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INTRODUCTION

Both of my parents were born in Jamaica. My father, Chester, travelled to London in the early 1950s on a music scholarship and mum came to study nursing. Looking into my family background a few years ago, on the TV programme Who Do You Think You Are, opened my eyes to my heritage; Jamaica’s national motto – ‘Out of Many One People’ – really rang true. The experience was interesting and emotional, but importantly, I came away with a real understanding of the Jamaican, Barbadian, Saint Lucian and Scottish connections of my family. I feel much closer to my Caribbean roots.

Food is an integral part of Caribbean life and, as such, was an important part of my childhood. I have wonderful memories of helping my mum cook and experiencing the patience and love that went into the food. Our house was always busy with family, visiting relatives and friends. They were welcomed and brought with them laughter and music. We would all sit down to enjoy mum’s delicious Caribbean spiced food and it was always a generous and shared experience. Seeing all those happy people enjoying the food together is probably the main reason I became a chef.

I want to show that Caribbean cooking is not just jerk chicken; there is so much more to discover. Of course, jerk dishes are fabulously tasty and an important part of Jamaican cuisine and culture, so I have included them in this book along with other traditional Caribbean island dishes, such as Ackee and Saltfish with Johnny Cakes, Rundown, Oxtail Stew and Curried Goat with Rice ’n’ Peas. I also want people to learn that Caribbean cuisine is about cooking fresh, vibrant and tasty dishes. Home-cooked food that is hearty, nutritious and full of flavour … and yes, at times, a little bit spicy!

Caribbean cuisine is diverse; culturally, the islands are a melting pot of identities, which influence the cuisine of each region. Originally, the islands were inhabited by the Caribs and Arawaks, both Native American tribes. The Caribs introduced chilli peppers and spice to cooking, and the Arawaks used green sticks, called barbacoa, to grill their food – the origins of the modern barbecue. Later, came colonists and the migration of Western Europeans, Africans and Asians to the islands. Today you can taste the history of the islands through the flavours of East India, China, Europe, South America and Africa, all playing their part in the multicultural society of the Caribbean.

I’ve travelled to the Caribbean many times, but this time – for Ainsley’s Caribbean Kitchen – I was lucky enough to travel to islands I’d never visited before, and to discover and taste so many wonderful dishes. Although there are common elements in Caribbean cooking, on my journey I discovered each island differs in its cuisine. Every island has its own specialities.

Jamaican cuisine is a fusion of many cooking techniques, flavours and spices, influenced by both the indigenous people of the island and Spanish, African, East Indian and British inhabitants. Its food is rich in flavour and full of aromatics, herbs and spices, such as allspice, Scotch bonnet chillies, thyme, ginger, nutmeg and black pepper. It is famously known for its ‘jerk’ – a technique used by the Maroon slaves and Arawaks to preserve the meat. Another well-known dish of the region is Ackee and Saltfish (see page 14). It’s one of my personal favourites, which I’ve been cooking since I was young.

Trinidad and Tobago’s cuisine is heavily influenced by East India, particularly its spicy sauces and unleavened breads. Popular dishes include roti (flatbreads filled with curried meats, seafood and/or vegetables together with a variety of spicy sauces) and seafood curries. Crab is a popular seafood. I made a delicious curried crab on the beach in Tobago (see page 128). You can also find African, Creole and Latin-American influences in the regional dishes, particularly in the street food scene. Chow is a popular condiment of chopped fruit seasoned with shado beni (coriander), garlic and chilli pepper. Try my Mustard Snapper with Mango Chilli Chow (see page 122).

Grenada is known as the ‘Spice Island’ and its dishes reflect its cultural diversity, with strong French, British and African influences. Traditional recipes are aromatic with local herbs and spices, such as nutmeg, cinnamon, cloves and allspice. Their specialty dish is the Oil Down – a tasty one-pot dish of vegetables, salted meat and spices. The national symbol of Grenada is the nutmeg, which is used in many local dishes. Nutmeg ice cream is a delicious treat available on the island and one you must try if you’re visiting. The spice is also used in savoury dishes. Nutmeg works particularly well with pork. Try my Pork Medallions with a Rum, Cream and Nutmeg Sauce (see page 174).

