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INTRODUCTION
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A quiet revolution is going on in our eating habits. Vegetarian and vegan foods have gone mainstream and we’re all eating less meat and more plant proteins. This trend is here to stay as more people want a healthier, greener and more sustainable lifestyle.

Jackfruit is the versatile, healthy fruit with a ‘meaty’ texture that has cornered the vegetarian and vegan market. You can buy it fresh, canned (in brine, water or syrup), frozen, dried, or cleaned and ready to cook in vacuum-packed pouches in many supermarkets, health food stores, delis and specialist Asian stores.
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WHAT IS JACKFRUIT?

Jackfruit might be a new food trend in the West but it’s been around for centuries in India. The evergreen jackfruit trees, along with figs, mulberries and breadfruit, are part of the Moraceae family native to the tropical regions of South East Asia, Africa and Brazil. They are drought- and pest-resistant, easy to cultivate and produce very high-yield crops, making them environmentally friendly.

Jackfruits can grow to an enormous size – up to 1 metre (3 feet) long with a weight of 40kg (88lb)! The mild unripe fruit is used in savoury dishes, where it absorbs the flavours of marinades, sauces, spices and seasonings. The ripe fruit is naturally sweet and scented and is used in desserts, baking, preserves and drinks.
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HEALTH BENEFITS

Jackfruit is low in fat and is a good source of vitamins B6 and C, potassium and dietary fibre. And with only 20 calories (kcals) per 75g (2 ½ oz) and 40 per cent fewer carbs than rice and four times the fibre, it’s a very healthy food. Plus, unlike other ‘faux meats’, it’s soy- and gluten-free. It is also rich in phytochemicals and antioxidants, which play an important role in protecting us against cancer.
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VERSATILITY

What makes jackfruit so special is its versatility – it can be cooked and served in so many ways. Use the young, green jackfruit, with its meaty texture, as a filling for tacos, burritos and pitta; stir-fry it with Thai flavourings; slow-cook it in stews and chilli; make it into burgers, patties and fritters; or add it to salads and slaws.

Ripe jackfruit is deliciously sweet, with a fragrance that’s reminiscent of pineapple, mango and banana. You can blitz it in smoothies, shakes and juices; add it to fresh fruit salads; purée it for ice cream, sorbets and popsicles; bake it in muffins, cakes and bread; or make it into jam and preserves.
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WHICH SORT SHOULD I USE?

If you’re cooking savoury dishes you need to use the young, green jackfruit, which is almost flavourless and creamy white inside. You can also buy it canned, frozen or vacuum-packed in pouches.

For desserts, drinks, baking, smoothies and jam, use the ripe, sweet jackfruit. You’ll know when a fresh jackfruit is ripe due to its intense aroma. When you cut it open, the edible pods will be yellow. Sweet, ripe jackfruit is also available canned, vacuum-packed and frozen.
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PREPARING YOUNG, GREEN JACKFRUIT

1 Before you start, lubricate your hands and the knife with vegetable oil (or you can wear gloves), as the jackfruit pods are coated with sticky natural latex.

2 Cut the jackfruit in half lengthways and remove the central core. This will enable you to release the edible pods (arils).

3 Cut out the pods, discarding the fibrous strands wrapped around them.

4 Make a slit down one side of each pod and remove the stone (pit) and its rubbery casing.

5 You can now cook the pods or freeze them.

Note: Prepare ripe, sweet jackfruit in the same way. The pods will be ready to cook or to eat raw.
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USING CANNED GREEN JACKFRUIT IN WATER OR BRINE

This is ready-prepared, so just drain and rinse the jackfruit in a sieve or colander under cold running water. Drain well and gently squeeze out any excess liquid. Pat dry with kitchen paper (paper towels). Depending on the recipe, you can use the jackfruit pieces (triangles) whole, or remove and discard the hard pointed ends before slicing the pieces or shredding them.

Note: It’s a good idea to deseed the canned jackfruit for ‘faux meat’ recipes as the seeds don’t shred well, but they are edible and you can cook them along with the fruit if wished.

USING CANNED SWEET, RIPE JACKFRUIT IN SYRUP

Drain the jackfruit, keeping or discarding the syrup according to the recipe. Follow the recipe instructions.
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