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			Marcus Samuelsson explores plant-forward eating around the globe, learning from chefs and farmers from the Caribbean and South America to Asia and Africa

			In recent years, Marcus Samuelsson has reimagined the way he cooks, focusing more on nourishing, of-the-earth ingredients from around the world: coconut, rice, corn, açai, plantains, teff, chiles, and more. As Marcus illuminates, these ancient ingredients are heirlooms, telling stories of ancestry, migration, and resilience. They bind communities, and if we look closer, they also offer a path toward healthy living.

			In Back to Green, Marcus inspires readers to rediscover the cuisines of the globe that have provided us with nutritious, flavorful food for centuries. Regions in the Caribbean, the Americas, the Pacific, Asia, and Africa have long incorporated “superfoods” into their diets. The diverse and delicious recipes in this book include:

			Papaya & Passion Fruit Smoothie

			Collard-Steamed Black Cod with Spicy Pineapple Salsa

			Eggplant Omelet with Banana Ketchup

			Rice Noodle Bowl with Ginger & Garlic Broth

			Lentil Salad with Coconut Turmeric Vinaigrette

			Vegetarian Injera Lasagna

			With profiles of chefs and producers all over the world, Back to Green is a sweeping and groundbreaking celebration of cultures that have long looked at food through the lens of sustainability, ritual, and healing. It is a trek around the globe that will lead you back home to your kitchen, armed with soul-nourishing recipes that are waiting to be honored and passed down through generations once more.
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			This book is dedicated to my family lineage of cooks; my grandmother Helga; my birth mother, Annu; and my fisherman uncles.

			To my family—Maya, Chef Zion, and Sous-Chef Grace—thank you for every farmers’ market visit, every run to our local store, and the countless meals we’ve cooked and will continue to cook together. Our lives are deeply tied to what we create in the kitchen, and your love and patience continue to inspire me every single day. To more delicious meals, keep cooking.
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			Introduction

			There was a moment during the pandemic when I started looking at my cooking habits differently. Like so many people, I was at home preparing our family meals during shutdown. My restaurants were closed, I had sent our staff home, and we were all left to focus on staying safe and healthy.

			Although grocery stores were open, taking a shopping trip was a risk. The food supply chain had been disrupted, delivery service was spotty, and suddenly, meat, fish, and poultry throughout New York City were scarce. Staples like sugar and flour, butter and yogurt weren’t always available. Thousands of people were getting sick, and millions didn’t have access to healthy food.

			So like a lot of people, I had to make the most out of my pantry, using the grains and starches I had on hand and whatever fruits and vegetables I could access. I was making all my family’s meals and trying to create healthy dishes that could satisfy my wife, Maya, and excite my toughest critic: my son, Zion.

			I’d make oatmeal in the morning with almond milk, turmeric, and cinnamon, using agave as a sweetener and overloading it with mango or papaya and blueberries. I’d add chopped dates for a little fiber. When Zion didn’t want oatmeal two days in a row, I’d smash the oatmeal with bananas and turn it into a crispy pancake.

			For dinner, I’d make salads with raw shaved Brussels sprouts or broccoli for crunch, then add softer textures, like roasted beets and sweet potatoes. If there was a piece of salmon or halibut in the freezer, I’d divide it into small portions for all three of us. Sometimes that serving of fish would only be about two ounces, but it was satisfying.

			Every night, Maya and I enjoy Ayurvedic golden milk tea with turmeric, a cinnamon stick, and a pinch of clove. But with dairy scarce, I started making it with sunflower seed milk, and we still enjoyed it.

			We grilled eggplant and added flavor twists with cardamom and miso. We made snack bars with barley and dates. As we relied less and less on whole milk or chicken stock, I became more focused on making dishes at home that were nutritious and cut down on waste. This kind of eating became our routine. We weren’t missing any flavors. In fact, what I originally saw as cooking limitations unlocked even more creativity in the kitchen.

			So as the pandemic continued and more seafood and lamb became available, I was still more interested in using ingredients with health benefits, or finding new ways to cook favorites. I put sea moss, which helps improve immune function, into smoothies with kale or spinach. I was excited when I got fresh coconuts to shave over Zion’s oatmeal, like we do when we visit Jamaica.

