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‘MUM, I WANT TO BE A CHEF!’

I remember the day I told mum I wanted to be a chef. It was a Saturday afternoon, I’d just left morning steel pan practice at the African Caribbean Centre, in Highfields, Leicester, and as always, we were taking grandma food shopping at Sainsbury’s – she was loyal to them and her Nectar points. I was in the back, grandma in the front and mum was driving her purple-ish, silver Fiat Picasso. I’m not sure what or why this was the moment I felt to bring it up, but I did. ‘Mum, I want to be a chef,’ I said. They were both quiet and only the radio was talking. She replied, ‘A chef? Oh no, you can be something better than that.’ Grandma said nothing. If only I could have seen the expression on her face; I imagine it was one of confusion. Her response wasn’t what I had hoped for and we carried on with our Saturday as we did any other and it was all a bit of a blur after that.

At the time, food was the main thing that brought me joy and fed my curiosity, as it was present in so much of my life. By this age, I accompanied grandma to the market at every opportunity (not necessarily by choice, but I’m grateful for it now). I could tell a good yam or sweet potato from a bad one thanks to her, and others from the Caribbean community (mostly women) who nursed over them religiously, often peeling a little bit of the skin back with her thumb to check the flesh underneath before buying – of course, tremendously irritating the vendors. Not only that, I had been going to the garden (as they called it, an allotment to everyone else) with my maternal grandparents throughout school holidays. A first hand experience at growing, harvesting and eating seasonally – I planted the corn and rhubarb, picked the blackberries when they ripened, which often ended up in eve’s pudding or crumble for Sunday dinner and harvested the abundance of ‘peas’ (rosecoco beans), which we later shelled together at the kitchen table, before freezing for rice and peas or Saturday soup.

There is something very sacred about the land for us as a community. We were taken from across the African continent and displaced throughout the Americas, with many never returning to their original soil. As said by Frantz Fanon – the Martiniquan revolutionary and Pan-Africanist thinker, ‘… for a colonised people the most essential value, because the most concrete, is first and foremost the land: the land which will bring them bread and, above all, dignity.’ Historically, the land we worked was never ours, yet we understood it more than those who put us there. Having the ability to work it freely, by choice, is a revolutionary act in itself, and in some small way, my grandparents’ garden was a small nod to this very idea.

As my maternal grandparents had retired, they cooked a lot and I loved to get involved. At the end of the long hallway of their terrace house was the kitchen, and when grandad opened the front door after he picked me up from school, the first sight I’d often see was grandma leant over the stove. I was my Grandad’s favourite (much to my cousin’s disappointment but it’s true, sorry!). He taught me how to peel vegetables and use the grater, as they were often his jobs. I just copied him because I looked up to him for everything. My little hands using a peeler on a baking potato, which felt like half the size of my head, he’d watch and simply say, ‘Min’ yu don’t cut yuself,’ in his very calm and assertive manner. It was in these moments they often shared stories from the various chapters of their lives, which quietly informed me of the layers to my existence.

Grandma and I baked together often, as she had with her mother in Montserrat – here we’d make coconut tarts, black cake for Christmas or any other special occasion and roast bake for Sunday breakfast before Church. I was amazed by how she never measured anything, yet was so consistent. For context, my great-grandmother was born in the late 1800s, as one of the last generations during abolition when the islands of the Caribbean were slowly emancipating themselves from the depths and darkness of colonialism. She couldn’t read or write as this right wasn’t afforded to those of African descent, so very little was ever captured on paper from their perspective. As culturally, we often shared our histories orally, everything my grandma learnt was taught through show-and-tell. All these recipes I learnt in exactly the same way – by watching and observing. The fact that by the time she passed in 1968 she couldn’t read or write, shows how close we were to that time and why we were encouraged to forever ‘go pick up a book and read!’ I didn’t enjoy reading at all, but was always encouraged to.

My way around it was reading the odd, old school cookbook lying around – those ones that were over-styled, and often featured a super shiny turkey glazed within an inch of its life. I’d read them over and over like a novel, mostly just looking at the pictures, to be honest. Every food show possible on TV, we’d watch. Not that there were many in the late 1990s and early 2000s – Ready, Steady, Cook!, after school before Countdown was a favourite because Ainsley Harriot was on and the family were excited to see a fellow Caribbean on the screen. Years later, from all the absorbing, I knew this was what I wanted to do as I couldn’t imagine anything else.

My mum saying no to me in the car that Saturday morning was not because she didn’t believe in me – I was always encouraged to aspire high and achieve big. Her response was because working as a chef was not a job, never mind a career, that was understood then. She too was born in Leicester and grew up in the 1970s and 1980s, when racism was even more overt than it is today, and it was becoming clear as day that the experiences of Caribbeans in Britain was systematic and institutional. She recalled stories from school, being told, ‘You can only be (blank), because you’re BLACK’. So of course, such derogatory remarks informed her advice to me, whilst highlighting the importance of her teaching me about our wonderful culture and history. Being of an immigrant community (although we’re actually overseas British citizens), we came here with a purpose – to work hard, earn money and create better opportunities for ourselves, with the hope of eventually returning ‘back home’.
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Mum and me, aged 3, Decatur, Atlanta, United States.



I finally made it to the Caribbean at age 11, firstly to Barbados as my uncle and his family moved back there. On my second trip at 14, I visited one of my native islands, Montserrat. Montserrat is small and you can travel its entirety in a little over an hour. Only the northern third of the island is currently occupied, as the island is still recovering from the eruptions of the Soufriere Hills volcano between 1995 and 1998. It is sad to think that I will never see my grandparents’ village, as it is covered in ash.

