a plate of some leftovers, and it was delicious. The
generator ran out of diesel, the solar lamps faded, and we drained our phones by using their
flashlights. It was dark in San Juan, but that plate of soup filled me with love and hope.This
restaurant is a happy place for me. It’s where my daughters love to eat when we come to San
Juan, and we ate here often when I was opening my restaurant at Dorado Beach. José Enrique
is a great chef and his family is as big-hearted as he is. He can look serious with his close-
shaved head and beard, but his big smile gives him away. In these crisis situations, you need to
find your fort, the home base that is your place of strength. I knew José Enrique’s restaurant
would be our fort.José Enrique’s plan was maybe to have a fund-raiser, with music. “People
could have a little fun because it’s so overwhelming,” he said. But he also knew that he had a
bigger role to play. “You need a cook who can feed you,” he said. “It’s kind of on us. Nobody else
can do it.”José Enrique’s problem was that he was doing everything from scratch. He and his
cooks were making fresh sancocho every day, and the printout they gave me of their ingredients
was so long and detailed, it was like reading Morse code. When you cook with the urgency of
now, you have to cook quickly.“Let’s do more,” I told him. José Enrique told me he had no more
ingredients to scale up. They were cooking everything they had, because with no power and no
refrigeration, the generator couldn’t keep up and the supplies were sure to go bad. His cooks
would only briefly open the fridge door when they absolutely needed to. Without much diesel,
they could only run the generator for a few hours a day.As we talked, our plan started to take
shape. “Let’s start right here,” I said. We would grow José Enrique’s operations as quickly as
possible by using his kitchen, serving sancocho outside, and making sandwiches in the forty-
five-seat dining room, where the customers would normally eat. I knew from my time in Haiti and
Houston that sandwiches were a quick and effective way to feed people: plenty of calories in a
meal that was easy to store and transport.There was supposed to be a nighttime curfew in San
Juan, as well as an order banning alcohol, but there we were, planning how to feed the people
over cocktails, at night in the middle of the city. We decided to call ourselves what we were:
Chefs For Puerto Rico. The name, and the hashtag, said it all.WE WERE JUST A COUPLE OF
CHEFS, WHO KNOW HOW TO COOK, TRYING to feed the many. Across San Juan, and back
home in Washington, people with far more resources and supposedly far more intelligence were
only just getting going.On the same day I struggled into San Juan on one of the first commercial
flights, two Trump administration officials visited Puerto Rico for the first time since the storm.
Among them were Brock Long, the head of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and
Tom Bossert, the president’s Homeland Security adviser. White House Press Secretary Sarah
Sanders told reporters, “We’ve done unprecedented movement in terms of federal funding to



provide for the people of Puerto Rico and others that have been impacted by these storms. We’ll
continue to do so and continue to do everything that we possibly can under the federal
government to provide assistance.”That was a fantasy. Brock and Bossert returned to D.C. the
same day. According to the Pentagon, 2,600 defense department employees were on the
ground across the Caribbean, including Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands.6 On any normal
day, there are many times that number of military personnel on the ground, between the U.S.
Army’s Fort Buchanan personnel and Puerto Rico’s air and army National Guard.The Pentagon
had deployed the USS Kearsarge, an amphibious assault ship, and its group of sister vessels
ahead of Maria to be ready to deliver essential supplies immediately after the storm passed. By
the time we arrived, five days after landfall, they had airlifted just 22,000 pounds of supplies to
Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands. That’s the equivalent of about thirty thousand bottles of water
for a tropical island of 3.4 million people.To put that into context, within two days of the
catastrophic earthquake in nearby Haiti, in 2008, some eight thousand American troops were en
route to deliver aid. Within 2 weeks, 33 ships and 22,000 troops arrived.The need for leadership
and swift action was no secret. “We need to prevent a humanitarian crisis occurring in America,”
Governor Ricardo Rosselló told CNN that day, warning that there would be a “massive exodus”
of Puerto Ricans to the mainland if the island failed to recover. “Puerto Rico is part of the United
States. We need to take swift action.”7Back in the White House that evening, American
leadership took the form of a few tweets from President Trump, his first since Maria had
devastated the island. “Texas & Florida are doing great but Puerto Rico, which was already
suffering from broken infrastructure & massive debt, is in deep trouble,” he shared after dinner
with conservative members of Congress. “Its old electrical grid, which was in terrible shape, was
devastated. Much of the Island was destroyed, with billions of dollars owed to Wall Street and
the banks which, sadly, must be dealt with. Food, water and medical are top priorities—and
doing well.”8According to a Trump official, the tweet was in response to the coverage of Puerto
Rico he had watched on TV, not because of any meetings about the disaster that he had held
that day. There hadn’t been any such meetings involving the president of the United States. At
dinner that night, Trump did make some brief comments about the tragedy in Puerto Rico but
spent most of his time attacking Senator John McCain for voting against his efforts to undo
Obamacare.9Trump was right about the historical problems of the island in terms of finance and
infrastructure. He was right about the destruction of the electrical grid. But it was not at all clear
what he was doing about any of those challenges. And there was no earthly way anyone could
honestly claim that the island was “doing well” with food, water and medical supplies. That much
was obvious to me after one day in Puerto Rico.NATE AND I DIDN’T HAVE AN ARMY. WE
DIDN’T EVEN HAVE SATELLITE phones. But we did have a couple of hotel rooms booked at
the AC Hotel near Santurce, and the Hyatt near the convention center, thanks to my board
member Javier Garcia and my Puerto Rican friend Federico Stubbe. Sometimes you need to
book extra rooms because there are unexpected guests to help or because the bookings
mysteriously fall through. It was now 10:00 p.m. and I wanted to check out the AC first because it