			The fresh coconut water kept Maya hydrated during her pregnancy with our daughter, Grace, and I felt better knowing it was more sustainable than what you will find in a box. Instead of using animal fat for seasoning, I would add moringa and Indian spices for the antioxidants. And I was turning to Ethiopian shiro wat, a chickpea dish, for snacks, serving it on crackers made with teff, the world’s smallest grain, which is rich in iron and potassium.

			We were paying more attention to greens, what we could find locally, and the foods that were fun for Zion to eat with his hands. We were using maple syrup, berries, and mango, and experimenting with flavors from mushrooms, squash, and ferments.

			You could say our eating habits had become plant-forward.

			But here’s the thing: This shift in lifestyle wasn’t anything new. Yes, I was being more health conscious. But I hadn’t made a dramatic change to my diet, or declared myself to be vegetarian or vegan. I wasn’t looking for alternatives for chicken or cheese, and I had not sworn off shrimp.

			My family and I were just eating delicious, healthy food.

			I was, however, getting back to my roots.

			When I was growing up in Sweden, most of our everyday meals were focused on grains, with vegetables depending on the season. Meat, when we had it, was secondary, and even then, we were more likely to have fish or seafood. But I found that our meals at home in New York were becoming more like those of my family in Ethiopia, who eat greens, vegetables, and grains most of the year. Everything Maya, Zion, and I ate made me feel as if I was getting back to nature.

			Throughout my travels, I’ve been in awe of cultures across Africa, South America, and Asia that look at food from a place of healing. Often, their rituals celebrate the spiritual nature of their native foods.

			I’ve always believed that when we immerse ourselves in nature, it opens our spirit up to better physical and mental well-being. Every time Maya and I would go to Hawaii for yoga and kayaking, and explore the mountains, earth, sea, and microclimates of the Pacific, it was thrilling. But even more important, as I ate delicious fruit bowls filled with lychee, pineapple, and papaya, I felt transported and rejuvenated. Over the years, I’ve learned that these fruits have anti-inflammatory, digestive, and antioxidant benefits, which explain my positive physical feelings while enjoying them. But I also learned these fruits encourage biodiversity and reduce food waste.

			I was fascinated to discover that in Hawaii, the words for Indigenous staples like taro, breadfruit, and sweet potatoes are associated with native gods that represent family, fishing, farming, and peace. By just speaking the names of these ingredients—kalo, ‘uala, ulu, and i‘a—or sitting down for a meal (ohana), I felt more connected to Polynesian people, their history, and the spirituality of the islands.

			During our trips, the unique flavors and textures of this special place became more vivid to me. Chopped green papaya in crunchy salads. The custard-like center of soursop and the spark of passion fruit. I thought more about the many variations of poke, the raw fish once seasoned only with salt and seaweed, that is among the most popular dishes in the world, one that reflects the history and diversity of Polynesian people. Even today, the poke that a family eats depends on the fish, vegetables, and fruits that are available.

			The reverence Hawaiians have for their local foods is echoed in other countries and regions around the world. And cherished recipes take on the character of different families and communities. Take Ghana, for example. Everyday dishes like omo tuo, rice balls served with ground peanut soup, are slightly different depending on who is making them, but the commonality is always a careful attention to local flavors and ingredients. The same goes for a light tomato soup, a simple dish made with fresh tomatoes, peppers, and olive oil. Some people season it with a bit of goat meat. Others add shito, a chile-spice condiment made with shrimp and ginger. Every restaurant and household seems to have its own take, with recipes handed down, and the pepper ratio dialed up to taste. Shito is simply a part of the culture, a special Ghanaian umami.

			Food takes you back to your ancestors.

			Over time, it became clear to me that these ancestral foodways are not only markers of place and community; they are also the keys to good health. Cuisines filled with foods like plantains, açai, quinoa, and pineapple kept people free of diabetes, high blood pressure, and other diseases for thousands of years. But as processed food companies “discovered” these everyday staples filled with antioxidants and other health benefits, they rebranded them as “superfoods,” basically disconnecting the food from the people and cultures—mostly Black and brown people—whose diets depended on them.

			Our disconnect from people and culture became more pronounced during the pandemic, as severe weather, drought, and conflict made meat less accessible and grains and greens more expensive. It’s ironic because meat consumption, for cultures in Africa and the Caribbean, was often tied to holidays and celebrations, where a jerked goat or barbecued lamb was expected to feed an entire community, and there was very little waste. It’s only in the last fifty or sixty years that meat became the centerpiece of plates in many cultures. And it has only been more recently, as forests in South America and Asia dwindle to make way for cattle production, that we realized that much of the food we thought we needed to feed the world isn’t sustainable. In fact, the global demand for animal farming puts those same Black and brown people who gave us superfoods at the highest risk of the effects of climate change, the most urgent of which is food insecurity.