I loved how fresh the air was and the feeling of being surrounded by so much green. You could hear the branches brush one another in the breeze and the crickets chirp at night. Driving down from Gerald’s to Salem, breadfruit trees flourishing in all their glory, hung over the roadside. I’d only ever seen them in piles on a market stall before. I never knew how tall they grew, nor did I know that these were once foods imported from Polynesia as fuel, exclusively for the enslaved. Mangoes would drop off their branches before they were ripe. I felt no shame in picking them up – never would there be another opportunity for free fruit (!), yet no one did, as it was so everyday for the locals.

Going back to reconnect has truly changed my life. Trinidad, Guyana, Guadeloupe, Tobago, St. Lucia, to name a few, have all spoken to me in numerous ways. Eating food from across these islands, I realised that the Caribbean recipes I cook in the UK are no less authentic, but speak to a particular time, place and generation of Caribbean peoples. The reality of being ‘British Caribbean’ no longer made complete sense to me. While I was British by birth, I have always felt my Montserratian and Barbudan heritage strongly in my heart and the two couldn’t be disentangled. My family’s history is quintessentially Caribbean and informs my approach to this cookbook, one that embraces the fluid nature and complexity of our cuisine as well as our identity, through our collective island community.

THE CARIBBEAN COMMUNITY IN LEICESTER – SMALL BUT MIGHTY

The Caribbean community in Leicester is mostly made up of Antiguans, Barbudans, Montserratians, Bajans and Jamaicans. With a few from St. Kitts, Kitts and Nevis, Grenada, Trinidad and Guyana. It’s very much a collective of ‘small island people’, a common comment among us, often made by those from larger islands (like Jamaica!) – a little island-to-island shade you could say. In comparison to London, the experience of the Caribbean communities that settled in other cities such as Northampton, Bristol, Preston and Nottingham, to name a few, was somewhat different. Being that they were smaller, there were specific instances that allowed us to engage with the vastness of culture that remained. Whether it was Carnival, Church, community groups or the market, forming a strong, tight community was a way of protection and self-preservation, to deflect the indignities of racism, assert oneself in society, whilst controlling as many elements of your reality. Growing up in between Humberstone, where my mum and I lived, and Highfields – where my Montserratian grandparents and Barbudan nana lived, along with much of the remaining first generation of Caribbeans, there were a few distinct spaces that curated our community: Caribbean Court – a centre and safe space for elderly Caribbean citizens in Leicester; I’d go with my grandad sometimes whilst he played (more like slammed!) dominoes with other elder island men; Leicester Caribbean Cricket Club on Ethel Road was a hub for the community who bonded over the sport – my grandad loved cricket, so we’d go on Sundays to watch sometimes; the African Caribbean Centre, a cultural hub for the community, where my Saturday Steel Pan classes and Carnival activities were held; many Caribbean takeaways; and a Caribbean Supermarket that sold almost everything you needed from plantain to saltfish. The smell of dried, smoked herrings (kippers) hit you as soon as you walked in and became synonymous. We didn’t have the same access to ingredients available in London, but this was good enough. Back in the 1970s, my grandparents’ generation went on organised day trips to Brixton and Ridley Road Market in London, simply to stock up on the supplies they loved from back home. One takeaway shop in particular on Evington Road called ‘Roti Hut’, owned by a lovely Trinidadian lady called ‘Pet’ is one I’ll always remember. She only sold roti on Fridays. Fridays were the day I saw my dad and when he didn’t cook, we’d go to the roti shop and get takeaway for dinner. I’d have a fried bake as well sometimes, my first introduction to bakes, float style. My Barbudan nana mostly made fried dumplings, so that’s what I was used to – a lot denser as opposed to the light, air pocket style of a fry bake. Fast forward to my teenage years, and my best friend at secondary school, whose grandmother had migrated from Guyana just like mine, taught me to make oil roti from scratch. I was always jealous that she could just get them at home, as that wasn’t within our culture. One day when I went to their house, I asked if grandma (I called her grandma too) would teach me. It was such a lovely moment to share. Most of all, I found out years later that it was actually her who made the roti in the shop I used to frequent on Friday nights, with my dad.
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Mum and me, aged 4, cooking at home, Leicester
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Othella, my Barbudan Nana.
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William and Eleanor, my Montserratian Grandad and Grandma.



SO HOW DID WE GET HERE?

The mass immigration of Caribbeans during the late 1940s to early 1960s was as a result of the end of World War Two and economic conditions throughout the islands. Jobs were scarce in the region and a budding, young ambitious generation from as far north as Jamaica, all the way south to Trinidad and Tobago, were eager to explore life beyond the tropics and aspire for more.

I wondered why both sides left all they knew, in this beautiful paradise they loved so dearly, to come to the cold and grey of Britain. Unfortunately, the Caribbean was experiencing its own economic depravity at the time and it was difficult for families to make ends meet. The official end of the sugar trade during the 1800s and the fact that compensation was only made available to plantation proprietors and enslavers, not the enslaved, meant the now free descendent African-Caribbean community struggled to establish their own economic stability while attempting to redefine their physical freedom from under colonial powers.

Their move to Britain was fuelled by an imagined understanding of having a rightful place within the British Empire, although having never actually engaged with the ‘Mother Country’. Their collective perception of this place, although somewhat romanticised, was opportunity, royalty and progression. In Montserrat, the Union Jack hung on the side of buildings and the currency at the time was ‘British West Indies dollars’, so as far as they were concerned, they had every right to be here even though they were born thousands of miles away.