was originally part of a Spanish chain that I liked. But with the heightened security and the
curfew, the driveway was blocked off when we arrived.“Are you staying here?” asked the security
guard.“No. I’m meeting somebody,” I replied, not wanting to explain why we had rooms in two
hotels.“We’re closed,” he snapped back.It took far too long to convince him we had a reservation.
The atmosphere of fear was widespread, and it may have been irrational, but it was no less real.
If anything, the lack of accurate information just heightened the fear.We finally made it to check-
in, exhausted but inspired, after our first day on the island.“We have no rooms,” said the man at
the check-in desk. “No rooms at all.”Nate urged me to head to the Hyatt, where we had another
reservation for two rooms. But I wasn’t about to leave. When people tell me something can’t be
done, that makes me all the more determined to get it done. Even when it comes to hotel
rooms.My friend Bernardo Medina, a media and communications expert, was staying at the AC
and met us in the lobby. He tried to call the general manager, who was staying at the hotel, but
couldn’t reach him. After half an hour of back and forth, the staff at the check-in desk insisted
that we leave. The security guys started making their move when the general manager
appeared. He apologized for the delay; he’d been taking a shower.I explained patiently that I
knew the man who built the hotel: Antonio Catalán Diaz, the founder of this hotel chain and also
the NH Hotel Group. Antonio is a Spanish entrepreneur and we’d been talking for years about
doing business together. This seemed as good a time as any to drop his name into the
conversation. It worked. Somehow the manager found us two empty rooms, where we gratefully
rested our weary bodies. Nate and I had no idea that those rooms would become our home for
weeks on end, and how our bones would ache for those beds every day.WE WOKE UP EARLY
ON OUR FIRST FULL DAY IN PUERTO RICO WITH ONE mission in mind: to get our hands on
lots of food. I knew from my restaurant operation on the island that the biggest food supplier was
José Santiago, so we drove our Jeep to his warehouse, twenty minutes south of San Juan. I was
worried about how the business had survived the hurricane and whether they had electricity.
Perhaps they might not be open because the employees were still taking care of their
families.On that car ride we saw for the first time with our own eyes the extraordinary gas lines.
There were hundreds of cars parked, people waiting for a precious gallon of fuel for ten hours at
a time. You could only buy $20 of gasoline at once, so people were lining up every day or two,
and even sleeping overnight to stay in line. It felt like we were looking at an entire economy that
had broken down by the side of the road. And I couldn’t help but wonder: If people were waiting
that long for energy for their cars, what kind of energy were they getting for their bodies? It gave
me flashbacks to Haiti, where I saw similar scenes, and even more instability caused by the lack
of fuel.At José Santiago’s headquarters there was another long line of cars, as people waited
patiently for their chance to enter the food distribution center. I saw some movement by the door,
and realized the facility was operational but overwhelmed. Nate and I couldn’t wait for the line to
move, so we jumped ahead. Once inside, I introduced myself to the grandson of the Spanish
founder of the business, who shares Santiago’s name and serves as chief financial officer. As
we were walking through the back offices, I noticed a picture on the wall of my historic navy ship,



