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Colombia and faces problems such as ine-
qualities, hunger, displacement, abandon-
ment of the countryside, the protection of 
biodiversity and cultural heritage. Many 
cooks in the country are committed to 
using food for change in Colombia. They 
take advantage of their undeniable knowl-
edge of the food chain, animal husbandry, 
crops and fishing and explain how they 
influence the environment. They know 
the peasants, the fishermen and produc-
ers. They understand how they live, the 
insecurity of rural life and how difficult it is  
to transport food. They know outdated 
regulations that impede innovation and 
they understand better than anyone the 
value of delicate and rare ingredients, as 
well as how culinary experiences influence 
cultural trends. They know that the restau-
rant is an embassy, a speaker and an activ-
ist that can make a change in the system.

 Leonor Espinosa, who has just been 
named the World’s Best Female Chef 2022 

by The World’s 50 Best Restaurants, is the 
main point of reference in this subject. She 
has always used the restaurant as a loud-
speaker for the lands on which her cooking 
draws. She travels the country from north 
to south to give visibility to products and 
producers, report bad practices and create 
short chains to promote the marketing of 
products from the communities that sup-
ply her restaurant.

 “Haute cuisine is related to variables 
such as refinement, the quality of the ingre-
dients, techniques and table service. But it 
is also defined by the cooks’ commitment 
to the first link in the production chain, to 
cultural traditions, to the origin of food, to 
identities or, for example, to the use of re-
sponsible diversity and climate change”. At 
her restaurant, Leonor builds her Ciclobio-
mas menu, which she uses to exalt the Co-
lombian pantry, valuing the knowledge of 
Afro, peasant and indigenous stew cooks, 
work that builds identity and promotes 

Colombia is one 
of the countries 
with the greatest 
variety of 
landscapes and 
diversity in the 
world.
Over 50,000 
botanical 
species have 
been registered, 
33,000 of which 
are endemic.
Almost all are 
used in the 
kitchen, such as 
Santa María de 
Anís, mortiño,
mangrove fruits 
and all kinds  
of rhizomes.

The culinary talent, the 
resource potential and 
the originality of the 
diverse climates predict 
Colombia’s exuberant 
culinary growth in the 
immediate future. The 
different anthropological 
influences have built  
a copious mosaic of  
good taste.

Josep Roca.

“
“
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“Many cooks are committed to
making a change in Colombia.”

The Vaupés 
jungle, in the 
southeastern part 
of the country, is 
one of the natural 
paradises of the 
Colombian Amazon. 
On the next page, 
an ear of maize, 
tortillas from 
the Cocha lagoon, 
cut fruit and a 
basket full of 
chontaduros.

economic processes in communities isolat-
ed and forgotten by the armed conflict. Her 
extraordinary narrative skills, which make 
her cuisine unique due to her artistic and 
territorial expressiveness, have also earned 
her recognition as one of the 100 most in-
fluential women in Colombia, according to 
Forbes magazine.

 Eduardo Martínez and Antonuela Ariza, 
both chefs and owners of the Mini-mal res-
taurant in Bogotá, provide another clear 
example of committed cuisine. They have 
spent 20 years using a restaurant to re-
build the social fabric, being the first to use 
cooking for social purposes. Mini-mal is an 
establishment that has gone down a path 

running in the opposite direction of most of 
those who are involved in socially-motivat-
ed cuisine today.

 Eduardo is an agronomist turned 
cook. He was a park ranger, working on 
sustainability projects in the Pacific and 
the Amazon. In the middle of the armed 
conflict, he created the Fundación Equi-
librio together with other agronomists, 
which is the prelude to the restaurant. It 
is the showcase, the platform laid down 
by this foundation to show Colombia the 
wealth of those unknown and abandoned 
lands and make their rural economy via-
ble at the same time. “We decided to open 
a restaurant because we were looking for 
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The cultures that 
have populated 
Colombia at 
different times in 
history have left 
their mark on its 
cuisine.

The main influences 
have come from 
the indigenous 
peoples living 
in the territory, 
the Spaniards who 
arrived with their 
first conquests, 
the Africans who 
worked in harsh 
conditions on the 
plantations and the 
French and English 
who travelled there 
throughout the 19th 
and 20th centuries.

Cocineros a Punto shares
the idea of a gastronomy
that safeguards culture and
favours the consumption
of local products.

the tool to help us to connect the country-
side with the city, telling stories of value. 
We need something that is a loudspeaker 
for that richness that remains invisible”, 
Eduardo says.

Before the establishment of Mini-mal, 
Eduardo and Antonuela’s work sought 
to integrate the aesthetic with the ethi-
cal and economic. An example of this is 
their promotion of the ingredients and 
culinary traditions of the Pacific and the 
Amazon, providing commercial alterna-
tives to the communities in these regions 
while also tempting urban customers 
through a contemporary Colombian cui-
sine full of surprises, rooted in the invis-
ible countryside, with which Colombians 
in the cities and foreigners are gradually 
becoming familiar.

This idea is clearly seen in a dish of em-
panadas made with native maize from the 
Montes de María, cultivated by the Zenu 
community, indigenous to the Caribbean 
region, stuffed with tucupí meat stew. 

 Tucupí is a black chili made from the 
poison of the yuca brava. Eduardo learned 
it from his grandmother, Aurelia, a bearer 
of the Amazonian tradition of the Ticu-
na-Huitoto ethnic group in Leticia (who 
died of Covid in 2020). It is an ancestral 
recipe only made by indigenous people. 
Mini-mal was the loudspeaker for this 

product and has connected it with a large 
network of restaurants in the country.

His work has also helped to revalue Co-
lombian cuisine and has inspired many 
young people, including the Cocineros 
a Punto group, made up of other famous 
people such as Jennifer Rodríguez, from 
the Mestizo restaurant, in Mesitas de Co-
legio, Cundinamarca; Jaime Rodríguez, 
from Celele in Cartagena de Indias; Tomás 
Rueda, from the Oriente restaurant,  in 
Guatavita; Alejandro Gutiérrez from Salvo 
Patria, in Bogotá, and more. They all share 
the idea of a gastronomy that safeguards 
culture and favours the consumption of 
local products.

Mixing in Colombia
Alex Quessep is another leading figure in 
food activism, this time framed in the his-
tory of Arab mixing in the Colombian Car-
ibbean. It is not discussed much, but when 
we talk about multi-ethnic Colombia, we 
refer to the presence of indigenous, African, 
Spanish and Arab cultures in building the 
nation, with all the mixing this implies.

Born in the savannahs of Sucre, Alex 
grew up in a Syrian-Lebanese family, the 
descendants of immigrants who arrived 
in the port of Barranquilla in 1880, escap-
ing Ottoman persecution of Christians. 
Alex discovered a universe loaded with 

Above, Alex 
Quessep visiting 
guangul bean 
producer  
Maria Rúa.
On the right, 
Antonuela Ariza 
and Eduardo 
Martínez, founders 
of the restaurant
Mini-mal  
in Bogotá.