My Barbudan nana travelled on her elder sister’s ticket on a whim, whereas my Montserratian grandma, just like many others, scraped cash together from family, friends and neighbours to ‘pay her passage’ (in her words), later meeting my grandad who had already left a few months earlier. Both of my grandmothers left their young, firstborn children (at the time) with family members to be looked after until they could join them in the UK. This was common, as understandably they didn’t know who or what they were travelling to, however, the effects this later had on family was devastating across the community. Often termed ‘Barrel Children’, – first coined by Dr. Claudette Crawford-Brown, an academic at UWI (University of the West Indies), these children were later sent to be reunited with parents they no longer recognised or siblings they didn’t know, sadly creating further fractures within families.

My Montserratian grandma recalls her two-week journey, stopping off in Puerto Rico as well as other islands to collect passengers or offload cargo before sailing north across the Atlantic, for England. November 1956, she reached the docks of Southampton in the depths of winter, having never experienced snow or even temperatures close to freezing. Like many others, on arrival, they made their way to various cities across the country, from Leeds to Bristol, Birmingham to London, based on the connections they had or jobs available at the time. In Leicester, there was a growing need for healthcare staff and new investments were being made in industrial factories, which attracted a small community of mostly Antiguans, Barbudans, Montserratians, Bajans (Barbados) and Jamaicans. This community has remained wonderfully tight for generations.

For both sets of grandparents, England was never meant to be forever. Although they came here as rightful citizens of the Empire, the racism, discrimination and marginalisation was incomprehensible, and it was clear, no matter how hard they worked, they would never be, and still aren’t, made to feel equal in British society.

On arrival, the clear cultural differences and refusal of the home nation to accept these communities as their neighbours, meant life was significantly harder than it was ever expected to be or should have been. It was quickly realised that the dreams of ‘… streets paved with gold …’ and the open arms of the homeland was a myth. For many, this created a sense of failure, not through any fault of their own, but because of the pressures of making it and the expectations they had for life in Britain.

These sentiments naturally informed my upbringing and still ring true today. Among many things, to succeed here in England, in life, we had to be ‘… twice as good to get half as far …’, a line that is often said among us. Sadly, the effects of this on our community are immeasurable and I can only wish for an existence where we get to take our foot off the gas and breathe for a moment. As such, academics were considered the way to relieve ourselves of the oppressive, systemic injustices we faced and we were always encouraged to be doctors, barristers or bankers, with the hope of achieving things our grandparents never had the opportunity to. However, it’s clear that climbing the ladder of social mobility isn’t the entire answer. So when I do cast my mind back, and understand what moments of our past inform our present and future, I understand my mum’s reaction to me, that Saturday afternoon in the car, all those years ago.

Due to our colonial past, laborious jobs that required hands-on work were often devalued, as they didn’t represent freedom. Understandably, we had developed this unfortunate association with such work, therefore creative or skilled roles like carpentry or even farming were reduced to hobbies. I am of the belief these roles are undervalued and learning such skills can set you up for life.

Cheffing and kitchen work once fell into this category of manual labour, so when considering a career for a young Caribbean girl, beyond Rusty Lee and later, Lorraine Pascale, there weren’t any consistent female chefs of African or Caribbean heritage on TV. You can’t be what you can’t see and there were no role models or anyone my mum or I could relate to and say, ‘yes, I see this for you’.

The food world has long been dominated by British (White) male chefs, food standards judged by European contexts, and the kitchen culture has been known to be toxic in misogyny, often making it an unsafe space for women – very ironic when most family recipes and household kitchens are run like clockwork by the women, with their eyes closed! As such, the thought of me becoming a chef didn’t compute, and in her mind this was not realistic or aspirational.

True to my personality, I did it anyway. The very fact I’m writing this book 18 years later is a testament to our continued determination as a community and I, along with many others of my generation, continue to be the people our younger selves needed to see and aspire to. Just weeks before my Montserratian grandma passed away in 2021, she saw me on prime time BBC One, guest judging MasterChef: The Professionals. I never revisited that conversation in the car with her, but after seeing all that I had done, one of the last things she said to me quietly, after watching it, at the very kitchen table I have sat for years, was simply, ‘Yu did good’. She wasn’t the most expressive emotionally, so for her to say that to me truly meant the world.

RETENTION AS RESISTANCE

Foodways belong to people, and for my elders, food created a path to stay connected to ‘back home’, with much of this being instilled within me from a very young age. I witnessed this quiet but powerful connection to ingredients and its invaluable integration within our culture, which later developed my deep love for cooking. They couldn’t live off the land the way they used to – pick mangoes or breadfruit from trees or bush to make fresh tea – so they did whatever they could to create a living experience that met their needs. Caribbean cooking is complex with layers and ideas, steeped in tradition from the multitude of cultures that have contributed to it, due to its colonial past. My elders’ stories told to me, much of which I have now pieced together as an adult, really helped me to understand our place in the world. Even the process of this book, while heavy at times, was still fascinating to me. The way both of my grandmothers prepared saltfish was passed on by our enslaved ancestors who learnt this method to be able to eat it without being poisoned by the high levels of sodium.

Where many cultural touchstones such as language, clothing and spirituality were once forcibly removed by colonists, cooking methods had the ability to remain for a number of reasons. The enslaved were tasked with cooking for their enslavers and held great responsibilities in the kitchen. They also had to cook for themselves where they could continue the skills they had on the continent (Africa) or were introduced to by the Indigenous communities (Taino, Carib, Siboney) that remained in the Caribbean. The ground provisions (or ‘hard food’) (vegetables) we love and went out of our way to source, were once the only foods we were able to grow ourselves, yet we still ate them with pride. We see this shine through in many recipes; ‘kankie’ or ‘conkie’ – steamed corn in banana leaves is an evolution of ‘kenkey’ – fermented corn steamed in corn husks; ‘mofongo de fufu’ – pounded fried plantain – evolved from pounded yam; and then of course there is rice and peas or rice and beans, a dish that has endured and evolved in a multitude of ways across the Caribbean and the world. My grandparents on both sides held on to their accents until the end. They arrived here in their twenties and by the time of their passing, had lived the majority of their lives in England. The fact they wore their accents with pride exemplified resilience and resistance to me.