the Juan Sebastián de Elcano. I could recognize its four masts from a mile away, and it didn’t
take much to trigger the memories of my year sailing the world on that majestic tall ship. As we
talked about the ship, José told me of his family roots in the same northern region where I was
born: Asturias, famous for its green pastures, its dairy and its apple cider. It felt like he and I were
family, and I asked for a line of credit right there.“I am from Asturias. You are from Asturias,” I told
him. “I won’t let you down. We will pay you for the food. You don’t need to worry.”We were handed
a full catalog of supplies, printed on one long extended run of dot-matrix paper, which folded up
to be three or four inches thick. It represented a world of food on an island struggling with
hunger. Then, on the spot, José and I shook hands to agree to a $50,000 line of credit. Apart
from the paperwork, he had one other condition: we couldn’t tell people publicly where we got
the food. No photos for social media, and no talking to the press. He too was scared of the
rumors of lawlessness and hunger, and feared a mob descending on the warehouse to loot its
supplies. “We don’t want the word to get out,” José told me. I would have done the same in his
situation.Before we arrived, we thought we would just buy a few items for that day’s lunch.
Instead we walked around the place, twenty rows across and six shelves high, stocking up on
the kinds of ingredients and quantities we’d need to scale up the operation at José Enrique. We
brought huge trays of bread for sandwiches, and plenty of ready-made sofrito for the soup. We
filled the Jeep from floor to roof, and happily spent around $5,000 on our first purchase. That
would end up being a relatively small bill. There was so much food, I couldn’t see through the
windows on the right side and needed Nate to tell me if the roads were clear.We drove over to
the restaurant very slowly. The last thing I wanted was an accident, creating more trouble for the
island’s hospitals. I had asked José Enrique to gather together the best people who could help
put a food relief operation into action. We were late getting there, but our Jeep was full of
ingredients for meals, so people seemed happy to see us. Seated around the sides of José
Enrique’s dining room were some of the smartest restaurant people in San Juan: Wilo Benet, the
chef whose Pikayo restaurant helped reimagine Puerto Rican food; Ricardo Rivera Badía of El
Churry; and Manolo Martinez of Paella y Algo Más. Our organizer would be Ginny Piñero, a
former lawyer, who knew Manolo’s son in Washington, D.C. She had no idea what was in store,
and nor did any of the chefs.I walked in and started mapping out a plan, assigning tasks to
everyone there. I propped up a flip chart under a painting of a giant green flower, while the team
sat at some empty dining tables pitching in their ideas. I wanted them to feel some sense of
ownership of this plan: I didn’t want to impose it on them, not least because I planned to leave by
the next weekend. This was something they needed to own, and they stepped up immediately.At
the top of the white sheet, I wrote in huge purple letters our biggest challenge: ENERGIA.
Gasoline, natural gas and diesel: we needed them all. We couldn’t do anything without them. We
assigned this challenge to Piñero, who looked like she was in shock.Next up was the energy we
needed as people: ALIMENTOS. We needed dry goods and fresh goods, and especially water.
We assigned this to Ricardo, whose experience inside the food business in Puerto Rico was
second to none.Those two items filled up the left side of the flip chart paper. On the right, I wrote



our next most important need: VOLUNTARIADO. We desperately needed volunteers: cooks,
cleaners, people who could help prep food and buy ingredients. We needed coordinators of the
volunteers, and we needed people to help with distribution. I assigned this task to José
Enrique’s sister, Karla.That left our last, but connected, necessity: COMUNICACIÓN. How to get
the word out about our operation? On an island like Puerto Rico, there was a powerful
combination of old and new media. People relied on the radio, especially given how much time
they were now spending in their cars. There wasn’t enough electricity to turn on their TVs. But
they were also, like in every other part of the United States, busy with social media on their
phones, if they could find a signal. We needed to be in both places. I handed that assignment to
my friend Nate and Yareli Manning, one of a group of food truck owners who showed up from the
start.
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Hope-Librarian, “A salute to community efforts in trying conditions. The preceding review by B.
Dixon is comprehensive and ably covers all the bases, so this is just an addendum. For those
who are not typical readers of nonfiction, this is immensely readable. I suspect chef Andres is a
straight-talker and this text echoes his style. Also, one can see the hand of co-author journalist
Wolffe, in particular the challenge it must have been to collect all the facts, quotes, stories, and
background information, and then organize them into a timeline along with an interesting
narrative. Finally, as Andres notes, the simple desire to help others was the genesis of the idea
to feed the hungry, and the efforts by all chronicled in this book are representative of the best
that Americans offer consistently under crisis conditions. Some folks traveled to Puerto Rico,
many were already based there, most were born and raised there. The supply chain, fuel,
coordination, transport, refrigeration, facilities, communication – all were critical elements to be
managed and executed. The bulk of the daily cooking of sancocho (stew) and making
sandwiches was carried out by local chefs and volunteers. To prepare these 3 million meals took
a lot of time and energy under challenging conditions, but they did it.”

