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INTRODUCTION

What is the secret of Caribbean/West Indian cooking?

Answer: time and thyme. ‘Time’ in terms of the fact that most Caribbean dishes must be marinated for several hours (or preferably overnight) prior to cooking; and ‘thyme’ because it’s one of the most popular and common ingredients in Caribbean cooking.

The food of the Caribbean is as diverse as its people and languages, drawing its cultural influences from Africa, Asia, Britain, France, India and Spain.

This book is not designed to cover every single technique, ingredient and cooking method used in Caribbean cooking, but rather to give you an overview of the most commonly used techniques, ingredients and cooking methods.

This book will:

•   Show you the ingredients and common cooking methods used across all the islands of the Caribbean.

•   Give you practical tips on how to make your Caribbean dish look and taste authentic.

•   Give you practical advice on where to purchase all your essential Caribbean cooking utensils and ingredients, even if you live in a remote area.

•   Correct the mistakes often seen on TV when celebrity chefs attempt to cook authentic Caribbean food.

It’s important to realize that Caribbean cooking techniques, methods and ingredients not only vary from island to island, but also within communities, districts, parishes and also from family to family. While there is strictly no right or wrong way to cook a particular dish there are, however, certain techniques and generally accepted principles that will give you an authentically looking and tasting dish.

This book will take you on a journey across the Caribbean and introduce you to the most popular dishes cooked in: Anguilla, Antigua & Barbuda, Aruba, the Bahamas, Barbados, the British Virgin Islands, the Cayman Islands, Colombia, Cuba, Curaçao, Dominica, the Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guadeloupe, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Martinique, Montserrat, Puerto Rico, St Barthélemy, St Kitts & Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent & the Grenadines, Trinidad & Tobago, St Martin, and the United States Virgin Islands.

Enjoy!

David and Gwendolyn Daley


MEAT AND FISH PREPARATION – CARIBBEAN STYLE

In Caribbean culture it is a widely held practice to wash meat and fish in vinegar and/or lime juice prior to marinating and cooking. This practice dates back to times before pre-packaged supermarket foods and widely available refrigeration, where fresh meat and fish were killed and/or purchased daily, often with the entrails still inside. The acidic properties of vinegar or lime juice helped to kill bacteria and remove any unpleasant odours.

However, the washing of meat and fish is not something that is generally done in the UK. NHS guidelines on How to Prepare and Cook Food Safely state: ‘Lots of people think they should wash raw chicken, but there’s no need,’ says food hygiene expert Adam Hardgrave. ‘Any germs on it will be killed if you cook it thoroughly. In fact, if you do wash chicken, you could splash germs on to the sink, worktop, dishes or anything else nearby.’

Nevertheless, a widely reported study, undertaken by Good Housekeeping’s microbiologist, Gina Marino, concluded that vinegar effectively kills 99.9 per cent of bacteria. Also, in a 2003 study at the University of Florida, researchers tested vinegar on food contaminated with E. coli and other germs. It found that a vinegar based mixture reduced bacteria by 90 per cent and viruses by about 95 per cent. (See: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12597475.)

Whether or not you decide to wash your meat and fish in vinegar or lime juice in accordance with Caribbean traditions is a matter of personal preference.

It is, however, strongly advised that prior to marinating and cooking meat and fish you should as part of your meat preparation: (a) always inspect and smell meat or fish for freshness; (b) use a sharp knife to trim off any excess skin, fat or sinew; and (c) remove any damaged flesh or blood residue (clots) as they may spoil the flavour of your dish.


ESSENTIAL CARIBBEAN COOKING EQUIPMENT/ UTENSILS

A Dutch Pot (aka ‘Dutchie’)
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This thick-walled cooking pot, usually made of cast aluminium, with a fitted lid, is used for the slow cooking of authentic Caribbean dishes. Dutch Pots come in both round and flat-bottomed varieties and can be used on top of a stove, in an oven, or, as per the traditional method, in a pit dug in the ground, heated by coals or hot rocks.

Both varieties of Dutch Pot are perfect for slowly cooking, stewing, frying or boiling a vast variety of authentic Caribbean dishes. In short, if you do not have a Dutch Pot you cannot call yourself an authentic Caribbean cook.

The two most common brands of Dutch Pot available today are the Jamaica Sun and Guycan brands. Dutch Pots are now available via the internet from Amazon, eBay and other online retailers, and start from around £20 (USD $30 or EU € 25).

Secret: Dutch Pots are not to be confused with Dutch Ovens which, although very similar and can do roughly the same job, will not convince your friends and family that you are an authentic Caribbean cook.