I loved hearing it because it was another layer of our identity that remained. It helped me to connect to who I was and I often wished I could speak dialect like them because it felt like a marker of certifying my ‘Caribbeanness’. By the time I was born in the 1990s, my Barbudan nana was still breaking the bank sourcing saltfish, yam and dasheen at a premium because ‘English food nuh ‘av nuh taste’ and my Montserratian grandparents did their best to eat the foods they loved by growing their own. It takes real determination to stay connected to your own cultural traditions when you live on a foreign land. The cultural conflicts we often experience within, are that of identity politics and intersectionality. My cousins from Barbuda would sometimes try to hide theirs in order to conform to the confines of British culture that was often unaccepting, whereas I, having been born here, wanted to adopt as much as possible to stay affiliated to ‘back home’. It’s this feeling of knowing you belong, as you’re born here, but not being fully accepted. Equally, feeling so connected to a place that you didn’t grow up in, yet so much of your identity is of that place. I guess that’s what it means to be of the diaspora, but what it feels like is a little more confusing at times. If the only thing that makes me different is the brown of my complexion, why aren’t I considered British?

BACK HOME

Grandad often reminisced about Montserrat and had every intention to return. He had begun building a home in Dyers during the 1970s, the village he grew up in, and every so often, he’d fly out or send money for its gradual development. This was common, as again, deep down, many of that generation wanted to return one day. Unfortunately, Hurricane Hugo in 1989 destroyed around 90 per cent of the island’s infrastructure, the active Soufriere Hills Volcano (1995–97), which made 70 per cent of the island inhabitable, and his own health battles meant he never got to return and live out his own dream. Although we never had the opportunity to go together nor did he live out his last years there as planned, I had such a vivid idea of the place through his stories when I finally returned at age 14.

The landscape of Montserrat is stunning, as the beautiful peaked mountains and low valleys surround you. He told me about how he used to milk cattle and catch mountain frogs – an Indigenous amphibian which is now endangered. These animals are similar to small garden fowls (chickens), and although he enjoyed eating them, they were seen as taboo among most, as they were associated with poverty. I found Montserrat was named after it was used in 1712 as the escape route by the French when they were, once again, driven off the island by the English. The ravine on the other side of the road, where the waters connect to the sea, is called Frenchman’s Creek.

Plymouth, the island’s capital located on the south-west coast, is now known as ‘the buried city’. Sadly, the thick layers of ash and debris that engulfed the southern side of the islands has created a modern-day ghost town. During my grandparents’ youth, it was the vibrant heart of the island and the main place they’d get the best produce. Everything from sugar apples, fresh coconuts and cashew fruits could be found there, and its close proximity to the coast meant there was an abundance of fresh fish such as marlin, dorado and wahoo, caught and sold daily.

Grandma shared her fair share of stories too, often about her days baking in the village, how there was a small convenience store next door that sold essentials such as rice and sugar, and the liquor store located a little farther up which sold rum exclusively. Here people would ‘lime’ (hang out), play music and have impromptu dances any time, day or night. I can well imagine this as it’s still very much a part of the culture now.

CARIBBEAN BRITISH – BRITISH CARIBBEAN – DIASPORA

The communities of Caribbean people dotted across the city varied based on their size, location and access to the things that help us stay connected to our culture. On our trips to London, I could see and feel the culture more so because of the larger pockets of islanders across the capital. St. Lucia, Guyana, Trinidad, Grenada and even Guadeloupe all had a presence and contributed their own, unique subculture to the city.

To me, the Trinidadian community in London meant Carnival and the numerous roti shops dotted across boroughs. Whereas in Leicester, rotis were an occasional treat, so if you missed Pet on Fridays, you missed out for the week. Ridley Road market in Dalston where my great-uncle Gerry still lives had an abundance of stalls selling plantain and breadfruit, compared to the odd one or two in Leicester market. And Tottenham had some of the best Jamaican bakeries serving fresh hard dough bread and patties – a treat from my Uncle Franklyn whenever he picked my mum and I up from St. Pancras train station before we arrived at his house.

Even writing this is somewhat cathartic, as I’m able to make a little more sense of my own inner complexities. I’ve made peace with the layers within my identity, one I’ve realised is true for many within an immigrant community; as such, I’m a Caribbean woman, born and raised in Britain – specifically in that order. I’ve realised personally, which also quietly motivated me to write this book in this way, how the importance of accessing food and how proximity to the ingredients we know and love contribute massively to our survival. As I mentioned before, going to the market has been a big part of my life from young and still is today. Moving to London, specifically South London, was like this full circle moment. Whenever I had to search for somewhere to live, my main point of reference would be my proximity to buy plantain. Literally, not joking. At this stage in life, I’m away from home, building my own community away from family. Just like my grandparents, I’ve learnt to lean on the things that bring me comfort and joy and it was those little cultural details that helped me make the capital home.

I’m very grateful to have been afforded the opportunity to explore the world from a young age and now realise how a lifetime’s travel has informed this book. So far, in the Caribbean, I’ve visited Montserrat, Barbuda, Antigua, St. Lucia, Trinidad, Tobago, Aruba, Barbados, Dominica, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Guyana, Jamaica and Puerto Rico, many of which I embarked on before this project was even an idea. On reflection, it was these trips that planted a tiny, but substantial seed, within me. One I couldn’t ignore and had to be brought to life.