Saint Lucia’s cuisine is a hybrid of cookery from France, Britain and East India and, before colonisation, was influenced by the settlement of Arawaks. This can be seen in the use of spices, such as cinnamon, nutmeg, garlic, parsley and cloves. The local diet focuses mainly on fish, seafood, fresh vegetables and fruit, and you can sample barbecued seafood fresh off the boat served simply with sweet potato or spiced corn-on-the-cob. The island’s national dish is green figs and saltfish, where green figs – also known as green bananas – are boiled or stewed and served with saltfish, usually as a breakfast meal. I’ve given this dish my own twist on page 43.

Barbadian cuisine, also called Bajan cuisine, features a mixture of influences from Portugal, Britain, Creole culture and Africa, and the island has long been associated with fine dining. Commonly used seasonings in Barbados are also popular in the UK, including parsley, garlic, marjoram, basil, thyme, cloves and paprika. When visiting Barbados, I met up with my friend Joel (a.k.a. Mr. Delicious!) and he kindly cooked some delicious flying fish – the national dish of the island – in his beach-side snack bus. It was just as delicious as the last time I’d had it and I hope to go back soon for more!

The beautiful haven of Dominica is known as ‘Nature’s Island’. Christopher Columbus first arrived in the Caribbean in 1492 and it’s said that, if he returned today, Dominica would be the only island in the archipelago he would recognise. Its cuisine is influenced by French and Creole techniques, as well as dishes from Latin America. On the island you can find fresh herbs, peppers and spices that serve as the basis for Creole cuisine, while fresh-off-the-boat fish such as tuna, kingfish and flying fish are often featured on menus as the ‘catch of the day’. The national dish used to be Mountain Chicken Soup, but – thankfully – as the Mountain Chicken is an endangered frog species, the national dish is now Callaloo Soup, a delicious leafy vegetable soup with spices and coconut. Fresh callaloo is difficult to find in the UK, but spinach or kale work well as substitutes. The influence of Latin America is shown in another favourite dish: Tostones (twice-fried plantain), which are a popular crispy snack (see page 50).

Antigua has long imported most of its food. The largest influence on its cuisine is from the early settlement of Arawaks and, later, Creole cookery. Two of the most popular foods grown by the early settlers are still part of the locals’ diet today: maize and sweet potatoes. The national dish is Fungie and Pepperpot and I enjoyed a fantastic pepperpot dish at Beach Limerz. The locals use fungie (a cornmeal maize, similar to polenta) in a variety of dishes and I used it to coat another local favourite – okra – to make a tasty snack (see Spiced Cornmeal-Coated Okra with Smoked Tzatziki, page 40). If you go to Antigua, you have to try their black pineapples – oh wow! They are probably the sweetest and most delicious I have ever tried.

Caribbean food is often thought of as unhealthy – after all, there is a love of fried chicken and dishes with rich sauces. I found this misconception highlighted on my visit to the islands, when I discovered just how important local, seasonal produce is. The lush islands are full of fresh vegetables and fruits and that local produce is used in season to create great-tasting, vibrant food. By relying on fresh seasonal produce, modern Caribbean cooking is more focused on light, nutritious and fresh meals. If it’s in season, there’s plenty of it and the taste is sublime. Out of season, and you just have to wait! (There are exceptions: in the posh hotels of Barbados, Jamaica, Antigua and Saint Lucia, tourists like to have foods when they want and can pay for imported produce, but, generally, everything is seasonal.)

When in season, avocados in the Caribbean are amazing – they can grow to the size of a child’s head and are deliciously creamy. Mangoes and papaya (pawpaw) similarly grow to a large size and the taste is phenomenal – you feel kissed by the sun when eating them. ‘Ground provisions’ are an integral part of everyday cooking on the islands – the term refers to root vegetables such as yam, dasheen, cassava and sweet potatoes and can also include plantain and green bananas. They grow in abundance on the islands and are used as an alternative to rice. The use of fresh herbs and those spices so synonymous with Caribbean cooking often means there is no need to add extra salt or serve extra condiments with finished dishes. Fresh local herbs and spices are blended together to create ‘seasonings’ that can be stored in the fridge for weeks, creating a quick and easy way to flavour foods.