A Tawa/Tava

[image: image]

This is a flat or concave disc-shaped griddle pan made from metal (cast aluminium, cast iron or steel) which is used for cooking a variety of flat breads (rotis, bakes, etc). Tawas originated in the Indian subcontinent, but are widely used throughout central, south and west Asia and beyond. Caribbean tawas are most commonly found in Trinidad and Guyana, but are used throughout the Caribbean. Once again, tawas are available online from a variety of retailers.


ESSENTIAL CARIBBEAN COOKING INGREDIENTS AND TERMS

Ackee

A fruit which originally came from West Africa, but has become a Jamaican favourite, ackee is one of the main ingredients in the Jamaican national dish of Ackee and Salt Fish. The flesh of ackee has a soft, creamy yellow flesh, which is often said to have a scrambled-egg-like texture. Ackee is a fruit that grows on trees, and can only be eaten when it is ripe, and the skin of the fruit has changed from green to a bright yellowy-red. In the UK and US ackee is only available in tins/cans as it needs to be specially harvested in order to ensure that it is safe to eat. Leading Jamaican brands for the canned variety include: Dunn’s River, Grace, Hi-Lo, Jamaica Sun, Juliana, Island Sun and Linstead Market.

All Purpose Seasoning (Caribbean Dried Seasonings)

There is a wide variety of Caribbean all purpose seasonings (with specific varieties for meat, poultry and fish) available on the market. These seasonings can be used to marinate meat or fish prior to cooking. Most varieties contain a high level of salt so should be used very conservatively. In most recipes in this book where all purpose or other seasonings have been listed, we have intentionally deleted salt from the ingredients list.

Allspice

See: Pimenta Berry.

Ambarella

See: Golden Apple.

Bananas (Green Banana, Green Figs, Sweet Bananas)

Green banana (commonly known as green fig) is the unripe, green, version of the common yellow, sweet bananas we all know and love. In Caribbean cooking green bananas/green figs form one of the ‘Ground Provisions’/’Hard Food’ which are boiled or roasted and used as a substitute for rice. Sweet bananas are the commonly available, yellow, ripe version of the green banana.

Bammy (Bami)

A traditional Caribbean flatbread made from grated cassava and flour which is fried and served for breakfast.

Black-Eyed Peas (Black-Eyed Beans, California Black-Eye Peas)

An edible light brown bean with a black ‘eye’ in the centre, which is used (hot or cold) in Caribbean rice and salad dishes (see: Rice & Peas, page 22). Available dried or canned.

Breadfruit

A very large, green fruit that grows on a breadfruit tree with a green skin and a creamy white flesh which tastes a bit like bread. Breadfruit is usually roasted, then, once it has cooled, is cut into segments and fried.

Callaloo (Callaloo Bush)

A Caribbean green leaf vegetable similar to spinach (but with larger leaves and thicker shoots) which is puréed to make soup (Cream of Callaloo Soup) or steamed with salt fish and onions (Salt Fish and Callaloo). Fresh callaloo can be found in your local ethnic food store or market, but is also available in 540 g and 285 g tins/cans with brands such as Dunn’s River, Grace, Island Sun and Jamaica Sun.

Chadon Beni (Chadon, Shadon, Shado Beni or Shadow Benny, Bandhania, Culantro or Thai Parsley)

One of the key ingredients in authentic Trinidadian cooking and, in particular, Trinidadian Green Seasoning. Chadon Beni is a herb which can often be found in the larger Oriental supermarkets if you ask for ‘Thai Parsley’. If you are unable to find a ready supply of Chadon Beni you can use fresh coriander (known as cilantro in the US) as a substitute.

Chocho/Cho-cho (Chayote, Christophene, Christophine, Mirliton, Merleton, Pear Squash, Vegetable Pear)

Mild-flavoured squash which looks like a large, wrinkled, pale green pear and is known by many different names. Used in Caribbean cooking in soups or boiled and served with other vegetables.

Christophene or Christophine

See: Chocho.

Culantro

See: Chadon Beni.

Dasheen (Taro, Eddo or Malanga)

The edible starchy yellow tubers (corms or cormels) of the taro plant. In Caribbean cooking dasheen corms/cormels are peeled, chopped and then used as a root vegetable in the cooking of Saturday Soups (see: Recipe Nos. 35 or 39) or boiled with other Ground Provisions (see: Recipe No. 65) and served as an accompaniment to other meat and fish dishes. Dasheen can also be dried and then ground down to make flour.

Escallion (Scallion, Green Onion)

One of the fundamental plants that has helped to give Jamaican cuisine its distinctive flavour. Escallions are also known by some people as green onions or onion sticks. Though closely related to onions, escallion does have a milder flavour (and a smaller bulb). It is very rare to find genuine escallion plants to buy in any shops or markets in the UK or USA, but you can use ‘spring onions’ as a viable substitute. Genuine escallion plants are grown
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