Maria, “Honest and accurate. After living through hurricane Maria and the harrowing months that
followed, I tried to avoid reading any more stories about what happened. It just brought
everything back. However, when I came upon this book I decided to buy it as a gift for my son,
who had worked as a volunteer at José Andrés' World Central Kitchen at El Choliseo after the
hurricane. I began to read it before giving it to him … and could not put it down! This book tells
the true story of what actually happened. What Chef José Andrés accomplished was
extraordinary, but the story behind it is even more impressive. It is a story of sheer willpower,
against insurmountable odds, of making contact with the people, of partnering with the many
wonderful chefs we have in PR, with our local producers and our local resources. It exposes the
inefficiency of red tape and bureaucracy in the face of a natural disaster. The authors could not
have told it better. They mince no words and structured the book in a way that makes for a
captivating read.It is a must read for anyone who likes a good story, who is interested in disaster
relief, or is in the potential path of a natural disaster. Certainly, it is a must read for anyone who
lived through hurricane Maria. It is a story that HAD to be told. This book also gives us the
opportunity to say a HUGE thank you to José Andrés and to all those who came to help, to our
relatives, to our friends and our friends' friends , who showed up from afar in more ways than
one.¡GRACIAS, José Andrés!”

EVaz, “Compelling. Chef Jose Andres and his chef-buddies are my heros. They redefined food-
aid during disasters. Chef Jose is innovative, insightful and possesses an amazing, fast mind.
He's also open to, and solicits input - qualities of a good leader. The book chronicles the food-
aid effort in Puerto Rico - a commonwealth of the United States whose residents are U.S.



citizens - following Hurricane Maria. Throughout the book, Chef Jose shares relevant historical
information about the status of Puerto Rico and how it came to find itself in such dire financial
circumstances. He also shares, from ground zero, the truth about the disaster response from the
U.S. The model for food-aid that resulted from the efforts of Chefs for Puerto Rico is now the
model for World Central Kitchen and has been applied to other disasters including the recent
catastrophe in Mozambique and Venezuela (and many others). They also applied it to feed
government workers across the nation during the recent government shut-down. Genius! I don't
know how Chef Jose was passed up for a Nobel prize. READ THIS BOOK. It will enlighten and
entertain you. You'll scratch your head wondering how is that charity organization to which you
donate money could not have come up with such an efficient and humanitarian method for
feeding victims of disasters.”

K W, “Humanity at its best ( and worst ). Heartbreaking yet inspiring story of the power of a good
meal during a dreadful crisis. Chef Jose ignored the word NO and fed 3 million meals with an
army of volunteers. Whilst the NGO’s like Red Cross and government bodies like FEMA did so
very little. In America . NOT a third world country, AMERICA ! If Jose could use his experience to
retrain not for profits , imagine what a difference it would make. Eye opening.”

Rosie, “A book of inspiration and of how to work in a disaster area.. Jose Andres has done
remarkable things, educating us about Spanish food with his restaurants and TV shows. What is
more, he has helped others by cooking. Using his culinary, organizational and people skills he
was able to manage the feeding of the people of Puerto Rico when their own kitchens were
destroyed by a hurricane. This book is inspirational and shows what one person can do in a
crisis by encouraging and working with others.  It was important to publish the story.”

Graydon Dombowsky, “Inspiring. Just what I was looking for”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 394 people have provided feedback.

Title Page Dedication Contents Foreword by Lin-Manuel Miranda and Luis A. Miranda, Jr.
Prologue Chapter 1: Landfall Chapter 2: Feed the World Chapter 3: Discovery Chapter 4: Big
Water Chapter 5: In the Arena Chapter 6: Ready to Eat Chapter 7: Seeing Red Chapter 8:
Transitions Epilogue Acknowledgments Notes Photos Section About the Authors Copyright
About the Publisher



Language: English
File size: 9463 KB
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 277 pages
Lending: Not Enabled

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