In Jamaica, some follow traditional ‘ital’ values (the food celebrated by those in the Rastafari movement), so they adhere to a vegan diet. Although many Jamaican and Caribbean dishes do include meat and fish, a vast number of them don’t. Caribbean spices marry well with vegetables, so I’ve included a section dedicated to vegetarian and vegan recipes. Increasingly, vegetables are taking centre stage on peoples’ plates and it was great to try so many tasty non-meat dishes on my travels around the islands.

The traditional dishes of the Caribbean still play an important part in everyday life, but are cooked with more understanding of the principles of healthy cooking. You can still enjoy an oxtail stew – just don’t use a huge amount of oil. Shallow fry your fish rather than deep fry – or, if deep-frying, make sure you drain well before serving and eat in moderation. You may be surprised to know that authentic Caribbean cuisine is rarely oily. The use of marinades and rubs lends itself better to barbecuing and grilling than frying. Incorporated with traditional Caribbean food heritage, locals enjoy varied diets with lots of seasonal fruit and vegetables, which keeps a healthy balance. Taking the traditional and adding the odd modern twist is the way to go today. Instead of traditional saltfish fritters, why not add some ackee and serve with a red pepper rouille (see page 25)?

I hope you enjoy the recipes in this book and they bring you a wider understanding of Caribbean cooking. Although there are regional differences, there is a common element – a love of real food and a passion for sharing. So, get cooking and don’t forget to turn up the music and feel the vibe! With the aromatic spices and exotic flavours, I promise you will be taken on a tropical journey with every mouthful. Yeah boi, dat sound good!
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ACKEE & SALTFISH

Ackee and Saltfish is Jamaica’s national dish and a must-try if visiting the country. The dish is traditionally eaten for breakfast, but quite often makes it onto the lunch menu or is served as a light bite. To make life easier, you can now buy packs of prepared saltfish fillets, with the skin and bones removed, or pre-cooked saltfish (bacalao) in tins. This version is my old favourite and is great served with Johnny Cakes (page 32).


SERVES 4


	450g saltfish or ready-to-use salt cod

	2 large eggs

	2 tbsp vegetable oil

	1 red pepper, de-seeded and roughly chopped

	1 green pepper, de-seeded and roughly chopped

	4 spring onions, chopped

	1 tsp chopped fresh thyme

	½ Scotch bonnet chilli (or similar), de-seeded and finely chopped

	4 tomatoes, skinned, cut into thin wedges

	1 x 450g tin ackee, drained

	1 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

	freshly ground black pepper

	To serve

	Hot Pepper Sauce (see page 18 or store-bought)

	Johnny Cakes (page 32)





If preparing your own saltfish, place the fillets in cold water and soak overnight, changing the water a couple of times, then drain.

Bring a large saucepan of water to the boil, add the saltfish and simmer for 10–15 minutes depending on the thickness of the fish. Drain well and pat dry. While the fish is still warm, flake and remove any skin and bones (trying not to break up the flakes too much), then set aside.

Bring a separate pan of water to the boil, add the eggs and boil for 8 minutes.

Meanwhile, heat the oil in a large frying pan and add the peppers. Fry over a medium-high heat for 5 minutes until tender. Add the spring onions, thyme, chilli and tomatoes and fry for a further 3–4 minutes.

Add the saltfish and ackee and cook for 2 minutes until heated through, carefully turning over from time to time to avoid breaking the ackee.

Drain and peel the boiled eggs and cut into quarters.

To serve, spoon the hot saltfish and ackee into a large serving dish, top with the egg quarters and sprinkle with chopped parsley and some freshly ground black pepper. Enjoy with Hot Pepper Sauce for an extra kick and my Johnny Cakes.