			As I learned more about the pathways to healthy eating, I started asking myself whether, perhaps, we could turn to those same African, Asian, and Indigenous cultures for inspiring dishes that will put us all back on a course to health and healing, and the earth toward sustainability. What if we created exciting dishes that relied less on meat and fish and more on global ingredients like mango, honey, and farro, which nourish our bodies and minds? What if we took lessons from the joys people get from food to set our direction for a new ethical and nourishing way of eating? And what if we listened more closely to the leaders who have been working to make food more equitable for a long time?

			During the pandemic, resourcefulness sparked a change in culture and an opportunity to rethink the way we approach our food. These days, I see that people worldwide are slowing down to eat, connecting with their families by cooking more at home, and finding community with nearby farmers and grocers. It is exciting to watch chefs choose to find creativity and flavor by cooking mostly with plants, breaking convention, and redefining what foods are delicious and satisfying. This transformation is shaping ways of eating that will sustain our lifestyles, our health, and our planet.

			The recipes in this book are the result of a transformation, relying on the healing powers of food set by our ancestors and focusing on the perspectives of people worldwide who are working to nourish our minds, bodies, and souls.

			As the father of young children, I believe we can make greener, more sustainable food decisions to help ourselves stay healthy, and to help provide for the world’s future population. We can do that through plant-forward choices by centering delicious fruits, vegetables, greens, and grains.

			In this book, I hope to take you on a journey around the world, and back, to discover ways of eating that will bring you into the future. On each stop, we’ll visit a city, an island, or a community to help us build our plates to bring us back to health, and back to green.

			Marcus Samuelsson
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			How to Use This Book

			Back to Green is a journey around the world, through history, migration, innovation, and creativity. But it is also a guide that will help us build relationships with people and communities whose ingredients offer healthy lives and longevity, in addition to environmental sustainability.

			In each chapter you will…

			Take a trip

			From the Atlantic forest of Brazil, to the shores of Hawaii, deep into the hills of Jamaica, and into the heart of Mexico, I’ll show you regions around the world that are not just developing a greener way of eating for the future but have always relied on this way of eating. My hope is that these regions will inspire you to cook in ways that are new to you, as they did for me.

			Head to the market

			I’ll highlight key ingredients that exemplify a greener way of eating. Rice, corn, greens, and grains each tell multilayered stories about humans and our economies, societies, and cuisines. We’ll explore specific ingredients that define that region’s cooking and culture, from West Africa to Mexico.

			Meet the people

			How we learn to cook always starts with people. On each of our regional trips, I’ll introduce you to chefs, restaurateurs, farmers, and leaders who are championing foods significant to their countries’ ancestry, health, and sustainability. These innovators and professionals are part of a global community that is shaping the future of food.
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					Islands of the Caribbean

				
				The islands and countries that make up the Caribbean are home to dozens of cultures and cuisines that comprise influences from Africa, India, and Asia, among others. The people of the region share a common colonial history, as well as common dishes, such as saltfish, rice and peas, and curries. There are also shared ingredients and cooking techniques, including grilled and smoked meat, seafood and vegetables steamed in banana leaves, and vibrant seasonings and spices like allspice that create that welcoming island flavor.
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			Coconut

			The world traveler

			Whenever I go to the beach in Jamaica, I want to go for a swim, stretch out on a beach chair, and sip coconut water right from the fruit. It’s what you drink when you’re about to spend a day in the ocean and so refreshing after a hot day. After drinking fresh coconut water, I feel rejuvenated, and it reminds me of why so many cultures call the coconut palm the “tree of life.”

			Someone can climb their way to the top of the tree and knock the coconut free. After the harvest, they take a cleaver to the outer shell and break open the fruit, and in goes a straw. And just like that, you have the most delicious, powerful drink, filled with electrolytes, iron, and potassium, in the vessel nature provided. No plastic bottles. No pricey packaging.