Whilst every island hasn’t been included (as you can imagine, there was just so much information and not enough space), I’ve made every attempt to reference the majority, to give a broader context to this story and represent the region in its fullness.

As an ode to the indigenous communities who are the original fabric of the region, I’ve included the indigenous names of each island and their meanings within the chapter openers. These names existed before they were changed by the various European nations upon colonisation.

The beauty of history is that its ties to the past forever remain, as such, these names are still well known and exist within the cultural landscape of the islands.
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The ingredients used throughout Caribbean cooking are a blend of the ‘old’ and ‘new’ worlds coexisting and a crossover of all the communities that found themselves there over the last five centuries.

RICE

Growing up, I don’t think there was ever a week I didn’t eat rice. It was the centre of most dishes, so much so, it was always put on the plate first before adding the other components of a meal. Rice is an old world grain in the new world. The Hausa of Northern (present day) Ghana, were one of the many communities selected by colonists specifically for their knowledge and technology of rice production, as well as the Chinese and Indian communities who later followed. Across the Atlantic, the islands with naturally occurring wetlands such as Trinidad, Guyana and Jamaica, provided the perfect environment for complex rice production, which allowed the grains to provide sustenance and become one of the first real foods to be sold and consumed across the region. As such, rice continued and remained integral within the African diaspora in the Caribbean. Whether Cuban congri, Guyanese Chinese fried rice or Jamaican rice and peas (here), they’re a massive part of our eating culture.

CAPSICUMS: SCOTCH BONNET, WIRI WIRI AND SEASONING PEPPERS

Capsicums are Indigenous to the Americas in all of their varieties. It was the early arrival of the Portuguese and Spanish who brought them East from the West, introducing them into African cooking and beyond. Most common are the Scotch bonnets, said to have originally grown near the surrounding lands of the Orinoco river (today’s Venezuela) and brought up to Jamaica by the Tainos. Wiri wiri peppers, tiny, cherry shaped with shades of reds and orange, are exclusively found on the South American mainland and used heavily in Guyanese cooking. My favourite are seasoning peppers, also known as pimento or ají dulces (Spanish Caribbean). They’re so unique in their appearance and taste because they look very similar to Scotch bonnets but have zero heat and an abundance of flavour.

CALLALOO/DASHEEN/TARO LEAVES

Callaloo is an interesting leaf for many reasons. For centuries, and still sometimes today, the term is often used (even though incorrect) to describe the wide range of green, leafy vegetables used in cooking across the Caribbean. Then there’s the cooking of ‘a callaloo’, which involves a big pot, green leafy vegetables, coconut milk and some form of protein – whether meat or fish. It also describes the mixing of cultures in the islands, especially in Trinidad. Just like the dish, which combines different textures and flavours of ingredients before being blended with a swizzle stick, the island’s food culture has done just that, taking influence from the many people who have inhabited the space and evolved it even further. In Trinidadian folklore, callaloo is widely associated with Obeah, of Igbo origin. The 1939 calypso song ‘I Don’t Want No More Callaloo’, by Errol ‘The Growler’ Duke, speaks of women hiding herbal substances in the callaloo to turn it into a love potion.

PIGEON PEAS, BLACK-EYED PEAS AND KIDNEY BEANS

Peas and beans are more than a legume, they’re a foundational piece of the cultural foodways across the entire Caribbean. Before being braided into hair or worn as necklaces by those who travelled the middle passage, to ensure they had some sustenance on the other side of the unknown, black-eyed peas were commonly used in cooking on the continent by the Hausa of Northern (present day) Ghana, to make waakye (rice and beans). This method was well preserved, later incorporating kidney beans and coconut for rice and peas (here) in Jamaica or rice and pigeon peas (gungo peas) from the Bahamas and Anguilla. Pigeon peas (gungo peas) were also brought over and thrived in the drier climates of the Eastern Caribbean islands, such as Barbuda and Barbados, of which they were used to border sugar fields. Their high yielding capabilities in Barbuda makes sense as to why they’re a favourite of my nana. She grew up with them and only ever used these to cook with – in her rice or mixed in fungee (here). I rarely see peas sold still in their pods these days, unless at a farmers’ market. It immediately reminds me of garden (allotment) days with my grandparents. Almost every year, we harvested rosseco beans, then sat at the kitchen table watching Countdown or Home and Away, shelling them, before bagging and freezing them for the winter. These, along with black-eyed peas or kidney beans, would be cooked in rice weekly. Peas and beans have been a part of our journey for centuries and we still hold them dear.

CASSAREEP

Cassareep is a thick, bitter, aniseed-like syrup made from the juice of the cassava root sometimes known as manioc. The method of processing this was passed on from the Indigenous communities who originally inhabited the regions that make up present day Guyana and is still used in cooking today, most commonly in Guyana’s national dish, pepperpot.

BREADFRUIT

One of the most famous stories of breadfruit is ‘mutiny on the Bounty’. The story of the ill-fated voyage of HMS Bounty is a perplexing tale of mutiny, courage and deceit. In 1769, Sir Joseph Banks and Captain James Cook sailed to Tahiti and saw the potential these plants could have in the similar climates of the Caribbean. Plantation owners saw that the fruit grew fast, was high yielding and provided ‘sufficient’ food and sustenance for the enslaved – their priority was profit, and nothing else. King George III commissioned the journey, which was set to be spectacular. However, under the command of Captain William Bligh, an onboard mutiny saw the hundreds of breadfruit plants collected thrown overboard, never making the journey. Bligh successfully returned to Tahiti in 1791, introducing a few different varieties of the fruit to the botanical gardens of St. Vincent and Jamaica. The French also brought plants from the East to their colonies in the West. They collected breadnuts from the Philippines (1776) and another Tongan breadfruit variety called kele kele, was introduced to Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Cayenne, French Guiana by the late 1790s.