TIP: Ackee is a delicious vegan substitute for scrambled eggs.
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ACKEE & SALTFISH

BUTTERFLIED CHILLI SARDINES

This is a quick and simple dish that makes a great starter or light lunch. The chilli marinade works beautifully with the rich flavour of the sardines. Butterflying sardines is not only an easy way to get rid of all of the fine bones, it also reduces the cooking time and they look lovely served on the plate with a simple salad.


SERVES 4


	8 sardines, scaled, gutted, heads removed, washed and butterflied (ask your fishmonger or see the Tip below)

	Watercress, Cashew and Coconut Salad (page 85), to serve

	For the marinade

	2 tbsp chilli paste

	2 garlic cloves, finely crushed

	2 tbsp rapeseed oil

	zest and juice of 1 lemon

	a handful of flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped

	a handful of coriander, finely chopped

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste





Preheat the grill to high.

To make the marinade, mix together the chilli paste, garlic, rapeseed oil, lemon zest and juice in a medium bowl, whisking until well combined. Add the parsley and coriander, and some salt and pepper to taste, and stir through.

Dip the butterflied sardines into the marinade until they are completely covered and place them skin-side up onto a large flat baking tray. Place the tray under the hot grill for 5–6 minutes until the sardines are cooked through.

Serve immediately, with my Watercress, Cashew and Coconut Salad (page 85).

TIP: To butterfly the sardines, open out the gutted fish, skin-side up, on the work surface. Holding the tail end with one hand, firmly press along the backbone until the fish is completely flat. Turn the fish over, then gently pull away the backbone until you reach the tail end. Cut off the backbone with kitchen scissors and discard. Scrape away any remaining fine bones, or use tweezers to pick them out. Alternatively, ask your fishmonger to do all of this for you!
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BUTTERFLIED CHILLI SARDINES

CHARGRILLED CITRUS-SALTED PRAWNS WITH HOT PEPPER SAUCE

My Citrus Salt goes with so many foods. Treat it as a seasoning – it’s fab on chips and sweet potato wedges. Be careful when handling the Scotch bonnet chillies – use rubber gloves or lightly oil your fingers before prepping and make sure you wash your hands afterwards. For those of you who love things spicy – this hot pepper sauce really has one hell of a kick!


SERVES 4 (AS A STARTER)


	300g large king prawns, peeled, de-veined, tails left on

	2 tbsp olive oil

	2 tbsp Citrus Salt (page 106)

	For the Hot Pepper Sauce

	1 large onion, halved with root intact, cut into 8 wedges

	5 garlic cloves, whole

	100g Scotch bonnet chillies, halved and de-seeded

	a drizzle of olive oil

	juice of 1 orange

	a good splash of rum

	a large handful of fresh herbs (I use tarragon, flat-leaf parsley and coriander)





Preheat a chargrill pan over a medium–high heat.

First make the hot pepper sauce. Place the onion, garlic and chillies into the hot chargrill pan or a frying pan, drizzle with a little olive oil and fry over a medium–high heat for 4–5 minutes or until nicely charred. Pop into a blender or food processor, add the orange juice, a good splash of rum and the herbs
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CHARGRILLED CITRUS-SALTED PRAWNS WITH HOT PEPPER SAUCE

SPINACH, SWEET POTATO & CHICKPEA SOUP



SERVES 4


	2 tbsp sunflower oil

	1 white onion, finely diced

	1 garlic clove, thinly sliced

	1 tsp cumin seeds

	1 sweet potato, diced

	1 x 400g tin chickpeas, drained

	2 tomatoes, roughly chopped

	a pinch of chilli powder

	1 tsp honey

	750ml vegetable stock, hot

	225g baby spinach leaves

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste
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SPINACH, SWEET POTATO & CHICKPEA SOUP

CRAB & CHILLI CORNBREAD MUFFINS



MAKES 10


	50g unsalted butter, melted, plus extra for greasing

	150g self-raising flour

	1 tbsp caster sugar

	1 tsp salt

	2 tsp baking powder

	½ tsp ground white pepper

	150g yellow cornmeal (polenta)