			Coconut water, with that subtle, earthy sweetness, is cleansing and hydrating. It’s what my wife, Maya, drank while she was pregnant with our daughter, Grace Ethiopia. It’s what sustains so many cultures across the millions of square miles, and the seven thousand islands that dot the sea, from Jamaica, through the US Virgin Islands and Saint Lucia, and all the way down to Trinidad on the northern coast of South America.

			Coconut is also the bass line of so many cuisines in the Caribbean, infusing dishes like mackerel rundown in Jamaica or callaloo in Trinidad. It gives curries their smoothness, adds subtle flavor to rice dishes, and sweetens puddings and sorbets everywhere from Puerto Rico to Venezuela. It gives texture to cookies and body to cocktails. In Haiti, when it is mixed with pigeon peas and black rice, you have a flavor that shapes a national dish—and national identity.

			The history of so many Caribbean countries and cultures can be told just through their use of coconut. The plant itself is native to Southeast Asia, and most of the coconut palms across the Southern Hemisphere have DNA that traces to the Asian species, evidence of its movement, evolution, and travel.

			Coconut found its way to the Caribbean through international rum, spice, and slave trade routes on ships sailing to ports in Africa, Europe, and the Americas. The fruit, which has a natural buoyancy, was used to balance barrels, furniture, people, and other cargo crossing the Atlantic. When the ships landed, sailors, explorers, and settlers tossed the fruit overboard, and the plants sprouted, adapted to new environments, and grew.

			As colonization swept across the Caribbean, coconut palm trees spread, taking root everywhere ships arrived, finding the warm temperatures, plentiful rainfall, and human interaction hospitable to their flourishing. People used coconut for firewood, spun the coir into rope, and used leaves for paper; the flesh of the fruit fed the indentured and enslaved workers. For hundreds of years, coconut palms have been a fundamental part of the Caribbean islands’ economies as a resource for products of all kinds. The palms were so prolific that eventually entire forests of them would line Punta Cana in the Dominican Republic, Port of Spain in Trinidad, and Playas del Coco in Costa Rica.

			The myriad ways coconut is used are a testament to its sustainability. Even today, coconut is being planted alongside the Atlantic coast in Florida and New Jersey to combat soil erosion and to prevent flooding that has increased in recent decades due to climate change.

			Coconut takes me back to the Caribbean.

		

	
		
			Jamaica

			Jamaica’s food culture is among the most beloved worldwide. The jerked spices and lip-smacking curries with blazing Scotch bonnet peppers have become as synonymous with the island country as rum punch and Red Stripe. Still, Jamaican dishes and food culture emerged from respect for the earth and the spiritual connection Jamaicans have with the trees, fruit, and fauna throughout the country.

			Spaniards famously introduced coconut palms to Jamaica in the 1600s. Coconut is also a pillar of Ital cuisine, the foodways of Rastafarians, whose mostly plant-forward diet is made up of fruits and vegetables grown without chemicals and served with very little processing. It’s a way of eating that emerged around the 1930s as part of a larger philosophy that requires its followers to have respect for nature and animals, and sees healthy eating as a source of spiritual well-being.

			Ital tenets are taken from the Bible verse Genesis 1:29: “Behold, I have given you every plant seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit. You shall have them for food.” Many Rastafarians grow their own food, rather than relying on processed foods that would have to be imported to the island. Stews with plantain, tomatoes, okra, and mustard greens, seasoned with herbs and spices that are easily grown in Jamaica, make up the Ital table. Garlic and scallions come together with allspice, ginger, and cinnamon—all reflections of the larger Jamaican table and pantry.

			Bob Marley, like many Ital practitioners, ate fish but no meat or dairy. I think about how Marley’s music had almost as much influence on ways of eating as it did on politics. He popularized Irish moss, a cousin to the sea moss beverage enjoyed worldwide, for its health benefits.

			Jamaica’s national fruit is ackee. It’s believed the fruit was carried to the island by enslaved West Africans. A fruit that cooks like a vegetable, it’s combined with salted cod, tomatoes, and onions and seasoned with allspice and thyme for Jamaica’s national dish, ackee and saltfish.
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				Meet the People | Jamaica

				Brittney “Stikxz” Williams

			
			
				[image: Chef Brittney “Stikxz” Williams in a portrait drawing, smiling broadly with short hair accented by bright blue and red patches, purple eye makeup, yellow-tinted teeth, and a white collared shirt with multicolored abstract patterns, holding a hand up, against a solid tan background.]
			