SORREL

I absolutely love Sorrel – especially with a splash of rum! It’s one of those ingredients that has a multitude of names that I find so fascinating – flor de Jamaica in Mexico and Latin America and originally, bissap (Congo), Sobolo (Ghana) and Zobo Nigeria. With many other ingredients, it travelled the middle passage and continued to be prepared in the same way – boiled into a sharp drink with the optional addition of spices and fresh citrus juice remains. The only difference across the Caribbean today is that drinking it has become a tradition synonymous with Christmas due to its seasonality around this time of year. Once dried it can be stored and prepared all year round.

NUTMEG

Nutmeg is my favourite spice to cook with. Before you crack open its shell, in which the nutmeg sits, the bright red veins on the outside are also a precious aromatic: mace – a key ingredient in goat water. This spice was first introduced to the island of Grenada in 1843 by the Dutch following their colonisation of the Banda islands in Indonesia. The Banda population was annexed and the Dutch began exporting crops to their colonies in the Caribbean. They found it grew well in the climate, resulting in Grenada being known as the ‘spice isle.’ Nutmeg is now known as ‘black gold’ to the locals of Grenada because it was the largest producer worldwide.

MAIZE/CORN

Maize, Indigenous to the North American mainland, is an ancient grain which has been processed for centuries by the communities who took it to the Caribbean when they populated islands, centuries prior to colonisation. Corn was dominant in their cooking, and soon after became incorporated into the foodways of the African communities. My nana always cooked fungee (also fungi or cou cou), ‘tun’ cornmeal (meaning to beat until smooth) with added pigeon peas. My dad told me that when he was growing up, she’d serve stewed fish often but not often enough for him and his siblings because these ingredients were expensive when they first migrated to Leicester during the 1960s and 1970s. I learnt to make it by watching my nana and asking if I could turn the pan occasionally. The irony was that later in life when I said I’d make it, even after establishing myself as a chef, she’d ask ‘Yu can tun’ corn?’, meaning, can you successfully beat the corn until it is smooth. It was and still is, this invisible measure of your cooking skills, predetermined by how well you can make cornmeal. Always made me laugh.

PLANTAIN

Although they are part of the banana family, they are worlds apart, almost like a distant cousin. Longer, thicker and way more starchy, they can be cooked when underripe (green), ripe (yellow with a little black blistering) and overripe (with more blackness than yellow). Green plantains are the basis of mofongo and make the best tostones (here) when deep fried twice (Spanish Caribbean islands) also known as ‘press plantain’ in Jamaica or ‘banann peze’ in Haiti. Once ripened, they can be baked in their skin or boiled and fried once peeled. There’s also the conversation about how it is pronounced, ‘plan-tain’ or ‘plan-tin’, very much a point of contention across the diaspora, but that’s for another day.

SALTFISH

When they say foodways belong to people, I couldn’t agree more. Both my grandmothers showed me how to prepare saltfish just like their mothers did, just like those before them. The way we have been preparing saltfish for centuries, descends directly from cooking on plantations during the colonial period to make it safe for consumption. With its mass importation from Newfoundland in the North Atlantic throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, saltfish has become a staple in the diets of Caribbean people on the islands and across the diaspora.

ANNATTO

Annatto is the Indigenous seed of the achiote tree, originally found across the Caribbean, Central and South America. It has a clay like texture with a slightly peppery, sweet taste on its own. Before it made its way to the islands, it was used as body paint by the Mayans. Now it is used in cooking, particularly as a natural food colour in dishes such as arroz con gandules.

BANANA LEAVES

Banana plants produce beautifully large, green leaves that have been repurposed for cooking for centuries. They’re used to roll alcapurrias de jueyes into long, round shapes, and they create a great seal and parcel effect around dishes such as ducana and kankie – cornmeal steamed in banana leaves (here). They’re also used as a surface to serve the Guyanese celebratory dish of seven curries (here), if the traditional water lily isn’t used.

PIMENTO

Also known as allspice berries, this plant was named ‘pimenta’ by the Spanish, which eventually translated to ‘pimento’ when they mistook the plant for pepper due to its spicy aroma. Bark from the pimento tree is traditionally what the Maroons used in Jamaica to roast meat on, which we now know as jerk, (here). Maroons were communities who successfully escaped plantations and lived in the mountainous parts of the island. The meat would be roasted in holes in the ground then covered with shrubs to ensure the smoke from the wood didn’t reveal them to the colonisers.

OKRA

Okra is fundamental to cooking in the Caribbean and another ingredient that travelled the middle passage. It is said to have originated along the fertile lands of the River Nile between Ethiopia and Sudan, before making its way west across the African continent. There are stories of those who were captured on the continent and taken to the Caribbean, hiding okra seeds in their hair and ears, resulting in okra plants appearing on plantations sometime after. It’s the foundation of dishes such as guiambo (here) from the Dutch Caribbean island of Aruba, an evolution of Nigerian pepper soup. Instead of being served with a traditional swallow (a pounded starch such as yam, formed into a light dough and eaten with stew), fungi/cou cou (turned cornmeal) evolved, sometimes with the addition of sliced okra, which is also part of the national dish of the British Virgin Islands.

CHADON BENI/CULANTRO/THAI PARSLEY/BHANDANIA

Chadon beni is Indigenous to parts of the Caribbean and Central America and is used heavily in cooking in Trinidad and Tobago. Its flavour is a strong, fragrant cross between spring onion and coriander. The migration of East and South Indian communities from the mid-1800s introduced a new wave of foodways to the islands, especially Trindad, Guyana and Martinique where many of them settled. My favourite use of it is as a chutney (here), which I’ve always eaten with doubles (here) or the curry duck recipe. It’s fresh and naturally fragrant. You can buy chadon beni in Chinese supermarkets (often labelled Thai parsley).