	2 eggs, lightly beaten

	300ml buttermilk

	1 red chilli, de-seeded and finely chopped

	a small handful each of coriander and flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped

	100g white crab meat
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CRAB & CHILLI CORNBREAD MUFFINS

ACKEE & SALTFISH FRITTERS WITH RED PEPPER ROUILLE



MAKES ABOUT 12 FRITTERS


	450g saltfish fillets or ready-to-use saltfish

	1 spring onion, finely chopped

	1 small red pepper/sweet pepper, finely chopped

	1 tsp finely chopped Scotch bonnet chilli

	340g plain flour

	170ml cold water

	2 tsp baking powder

	1 tsp paprika

	1 x 280g tin ackee, drained and rinsed

	freshly ground black pepper

	vegetable oil, for shallow-frying

	For the Red Pepper Rouille

	2 red chillies

	1 head of garlic

	1 x 290g jar roasted red peppers, drained and rinsed

	1 egg yolk

	2 tsp smoked paprika

	200ml olive oil

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper
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ACKEE & SALTFISH FRITTERS WITH RED PEPPER ROUILLE

HOT PEPPER CRAB BEIGNET WITH LIME ANCHO AIOLI



SERVES 4


	125ml whole milk

	125ml water

	100g unsalted butter, diced

	1 tsp salt

	150g plain flour

	4 eggs, beaten

	150g white crab meat

	50g brown crab meat

	1 tbsp hot pepper sauce

	vegetable oil, for deep-frying

	For the Lime Ancho Aioli

	zest and juice of 2 limes

	3 egg yolks

	2 garlic cloves, crushed

	1 tsp ground ancho chilli powder

	1 tsp ground cumin

	1 tsp salt

	200ml vegetable oil
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JAMAICAN BEEF PATTIES



MAKES 12 MEDIUM PATTIES


	For the pastry

	500g plain flour, plus extra for dusting

	2 tbsp good-quality curry powder

	1 tbsp turmeric

	a large pinch of fine sea salt

	1 tbsp cumin seeds, lightly toasted

	250g unsalted butter, diced and chilled

	50ml iced water

	1 egg, beaten, for glazing

	For the filling

	2 tbsp olive oil

	1 large onion, finely diced

	3 garlic cloves, minced

	1 tbsp good-quality curry powder

	1 tsp ground allspice

	1 Scotch bonnet chilli, finely diced

	3 fresh thyme sprigs, leaves picked

	1 tsp salt

	1 tsp black pepper

	500g minced beef

	300ml beef stock
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JAMAICAN BEEF PATTIES

JOHNNY CAKES



SERVES 4–6


	225g plain flour

	2 tsp baking powder

	3 tsp granulated sugar

	½ tsp salt

	1½ tbsp butter

	120ml milk

	cold water, as needed

	240ml vegetable oil, for frying
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LOTUS & PLANTAIN CRISPS WITH PEANUT GREMOLATA & DIPPING SAUCE



SERVES 4


	300g lotus root/stem

	1 green plantain

	vegetable oil, for deep-frying

	1 tsp chilli powder

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

	large banana leaf (optional), to serve

	For the Peanut Gremolata

	75g unsalted roasted peanuts, roughly chopped

	zest of 2 lemons

	a handful of coriander, roughly chopped

	a handful of flat-leaf parsley, roughly chopped

	1 garlic clove, finely chopped

	For the Dipping Sauce

	1 tbsp oil

	2 garlic cloves, crushed

	1 small onion, finely chopped

	1 small red chilli, finely chopped

	2 tbsp light brown sugar

	4 tsp sweet soy sauce

	2 tbsp crunchy peanut butter

	200ml coconut milk
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LOTUS & PLANTAIN CRISPS WITH PEANUT GREMOLATA & DIPPING SAUCE

COCONUT
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ROASTED SWEET POTATO & COCONUT SOUP



SERVES 4


	500g sweet potatoes, roughly diced

	1 red onion, roughly chopped

	1 garlic clove, roughly chopped

	2-cm piece of fresh root ginger, peeled and roughly chopped

	1 red chilli, roughly chopped

	1 tbsp olive oil

	2 tbsp good-quality curry powder

	1 x 400ml tin coconut milk

	400ml vegetable stock

	To serve

	a small handful of coriander, chopped

	toasted coconut shards

	lime wedges
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ROASTED SWEET POTATO & COCONUT SOUP