			Brittney “Stikxz” Williams is considered a trailblazer among chefs in New York. Her roulades are wrapped in island comfort, with jerk seasoning and pikliz, and presented with the precision of fine dining.

			Williams is among a new generation of chefs who draw inspiration from flavors that make up the entire region, incorporating traditions and techniques from countries like Guyana and Trinidad, and give well-deserved attention to a region that is its own diaspora.

			Like many Caribbean chefs, the Queens native with deep ties to Jamaica adds her own flair to jerk chicken and escovitch fish. Williams also pushes island ingredients like callaloo and tamarind to the forefront of her dishes, inspired by her formal culinary training, and her résumé includes an array of restaurants and cultural cuisines from New American to Korean.

			The fusion of cultures in her dishes represents the diversity—and possibilities—of Caribbean cuisine. “Out of many, one people, through food,” she says.
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				Meet The People | Jamaica

				Lisa and Chris Binns

			
			
				[image: Drawing of Lisa and Chris Binns from Stush in the Bush in Jamaica, showing Lisa on the left with light brown skin, large white glasses, bright red lipstick, and a voluminous curly hairstyle in pastel yellow, blue, and green, wearing a white collared shirt with a yellow and pink jacket, and Chris on the right with light brown skin, a long textured beard, and short hair with purple and blue accents, wearing a striped dark shirtqith abstract colorful shapes, scribbles, and collage-like blocks, all on on a pale tan background.]
			

			Lisa and Chris Binns, the couple who own Stush in the Bush, about ninety minutes outside Kingston, Jamaica, argue that they don’t run a restaurant. Instead, they prefer to call it a seed-to-table, plant-based experience that focuses on regenerative agriculture.

			The Binns are followers and practitioners of Ital cuisine, the dietary practice that is free of meat, dairy, and processing. Their aim is to honor the foods of Jamaica, to give visitors an opportunity to explore their connection to the land, and to celebrate the “vibrancy” that the Rastafari lifestyle has contributed to veganism but is rarely acknowledged.

			The Binns change that perspective by inviting guests to book a brunch or dinner experience and take walks to enjoy nature on the property. Visitors can learn more about Ital culture in this remote part of Jamaica than anywhere else.

			Stush in the Bush, which was named one of the best restaurants in North America in 2025, is run out of Chris and Lisa’s home, ZionItes Farm, a fifteen-acre property in Free Hill, a town settled by formerly enslaved people. From there, they operate a business selling gourmet sauces, vinaigrettes, and fruit preserves, in addition to their brunch and dinner experiences. The farm’s seasonal tasting menu includes ingredients such as amaranth, Scotch bonnet peppers, sweet potato, and chimichurri. And Lisa includes an Ital preparation of ackee, the Jamaican national dish, to immerse guests in the local culture and to create a sense of intimacy with the island’s dishes.

			Lisa and Chris also say “love and affection” are the other key ingredients on their menu.

		

	
		
			Puerto Rico

			So much of what many people know about Puerto Rico is framed through its status as one of the world’s oldest colonies. (The United States territory has been under some form of occupation since 1508.) But that history of colonization also shapes the island’s food culture, cocina criolla.

			The island’s cuisine combines elements from multiple cultures: Taíno root vegetables, pork and livestock imported by the Spanish, cooking techniques like frying and preservation handed down from enslaved Africans, and more. It’s also worth noting that the techniques we’ve learned from enslaved African cultures have helped popularize ingredients like coconut palm, plantains, and coffee over hundreds of years.

			Influences from other parts of the Caribbean have brought more flavors to Puerto Rico, like those in arroz con gandules, the national dish, which is made with sofrito, a blend of green peppers, onions, garlic, and cilantro. It’s similar to other rice-and-pea dishes found in Jamaica and Cuba. In Puerto Rico, arroz con gandules is often served with pernil, roasted pork shoulder seasoned with adobo, cumin, paprika, and bay leaves, and reflects the richness of the island’s history.

			But even Puerto Rico’s vibrant culinary story has its vulnerabilities. The territory moved away from agriculture in the last hundred years and instead imports 85 to 90 percent of the island’s food supply.

			Whenever there is a disaster, the island’s food insecurity rises, a condition that already impacts about 40 percent of the population. Puerto Rico’s location in the Caribbean and rainforest regions means that it is subject to hurricanes and drought. Just one hurricane can wipe out energy panels and flood fields that grow the small supply of local crops, which can take years to recover. These disasters can spark financial crises that can force residents to leave the island. In fact, nearly 4 percent of the population left after the catastrophic Hurricane Maria in 2017. In 2022, a Yale study found that 84 percent of Puerto Ricans were worried about climate change risks to the island.