TAMARIND

A part of Montserrat’s beauty is a consequence of its devastation. The aftermath of the Soufriere volcanic eruptions and subsequent evacuation of two thirds of the island’s population has meant that much of the natural flora and fauna grows in abundance and isn’t exploited or disturbed by tourism. Driving along some of the bumpy, abandoned roads away from Garibaldi Hill (the highest and closest safe point before the exclusion zone on the West) are multiple tamarind trees, with their wonderful branches pouring over the roadside. On our drive back to Woodlands, my cousin and I spotted them, pulled up the car and jumped out to pick some, only to find they weren’t ready to pick. If they were, I would have made a delicious chutney ready for doubles (here).
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There’s so much about Haiti that captivates me. The way the communities from across West and Central Africa preserved much of their traditions through their food and deep spirituality, has allowed it to remain until today. The quiet murmurs of Vodou (voodoo) continued to be practised among the enslaved, empowering the people in many ways. The religion was led by ‘hougans’ (priests or doctors) but wasn’t given much attention by French colonists until the success of the Haitian Revolution in 1804, when it was realised that their strong spiritual beliefs manifested the largest uprising in the Caribbean since colonialism began. As the first independent, Black state established outside of Africa, it set the precedent for the path towards emancipation throughout the region. Haiti truly represents resilience in my eyes. Even though the country still struggles with vast poverty, political unrest and the effects of continuous natural disasters, there is still so much beauty in this place that is unlike anywhere else.

Bouyi [boo-yi] in Haitian Kreyòl means ‘to cook’ and Haitians themselves refer to their food culture as manjé Kreyòl (cuisine Creole). Following the end of the Haitian revolution, the foodways started to evolve to incorporate ingredients that were once restricted or inaccessible to the people of African descent, like joumou (pumpkin), reclaimed as the main ingredient for the independence dish of soup joumou. In the depths of servitude, the ‘Code Noir’ – French for ‘Black Code’ – was a set of regulations used across the French Caribbean from 1685 to 1789, which restricted and rationed foods that were to be provided to the enslaved.

Just like the diet of the Tainos, who first inhabited the land, Indigenous fruits such as ananah (pineapple) and guayaba (guava), as well as batata (sweet potato), aji (hot pepper), maiz (crops of maize), kowosòl (soursop), kenèp (guinep), and manioc (cassava), are grown abundantly across the island and still used within the cooking today. There are so many plants and fruits grown throughout the regions, that each season of the year boasts a vast range of local roughage.

Today, street food is the heart of Haiti’s eating culture. The roads of Haiti’s capital, Port-au-Prince, are lined with marchants (merchants) selling freshly cooked goods – morning, noon and night – with the majority of the ingredients taken straight from the abundant lands. Fresh paté kode – deep fried pastries, stuffed with meat, eggs or fish, are served for breakfast with traditional Haitian coffee, roasted with sugar, then hand ground in a giant, waist high pilon, before being brewed in a gref – a cheesecloth shaped like a sock. The aromas are beyond anything experienced in a coffee shop. Lunch is when the cornmeal, stews, rice and beans come out. Tchaka [t-cha-ka] is a stew or casserole made from hominy corn (maize), beans, pumpkin, and salted cured pork. It is used as an offering to the loa (pronounced lwah) or deities in Haitian Vodou. Through the coalescence of African gods and goddesses and European religion – the spiritual powers of deities often manifested themselves with the imagery of Catholic saints during the depths of colonialism. As night falls, the array of fritay (fried food; see here), hits the streets for the evening.

Beyond the food, there is so much tradition that is simply a part of life. Krik? Krak! – the folk storytelling (tire kont) between generations has long been a way to preserve stories, especially when writing was once forbidden. The legacy of Haitian food has travelled far beyond the boundaries of the island. Following the end of the Haitian revolution, many of the remaining ‘free Blacks’ and deserted plantation owners on the island who chose not to return to France, travelled north to the closest French colony in the Americas, Louisiana. New Orleans is often described as ‘the most northern Caribbean island’ due to the heavy influence of Haitian culture on the food historically. Today, Haitian communities in New York and Miami’s ‘Little Haiti’, have evolved their cuisine within their diaspora communities in wonderful ways. The first recipe in this book had to be soup joumou, because it commemorates and symbolises African liberation within the Caribbean, and Haiti’s importance in this.
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Vendor lady selling green plantain chips on the road side, Roseau, Dominica.
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Enjoying snow cones with a friend in Stabroek Market, Georgetown, Guyana.




SOUP JOUMOU
HAITIAN INDEPENDENCE SOUP

SERVES 4

During seventeenth- and eighteenth-century in Haiti, known then as Hispanola, under French colonial rule, the enslaved were not just forced to work in the sugar cane fields or coffee plantations, they were also craftsmen and women, responsible for skilled roles such as cleaners, ironmongers, carpenters and most importantly cooks. Joumou is the Haitian Kreyòl word for pumpkin, and the main ingredient of this dish. Historically, giraumon (turban squash), a species of pumpkin that was once grown abundantly by the Taino of Haiti, was used to make joumou. Those given the responsibility of cooking in plantation kitchens, would prepare this soup for French colonists who explicitly forbade them from eating it, as they believed it gave good fortune, which they wanted for themselves. The success of the Haitian revolution in 1804 and uprising by the enslaved was unfortunately long and violent. Upon reflection, many Haitians recalled the particular pumpkin soup that the French denied them from consuming.