SPICED CORNMEAL-COATED OKRA WITH SMOKED TZATZIKI



SERVES 6–8


	½ tsp cumin seeds

	½ tsp coriander seeds

	½ tsp black mustard seeds

	½ tsp fennel seeds

	½ tsp black peppercorns

	2 tsp chilli powder, plus extra for dusting

	1 x 200g tub tzatziki (store-bought)

	150g coarse cornmeal (polenta)

	75g cornflour

	150ml buttermilk

	2 garlic cloves, minced

	2½-cm piece of fresh root ginger, peeled and minced

	175g okra, trimmed and halved lengthways

	vegetable oil, for deep-frying

	sea salt
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SPICED CORNMEAL-COATED OKRA WITH SMOKED TZATZIKI

GREEN BANANA ROSTI WITH SALTFISH GUACAMOLE



SERVES 4


	For the Green Banana Rosti

	4 green bananas, peeled

	juice of 1 lemon

	2 thyme sprigs, finely chopped

	½ red Scotch bonnet chilli, finely chopped

	3 spring onions, finely chopped

	2 tbsp olive oil

	25g butter, diced

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

	For the Saltfish Guacamole

	1 large avocado, peeled, stoned and roughly chopped

	250g saltfish, flaked

	½ Scotch bonnet chilli, finely chopped

	1 plum tomato, de-seeded and chopped

	a small handful of coriander, chopped

	juice of ½ lime

	freshly ground black pepper

	To serve

	chilli oil

	coriander leaves
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GREEN BANANA ROSTI WITH SALTFISH GUACAMOLE

ONION OKRA BHAJI WITH HOT SAUCE MANGO CHUTNEY



SERVES 4–6


	3 white onions, trimmed and finely sliced

	1 red pepper, de-seeded and finely sliced

	8–10 okra, washed, trimmed, de-seeded (see tip) and finely sliced on an angle

	50–75g gram (chickpea) flour

	2 tsp baking powder

	1 tsp chilli flakes

	1 tsp ground cumin

	1 tsp ground allspice

	a pinch each of salt and pepper

	vegetable oil, for frying

	For the Hot Sauce Mango Chutney

	4 tbsp mango chutney

	2 tsp Hot Pepper Sauce (see page 18 or store-bought)

	2 spring onions, finely sliced

	a small handful of coriander, finely chopped
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ONION OKRA BHAJI WITH HOT SAUCE MANGO CHUTNEY

ITAL
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SPICED CORN, LENTIL & BUTTERNUT SQUASH CHOWDER



SERVES 4 AS A MAIN OR 6 AS A STARTER


	1 tbsp olive oil

	1 large white onion, finely diced

	2 garlic cloves, grated or finely chopped

	½ tsp cayenne pepper

	200g yellow split lentils

	200g butternut squash, roughly diced into 2cm chunks

	700ml vegetable stock

	1 x 400ml tin coconut milk

	1 Scotch bonnet chilli, halved

	2 thyme sprigs

	1 x 200g tin sweetcorn, drained

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

	To serve

	2 tsp red chilli oil, to garnish

	a small handful of flat-leaf parsley, roughly chopped, to garnish
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SPICED CORN, LENTIL & BUTTERNUT SQUASH CHOWDER

TOSTONES WITH TOMATO & CAPER SALSA



SERVES 2–4 AS A SNACK


	vegetable oil, for deep-frying

	2 green plantains, peeled and cut into 2½-cm thick slices

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

	For the Tomato and Caper Salsa

	2–3 ripe tomatoes, quartered, de-seeded and diced

	1 garlic clove, finely chopped

	2 tbsp capers, finely chopped

	a small handful of flat-leaf parsley, roughly chopped

	juice of ½ lemon

	1 tbsp olive oil

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper
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