			Still, Puerto Rico’s cultural sustainability has sparked a path of resilience.

			In recent years, a new generation of farmers has been working with the Puerto Rican government to reclaim and recultivate beans, plantains, papaya, yuca, and many other native crops to combat erosion and to rebuild the island’s food sovereignty. This agroecology movement is being led by Puerto Ricans who see the importance of the island being able to feed itself with papaya, moringa, cacao, and achiote. It’s also driving a shift in the island’s tourism industry to focus on sustainable food experiences that dive into the culture and heritage of the island.
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				Meet the People | Puerto Rico

				Raúl Correa
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			Raúl Correa, the chef and creative force behind six restaurants in Puerto Rico, including the acclaimed Bacoa Finca + Fogón, likes to remind visitors that the island “is the oldest colony in the world,” and that he’s inspired by that heritage that includes Spanish, Indigenous Taíno, African, and North American influences.

			Correa and his partners, René Marichal and Xavier Pacheco, restored a farm and country estate in the mountainous region of Juncos, about thirty miles outside San Juan. They began cultivating their own ingredients to serve at the restaurant, which features the vegetables and fruit of hyperlocal harvests. This is significant, considering that about 85 percent of food consumed in Puerto Rico is imported. It was a reclamation of the land that was devastated by Hurricane Maria in 2017 and a celebration of the Indigenous ancestors who tilled it until colonization.

			At Bacoa, which is a portmanteau of barbacoa, meaning “barbecue,” and coa, a sowing tool, Correa uses Taíno cooking methods, including a wood-burning fire, and traditional calderos as his cooking vessels. Whole branzino and shrimp are cooked over the fire and served with sides of tostones, charred vegetables like eggplant, and pickled calabaza. Highlighting root vegetables and giving pride to humble ingredients is what makes the dishes Puerto Rican, Correa says. Bacoa was named one of the best new restaurants in America in 2022 by The New York Times because of its innovative and creative dishes.

			“My approach is to step back and relearn, rather than adopting all the modern techniques commonly seen in kitchens today. We are exploring ways to revive dishes that have been forgotten over time. Corn funche (porridge) with beans and guanimes (dumplings) are perfect examples. These dishes, rooted in our African and Taíno heritage, are based on corn and local grains and were once considered food of the countryside and a symbol of poverty.”
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				Meet the People | Puerto Rico

				Christian Marcano
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			After spending much of his career working in New York City restaurants and making his share of French and Mediterranean dishes, Chef Christian Marcano shifted to bring Puerto Rican essence into his dishes.

			Marcano grew up in a poor section of the Bronx and went to work in a neighborhood restaurant kitchen at thirteen to help his mother. He fell in love with it and worked his way up through a number of jobs, including dishwasher and table runner, to expediter at local cafés and some restaurants that held Michelin stars.

			He was so inspired by the chefs he worked with at an Upper West Side bistro, he would come on his day off to learn recipes. “I just fell in love with it,” he says.

			But in 2015, Marcano was diagnosed with stage 2 testicular cancer. He had two surgeries and nine months of chemotherapy before he was back on his feet and back in the kitchen. But he had lost his sense of taste, a common side effect of cancer treatment. Once he was in remission, his palate returned, Chef Marcano started a small business on the side making empanadas. Soon, his Puerto Rican pop-up began serving pasteles, rice and beans. It became so popular he decided to keep the business open while working full-time at another restaurant as a means of “staying connected to his culture.”

			Cooking Puerto Rican food, he says, made him more resilient and taught him that cultural cooking does not need to be “elevated.” Even as he continues to cook in restaurants, Marcano finds ways to infuse Puerto Rican ingredients into the dishes he makes. His prawns now get a hit of al ajillo sauce, and the rice and beans are no longer behind the scenes in his family kitchen.

		

	
		
			The Bahamas

			My passion for the Bahamas started in New York City. One Labor Day weekend, I watched the West Indian Day parade make its way down the streets of Brooklyn to the sounds of calypso and soca music. There were spectators dancing in the streets, moving to the same rhythm as the drummers and dancers in bright, feathered costumes. I was captivated, and I knew this culture was something that I just had to explore.