It is said that when Marie-Claire Heureuse Félicité Bonheur Dessalines created the Republic of Haiti alongside her husband Jean-Jacques Dessalines, she was concerned about what people could eat to survive, no matter what happened after independence. She took soup joumou as a form of medicine but also as a message to their defeated oppressors. Every New Year’s Day (January 1st), many Haitians commemorate this poignant event by eating joumou. It provides the community with a reminder of their strength and resilience when fighting for their emancipation.

Ingredients

500 g (1 lb 2 oz) skirt (flank) steak or braising (chuck) steak (or any cut that’s good for stewing), cut into medium chunks

3–4 tablespoons Epis

4 teaspoons sea salt, plus extra as needed

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1.2 kg (2 lb 11 oz) pumpkin (such as Crown Prince, Delica or calabash), peeled and diced

30ml (1 fl oz/2 tablespoons) rapeseed (canola) or olive oil

2.2 litres (74½ fl oz/9¼ cups) good-quality beef stock

few sprigs of thyme

few garlic cloves, crushed

1 Scotch bonnet, chopped (or left whole if you prefer less heat)

1 onion, chopped

3 carrots, peeled and sliced

2–3 waxy potatoes, peeled and diced

2 small turnips, peeled and diced

150 g (5½ oz) long macaroni, broken in half (or any other small tube-shaped pasta)

200 g (7 oz) white cabbage, roughly sliced

Put the beef into a bowl and season with the epis, 2 teaspoons of the salt and pepper, rubbing it in so that the meat is well covered in the seasoning. Cover and set aside in the refrigerator to marinate for a few hours, or overnight.

The next day, remove the beef from the refrigerator. Bring a large saucepan of water to the boil and cook the pumpkin for 10–12 minutes until soft, then drain. Crush the pumpkin using a fork or potato masher to form a smooth-ish purée, then set aside.

In a separate saucepan, heat the rapeseed oil over a medium-low heat. Once the oil is warm (not smoking), add the seasoned beef and sear all over until lightly browned, turning occasionally. Next, add the stock, cover and simmer for 1½–2 hours or until the beef is tender.

Once the beef is tender, remove the pan from the heat and separate the meat from the liquid, reserving both. Pour the liquid back into the pan along with the pumpkin purée and bring to the boil. Stir occasionally to ensure the pumpkin blends into the stock. Once the soup is smooth, add the thyme, garlic, Scotch bonnet, onion and remaining salt. Cook for 5–6 minutes, then add the carrots, potatoes, turnips and pasta. Simmer over a medium-low heat for a further 10–12 minutes, or until the vegetables are tender. Finally, add the cabbage and the cooked beef for the last 5 minutes of cooking, then serve.
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POUL AK NWA
CHICKEN WITH CASHEWS

SERVES 4

This recipe is a dish from the northern region of Cap-Haitien. In Haitian Kreyòl, poul means hen or chicken, ak means with and nwa means nut. (This type of slow cook would commonly use ‘yard fowl’ or ‘hard chicken’. These hens are often roaming wild and are more lean, and therefore their meat is considered less flavoursome). The dish reflects regionality of ingredients on the island as cashew nuts grow abundantly in the North. Their widespread use is said to be following their discovery by the Spanish who went on to classify cashew nuts as ‘food of the heart’, which had special medicinal properties. For those who eat cashews as a snack rather than in cooking, it’s more than likely they have been roasted, giving them a harder, dry and crunchy texture. However, this recipe would traditionally call for raw, fresh cashews, which are used straight after being picked from the trees, giving them a slightly softer but firm bite.

Ingredients

1.2 kg (2 lb 11 oz) chicken thighs and drumsticks

juice of 1 lime

6 tablespoons Epis

2 tablespoons sea salt, plus extra as needed

300 ml (10 fl oz/1¼ cups) water

75 ml (2½ fl oz/5 tablespoons) rapeseed (canola) or olive oil

120 g (4¼ oz) tomato purée (paste)

2 teaspoons ground cloves or 10 crushed cloves

5 garlic cloves, crushed

few sprigs of thyme

1 Scotch bonnet, finely chopped (or left whole if you prefer less heat)

1 onion, thinly sliced

2 (bell) peppers, thinly sliced

150 g (5½ oz/1 cup) raw cashews

1–2 tablespoons chopped parsley leaves

White Rice

250 g (9 oz /1¼ cups) long-grain, jasmine or basmati rice, washed

2 bay leaves

3 sprigs of thyme

1½ teaspoons sea salt

1 teaspoon golden granulated sugar

To serve

Banann Peze

Start by marinating the chicken. Put the meat into a bowl with the lime juice, 4 tablespoons of the epis and the salt. Rub the marinade into the meat so that it is well coated, then cover and set aside in the refrigerator to marinate for a few hours, or overnight.

When you’re ready to cook, transfer the chicken to a large saucepan and add the water. Bring to the boil, then reduce to a simmer and cook over a medium heat for 30–40 minutes until cooked through and tender. Remove from the heat and separate the meat from the broth, then set both aside for later.

Next, in the same pan, heat the oil over a medium-low heat. Once the oil is warm (not hot), add the tomato purée and remaining 2 tablespoons of epis and cook out for a few minutes. Next, turn the heat to medium, add the chicken and brown in the tomato mixture until there is a little colour on the meat. Add the reserved chicken broth, cloves, garlic, thyme, Scotch bonnet and half of the onion and sweet peppers. Cover and cook for 30–35 minutes over a low heat, or until the liquid has reduced and tomato sauce has started to thicken.

Meanwhile, put the cashews into a small saucepan and just cover with water, then bring to the boil. Once boiling, remove from the heat and drain. The cashews should
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