			While the many faces looked similar, there were people of different backgrounds from the Caribbean who had moved to the US from islands like Turks and Caicos, the US Virgin Islands, and Cuba. Lining the streets were stands with jerk chicken and oxtails, rice and peas and tomato salads, and shrimp fritters and doubles. The Caribbean dishes were familiar. I could see the commonalities in other cultural dishes such as Louisiana gumbo and Jollof rice. But I also knew that West Indian food culture evolved differently from the Black American foodways I had come to know in my adopted home of Harlem. Indentured workers from India brought roti and chickpeas to Trinidad. I learned more when I finally went to the Bahamas in 2006 and experienced how the African diaspora permeates the island through culture and cuisine.

			The Bahamas, like Jamaica and other parts of the Caribbean, ties its history to formerly enslaved people, whose descendants make up nearly 90 percent of the population. But the Bahamas was first inhabited by Lucayans (pronounced Lu-KIE-ans), a branch of the Indigenous Taíno tribe who thrived on the islands for hundreds of years before Columbus. They came by dugout boats, traversing the nearby island of Hispaniola, which is now Haiti and the Dominican Republic, as well as what is now Cuba.

			These Indigenous people, who once numbered as many as forty thousand, left a culinary blueprint that centered around seafood. The Lucayans cultivated cassava and mango, alongside a plethora of greens and spices. After the Spanish arrived, their diets expanded to include chiles and tomatoes. And as in other parts of the world, coconut arrived on ships with enslaved people and was traded alongside agave, tobacco, and rum.

			Varieties of fish, like grouper, snapper, and sea bass, dot nearly every meal in the Bahamas, alongside hearty rice and peas or grilled plantains. Simply prepared lobster and clams are also popular, but the most prevalent seafood ingredient is conch, which is also recognized as the country’s national dish.

			Even as people from Britain, Spain, and West Africa came to live in the Bahamas, introducing other wildlife and land animals, the Lucayans centered their diet around conch, a mollusk native to the Caribbean Sea. Conch is so versatile it works its way into as many recipes as Bahamians can imagine. It’s piled into stews and curries, sautéed in rice, and mixed into pasta sauce. It is stuffed into fritters and between johnnycakes and, of course, chopped into ceviches and salads. The Indigenous Lucayan people continue to rely on conch despite the seafood becoming overfished in recent years. The Bahamian government has worked closely with fisheries and conservationists to ensure there is a steady supply of conch for its cultural and culinary heartbeat.
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				Garrette Bowe
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			I’ve learned a lot from many chefs over the years, and Chef Garrette Bowe is one of them. Chef Bowe got her start learning French cuisine while in culinary school, perfecting all the sauces and techniques that are the hallmarks of classical training. But after living and working in Chicago, she was determined to return to her native Bahamas, cook the dishes she grew up with, and bring her passion for Bahamian cooking to tourists, who make up the majority of her customers at our Baha Mar restaurant in Nassau.

			“The perseverance of Bahamian food culture is heavily reliant on the passing of traditions,” she told me. Chef Bowe wants to be sure that all the recipes and techniques that are used on the island are taught for generations, and that ingredients are celebrated. That means taking familiar dishes of the Caribbean, like conch, and writing down a host of variations found in different parts of the island, so there is a record of the myriad ways conch shows up in Bahamian food. It can be found in salads, pickled, scorched, and even tossed with tropical fruit. Among Chef Bowe’s signature dishes are conch croquettes filled with potatoes, a street snack that can be found at any highway food stand. Chef Bowe presents it as a main course that can substitute a steak.

			Chef Bowe says finding innovative ways to serve conch and writing recipes that celebrate Bahamian ingredients yet appeal to the hotel guests are essential. She says many Caribbean chefs must prepare “international cuisine” because “Bahamian food is not seen as upscale.” Changing that perception is motivation for the way she leads our kitchen at Marcus Fish & Chop House at Baha Mar.

		

	
		
			Haiti

			Like in so many parts of the Caribbean, Haitian cuisine is a creole, a mix of Taino, European, and African influences, and utilizes ingredients like okra, coconut, and plantains. Yet Haitian cuisine stands out for its bold, heavily spiced dishes, bright salads dripping with citrus and garlic, fermented vegetables and slaws kissed by chiles, and sauces and stews flavored with epis, a combination of thyme, parsley, onions, peppers, and garlic. Another flavor profile distinct to Haiti is that of notes of coffee and chocolate, which add drama to its smoked meat and griot, a roasted pork shoulder.

			These flavors were born out of Haiti’s revolution.

			In the early 1700s, Haiti’s enslaved workforce provided nearly half the world’s supply of coffee. The inhumane conditions of the plantations sparked the revolution, as enslaved people rose up against the French in 1791, eventually overthrowing Napoleon and making Haiti the first independent Black republic on January 1, 1804. That date holds culinary significance, as well, as the pumpkin soup that was forbidden to be eaten by the enslaved population became the New Year’s dish and a cultural treasure.

			After its independence, Haiti continued to produce coffee and chocolate, which are still among its major exports. Haitian cacao delivers a flavor that is rich in terroir, and it is prized for producing chocolate with notes of cinnamon and allspice. The country’s coffee remains among the world’s most desired for its high quality and the smoky sweetness it imparts to many dishes.

			Severe weather, deforestation, trade embargoes, and political instability have threatened the production of both crops. But fair-trade policies and unique flavor profiles have helped to stabilize these markets and make Haiti a desirable single-origin source.
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			Preserving the rich culinary history of the African diaspora became so important to Chef Chris Viaud that he opened a restaurant serving Haitian-inspired cuisine in an area of the US where only a few thousand people of Caribbean background live.

			Viaud wanted cultural heirlooms like soup joumou, a pumpkin soup celebrating Haiti’s Independence Day, and griot, a hearty pork dish served with pikliz (fermented carrots and cabbage) and Scotch bonnets, to be made with the same skill and technique used in French and New American fine dining restaurants. The son of Haitian immigrants, Viaud was raised in the Boston area and worked in fine dining before moving to New Hampshire with his wife.

			The Top Chef alum has opened and closed several celebrated Haitian restaurants, including Greenleaf, Pavilion, and Ansanm, a critically acclaimed spot he opened to interpret dishes from his childhood and to stretch his culinary skills. “Our food is comforting, because there is a focus on slow cooking and layering flavors,” he says. You’ll find a lot of citrus, herbs, and spices in the meats, plus stewed vegetables and sides of rice.

			Ansanm, which means “together,” showed how food can continue cultural exchange by celebrating dishes like poule nan sòs (which translates to “chicken in sauce”) and diri kolé (rice and peas), which are central to the Haitian experience, while incorporating ingredients from nearby farms and markets.

			Viaud says his cooking stands out because he is not trying to transform Haitian cuisine into something familiar to non-Haitians. Instead, he gives diners an opportunity to join him on a journey into the country, culture, and ingredients he wants to explore.

		

	
		
			Hibiscus Coconut Slush

			

			Yield: 4 servings • Prep Time: 2 hours (includes chilling) • Cook Time: 10 minutes • Total Time: 2 hours 10 minutes

			

			This delightful, brightly colored summer treat intertwines coconut, abundant in beneficial nutrients, with the vibrant notes of hibiscus. Coconut offers a dose of healthy fats and nutrients, while hibiscus, known for its antioxidants, is believed to support heart health and boost the immune system. Ginger and cinnamon add a bit of warm spice plus their very own antioxidants.

			

			4 cups coconut water

			1 cup dried hibiscus flowers

			1 cinnamon stick

			1-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled, sliced

			6 allspice berries

			¼ cup agave

			4 cups ice cubes, plus more as needed

			2 tablespoons coconut cream, plus more as needed

			1 lime, sliced, for garnish, plus more as needed

			

			1. In a medium saucepan, heat the coconut water, hibiscus flowers, cinnamon stick, ginger, and allspice over medium heat. Bring the mixture to a gentle boil. Once boiling, reduce the heat to low and let the mixture simmer for about 10 minutes, allowing the hibiscus flowers to steep.

			2. Remove the hibiscus tea from the heat and strain it into a pitcher, discarding the solids. Stir in the agave, let the mixture cool to room temperature, and refrigerate for 1 to 2 hours to chill thoroughly.

			3. Once the hibiscus tea is chilled, combine the ice and 1 cup of the hibiscus tea in a blender. Blend until the mixture forms a slushy texture.

			4. To serve, spoon the slush into four glasses and garnish each glass with coconut cream and a lime slice. If making for a larger crowd, repeat with more hibiscus tea
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